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ABSTRACT 

Educational Politics and the Making of School Desegregation Policy in Houston, Texas 

 by  

Edwin C. Breeden 

 

 The desegregation of American public school systems in the wake of Brown v. Board of 

Education (1954) was a vast, protracted, and, in many cases, frustrated historical project that 

impacted individual communities in a multitude of ways. Drawing upon official school board 

records, court documents, oral histories, newspaper accounts, government reports, and private 

correspondence, this dissertation blends legal, political, and social history to highlight the 

contingent process by which local and federal power intersected and interacted to guide the 

course of desegregation policymaking in individual cities and communities. By examining the 

actual policies that guided local people’s access to particular educational spaces—including 

those policies’ underlying intentions, the debates surrounding them, and their results—this 

project seeks to interpret this complex historical project with greater specificity and clarity than 

obtains from merely considering whether actors supported or opposed desegregation. Ultimately, 

numerous forms of “desegregation” emerged in the decades after Brown, each of which inspired 

unique mixtures of support and opposition from location to location.   

 This study’s policy-centered framework is applied in the specific context of Houston, 

Texas, and the Houston Independent School District (HISD), the largest segregated school 

system in the American South at the time of Brown. Desegregation began in HISD in 1960, but 

the district’s desegregation policies were not firmly established until the early 1970s when it 

adopted a mixture of neighborhood-based student zoning, voluntary pupil transfers, and racially 
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balanced faculty assignment. These policies satisfied federal mandates yet left desegregation 

subject to the constraints of Houston’s segregated residential geography and thus failed to 

achieve meaningful tri-ethnic integration of the district’s African American, Mexican American, 

and Anglo students. This project unpacks the complicated history that led to those policies by 

situating the development of HISD’s nearly thirty-year-long desegregation lawsuit, Delores Ross 

v. Houston Independent School District (1956 – 1984), within the constant and contentious 

struggles for control of the Houston school board and district policymaking in the 1950s through 

1970s. In so doing, it highlights how integration supporters worked to dismantle segregation and 

secure greater power over local education through multiple venues, as well as how resistant 

school officials worked to stifle those ambitions in strategic ways. By integrating the experiences 

of school officials, activists, lawyers, district employees, and ordinary families, this study reveals 

multiple visions of desegregation and education reform that circulated at the local level and 

informed actors’ goals and the power they had or did not have to achieve them. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

In early 1972 dozens of cities across the American South received visits from researchers 

collecting information for a study entitled It’s Not Over in the South: School Desegregation in 

Forty-Three Southern Cities Eighteen Years after Brown. Sponsored by a coalition of six major 

civil rights organizations, It’s Not Over in the South came at a pivotal moment in the United 

States’ post–World War II struggle over how (or whether) to dismantle racial segregation and its 

impact within the nation’s public schools. Over the previous four years, activists and federal 

officials had won and used a series of landmark U. S. Supreme Court rulings to transform the 

public schools of the South from the nation’s most segregated to its most integrated. The extent 

of that change was far more evident in the rural South than in the region’s cities, where schools 

were bound up in entrenched and expanding patterns of residential segregation that neutered the 

effect of most “neighborhood-based” desegregation plans. However, integration advocates 

secured a crucial new policy tool when the Court ruled in Swann vs. Charlotte-Mecklenburg 

Board of Education (1971) that “busing” was among the constitutional remedies for state-

sponsored segregation at the disposal of the lower court judges who oversaw local desegregation 

processes. Whether anyone was using it was one of the main questions that the researchers hoped 

to answer as they made their way through Dixie.
1
 

Ultimately, the study’s authors were careful to note that no school district was without 

problems, nor was any without at least some signs of hope. But, if the final report is any 

indication, probably no school system more confounded them than the Houston Independent 

                                                 
1
 Alabama Council on Human Relations, American Friends Service Committee, Delta Ministry of the National 

Council of Churches, NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund, Inc., Southern Regional Council, and 

Washington Research Project, It’s Not Over in the South: School Desegregation in Forty-Three Southern Cities 

Eighteen Years after Brown (Washington, D. C., 1972), i-iii, ix-x, 21. Charles T. Clotfleter, After Brown: The Rise 

and Retreat of School Desegregation (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2004), 56. Gary Orfield, Must We 

Bus? Segregated Schools and National Policy (Washington, D. C.: Brookings Institution, 1978), 13-15. Swann v. 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education, 402 U.S. 1 (1971). 
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School District (HISD), the largest district included in the study, and the largest officially 

segregated school system in the nation at the time of Brown v. Board of Education (1954). To be 

sure, the basic questions were easy to answer. The monitor sent to evaluate the district observed, 

bluntly, “there is still a dual school system in Houston.” It was a fair conclusion. For two years, 

HISD had maintained a student desegregation policy that centered on “neighborhood-based” 

zoning and voluntary integrative transfers.
2
 Integration supporters had made no concerted effort 

to update HISD’s desegregation plan in the wake of Swann, and school officials were hardly 

about to voluntarily endorse “busing,” the dreaded B-word of educational politics in the late 

1960s and ‘70s. The result was a massive “desegregated” school system that, for the most part, 

did not look all that different from the “segregated” one it replaced. With school integration 

subject to Houston’s segregated residential geography, more than 50 of HISD’s roughly 230 

schools still had student bodies that were more than 90 percent black. Even more pupils attended 

schools that were more than 90 percent “minority,” a reality attributable to the district’s zoning 

policies that had reassigned African American and Mexican American pupils in certain parts of 

the city—the latter of whom in Houston were historically considered “white” for desegregation 

purposes—under the guise of “black-white” integration.
3
 

Thus, it was with no shortage of irony that the authors of It’s Not Over in the South chose 

to praise HISD in a section of the report that highlighted school systems that displayed positive 

leadership in transitioning from segregation to integration—despite researchers’ own conclusion 

that HISD was, in fact, still segregated. Expectedly, the writers felt compelled to explain why. 

Indeed, profiles for the other highlighted districts only required about a page each—HISD’s 

                                                 
2
 Throughout this project, I use the term “integrative” to refer to policies, events, or otherwise that served to increase 

the racial mixture of people in particular spaces. Conversely, “segregative” will be used when mixture is either 

decreased or impeded. 
3
 It’s Not Over in the South, ii, 20 (“there is still” quotation on 20). Enrollment data from “Blacks Are Now 

Dominant Ethnic Group in Houston Public Schools,” Houston Chronicle, October 24, 1973, p. 15. 
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demanded five. Local history and context was central to the researchers’ explanation. After 

recapitulating the previous decade and a half of local school board politics, the report offered a 

description of the fundamental “dilemma” facing the city’s struggle over desegregation. Few of 

Houston’s schools could reasonably be called “integrated,” but liberal whites and African 

Americans alike worried that more aggressive “busing” policies would propel recently ousted 

conservative activists back into control of the school board or hasten white flight. “All of this 

may seem like more ‘been down so long it looks like up to me’ to the determined advocate for 

greater desegregation,” the study acknowledged before adding, “but our monitor found these 

concerns of decent people difficult to ignore.”  In the end, the report concluded that HISD 

offered the best chance for a bad approach to integration: “In the words of our monitor, ‘If the 

neighborhood school policy (i.e. separate but equal) does not work in Houston, it will work 

nowhere.’”
4
  

Historians are increasingly coming to recognize that the late 1960s and early ‘70s were in 

many ways the most crucial period in the history of American school desegregation. In her 2005 

address to the Organization of American Historians, Jacquelyn Dowd Hall tasked scholars with 

more closely examining this period as part of a broader illumination of a “long civil rights 

movement” that extended beyond 1968 and into the 1970s. Several historians have responded to 

that call while also answering Hall’s more specific charge to highlight the traditionally neglected 

examples of successful southern school desegregation in cities like Charlotte and Nashville.
5
 

Houston, with its enduring reliance on “neighborhood-based” desegregation, did not prove to be 

                                                 
4
 It’s Not Over in the South, 10-21 (“All of this,” “dilemma,” “but our monitor” quotations on 20, “will work 

nowhere” quotation on 21). 
5
 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” Journal of American 

History, vol. 91, no. 4 (March 2005), 1255-56. For treatments of relatively successful cases of urban school 

desegregation in the South, see Matthew D. Lassiter, The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South 

(Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2006), 121-98, 254-75; and Ansley T. Erickson, Making the Unequal 

Metropolis: School Desegregation and Its Limits (Chicago: University of Chicago Press). 
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among those cities where historians might look and easily find an uplifting case of desegregation 

that “worked.” Understanding the reasons for that requires engaging how Houston’s story was 

tied into much larger currents of legal and political power at the federal and state level. But, as 

the monitor for It’s Not Over in the South clearly perceived, it also demands an equally vital 

local perspective. 

This study is part of a still expanding historiography that examines postwar civil rights 

activism from the “bottom-up.” First gaining prominence in the mid-1990s through the work of 

historians like John Dittmer and Charles Payne, this literature emerged as a corrective to 

traditional narratives of the civil rights movement that focused solely on national leaders—

especially, and often exclusively, Martin Luther King, Jr.
6
 Without necessarily denying the 

importance of King and other better-known figures, historians worked instead to highlight the 

contributions of “local people” within a much more geographically diffused movement aimed at 

securing rights and power for African Americans in individual communities across the entire 

nation. Scholars have increasingly relied on such local studies to highlight a number of themes 

previously downplayed or absent in earlier portrayals of civil rights activism: the significance of 

women, working-class activists, and others who were outside the upper echelons of the 

movement; the struggle for economic and political empowerment, as opposed to strictly formal 

equality through civil rights; disagreements between and among national activists and grassroots 

                                                 
6
 John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana and Chicago: University of 

Illinois Press, 1994). Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the 

Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995). Adam Fairclough, 

Race & Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915-1972 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 

1995). Localized perspectives on movement activism certainly emerged before the 1990s, but a well-defined 

historiography did not develop until after works like those above. For one influential predecessor to these studies, 

see William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro, North Carolina and the Black Struggle for Freedom 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980). For a useful encapsulation of the “master narrative,” see Charles 

Payne, “Debating the Civil Rights Movement: The View from the Trenches,” in Steven F. Lawson and Charles 

Payne, Debating the Civil Rights Movement, 1945-1968 (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1998), 99-136 (esp. 

108-09). 
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leaders; and black support for physical self-defense, rather than total commitment to nonviolent 

resistance. More broadly, works that illuminate events and figures outside the national spotlight 

have revealed remarkable ideological and strategic flexibility among movement supporters.
7
 To 

be sure, none of those themes necessarily require a local perspective, and other historians have 

illustrated their importance through national-level works or by connecting them to already well-

known figures or events.
8
 But, local studies have revealed just how far those themes reached into 

the lives of people well beyond the national spotlight and have provided a rich portrait of the 

movement’s human and political diversity. 

This dissertation uses a local perspective to highlight a number of otherwise obscured or 

neglected themes in the history of school desegregation by pursuing two interconnected lines of 

inquiry in Houston, Texas, in the first two decades following Brown: the evolution of local 

desegregation policy and the development of local educational politics, with the latter focusing 

on the struggle for control of the Houston school board. 

This project’s deliberate focus on desegregation policies is partly indebted to Ansley 

Erickson’s recent study of Nashville schools, in which she shows how forms of educational 

inequality persisted in that city’s school system despite its desegregation policies achieving a 

                                                 
7
 Local studies of civil rights activism are legion. For a sampling of works that are representative of the particular 

themes listed here or explicitly reflect on their local orientation, see Chana Kai Lee, For Freedom’s Sake: The Life 

of Fannie Lou Hamer (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1999); Joanna Grant, Ella Baker: Freedom 

Bound (New York, 1999); Timothy B. Tyson, Radio Free Dixie: Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999); Jeanne Theoharis and Komozi Woodard, eds., 

Groundwork: Local Black Freedom Movements in America (New York: New York University Press, 2005); Peniel 

E. Joseph, ed., Neighborhood Rebels: Black Power at the Local Level (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010); 

Tomiko Brown-Nagin, Atlanta and the Long History of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2011); and Tracy E. K’Meyer, Civil Rights in the Gateway to the South: Louisville, Kentucky, 1945-1980 

(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2009). 
8
 This is particularly true when it comes to black activists’ demands for economic and political justice. For 

examples, see Thomas F. Jackson, From Civil Rights to Human Rights: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Struggle 

for Economic Justice (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007); Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Defying 

Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights, 1919-1950 (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008); and Nancy 

MacLean, Freedom is Not Enough: The Opening of the American Workplace (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 

2006). 
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high level of statistical integration.
9
 A similar effort to unmask the hidden downsides of 

desegregation policy is relatively moot in the case of Houston—its schools never achieved 

enough statistical integration to make inequality seem all that “masked.” But, policy-centric 

analysis similar to Erickson’s offers several other interpretive advantages for understanding how 

the historical project of school desegregation unfolded in that city. 

For one, close attention to policy provides a means of discussing desegregation with 

greater precision and clarity than is often the case in public discourse and even some scholarly 

works. Historians have in different ways criticized how the language used to describe what is 

still euphemized as the United States’s historical “race problem” is often vague, poorly 

conceptualized, and/or misleading.
10

 Conceptual ambiguity is especially common in the case of 

school desegregation, the basic lexicon of which—e.g., segregation, desegregation, 

integration—is a collection of abstractions. Following Erickson, this study uses “desegregation” 

to mean “the broad legal, administrative, and social processes that followed Brown, not a specific 

                                                 
9
 Erickson, Making the Unequal Metropolis. 

10
 Charles Payne has criticized the use of “segregation” to refer to the entirety of white-on-black oppression in the 

post-Reconstruction American South. Instead, he argues that the term “white supremacy” better captures how racist 

oppression encompassed more than the single issue of spatial proximity to include a deeper system of political 

disempowerment sustained by more than individual feelings of “hatred” or “prejudice” that could be cured through 

interpersonal interaction, i.e. integration. His work partly builds on that of John Cell’s comparative study of the 

American South and South Africa, although Cell allows for a more expansive definition of “segregation” as a 

distinct stage of white supremacy.  John W. Cell, The Highest Stage of White Supremacy: The Origins of 

Segregation in South Africa and the American South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982), ix-20. Charles 

M. Payne, “‘The Whole United States Is Southern!’: Brown v. Board and the Mystification of Race,” Journal of 

American History, vol. 91, no. 1(June 2004), 83-91. Charles Payne, “Debating the Civil Rights Movement: The 

View from the Trenches,” in Lawson and Payne, Debating the Civil Rights Movement, 128-30. Southern historian 

Charles Eagles has also encouraged scholars to more closely examine how historical subjects’ understanding of 

terms like “integration” shifted over time. Charles W. Eagles, “Towards New Histories of the Civil Rights Era,” 

Journal of Southern History, vol. 66, no. 4 (November 2000), 815-48 (esp. 834-35). See also Erickson, Making the 

Unequal Metropolis, 20-21. Finally, historian Barbara Fields has criticized well-intended scholars who refer to 

“race” as a category of analysis without engaging its fundamental roots in “racism.” While I do not share Fields’s 

hostility towards the “whiteness” scholarship at which she sometimes aims this crit ique, her basic point—the 

problematic nature of casual references to “race” as a category with meaning apart from the “racist” historical and 

social power dynamics that created it—is well-taken. Thus, with varying levels of success, I have tried to minimize 

references to “race,” “race relations,” “racial identity,” etc. in this project. Barbara J. Fields, “Ideology and Race in 

American History,” in J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson, eds., Region, Race, and Reconstruction: 

Essays in Honor of C. Vann Woodward (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 143-77. Barbara J. Fields, 

“Whiteness, Racism, and Identity,” International Labor and Working-Class History, no. 60 (Fall 2001), 48-56. 
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outcome.” In this project, then, "desegregation policy” were those rules and regulations aimed at 

dismantling “segregation,” which here refers either to the deliberate process of officially 

separating “black” and “white” students and teachers into what came to be known as “the dual 

school system,” or to the condition of racial separation which resulted and that in many cases 

endured after official segregation ended. I also use “desegregation policy” to refer to a school 

district’s overall approach to desegregation, which could involve policies that impacted the 

overall project of dismantling segregation despite having little ostensible connection to it, the 

most prominent example in HISD being the district’s purposely segregative neighborhood 

construction policy. Integration will usually refer to the general mixture of people from different 

racial or ethnic backgrounds that was, at least for some, the goal of desegregation policies.
11

 

Finally, occasional reference is made to “educational white supremacy,” a term I use to capture 

the myriad ways that public schooling reflected and reinforced the broader societal subordination 

of those people not considered “white.” Segregation was central to that process, but the full 

                                                 
11

 Erickson rightly cautions against using “segregation” solely to refer to the officially mandated system of 

separation associated with the American South. As others have, she warns that doing so threatens to obscure the 

subtler but still powerful role of state power in promoting so-called de facto residential segregation, even if other 

individual decisions (e.g. “voluntary affiliation”) likewise informed where people lived and went to school. 

Erickson, Making the Unequal Metropolis, 7-8, 20-22 (“the broad legal” quotation on 21-22, “voluntary affiliation” 

on 21). See also Matthew D. Lassiter, “De Jure/De Facto Segregation: The Long Shadow of a National Myth,” in 

Matthew D. Lassiter and Joseph Crespino, eds., The Myth of Southern Exceptionalism (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2010), 29-48. Still, to draw no distinction between the ways in which, for example, HISD or any 

other school district is still “segregated” in 2017 versus it being “segregated” in 1957 is to ignore how the particular 

mechanisms of that separation have shifted over time. My distinction here between “segregation” as explicit policy 

and segregation as the condition of separation is similar to Clotfelter, After Brown, 201. Finally, there is an 

extensive and insightful body of work that engages the historical construction of race and ethnicity as analytical 

concepts, as well as the processes by which particular people come to be grouped together as “races” or 

“ethnicities.” For the purposes of this project, “ethnicity” is used, sparingly, to refer to a sense of distinct group 

identity rooted in culture, language, and/or ancestral or national identity. For an historiographical overview of the 

evolution of “ethnicity,” see Matthew Frye Jacobson, “Hyphen Nation: Ethnicity in American Intellectual and 

Political Life,” in Jean-Christophe Agnew and Roy Rosenzweig, eds., A Companion to Post-1945 America (Malden, 

Mass.: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 175-91. See also Nancy Foner and George M. Fredrickson, “Introduction: 

Immigration, Race, and Ethnicity in the United States: Social Constructions and Social Relations in Historical and 

Contemporary Perspective,” in Nancy Foner and George M. Fredrickson, eds., Not Just Black and White: Historical 

and Contemporary Perspectives on Immigration, Race, and Ethnicity in the United States (New York: Russell Sage 

Foundation, 2004), 1-19; and Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, 3
rd

 ed., 

(New York: Routledge, 2014), 21-52. 
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extent of white disempowerment of black in local schooling went beyond the creation and 

maintaining of separate “black” and “white” educational spaces—it also included factors like the 

extent to which school officials used that separation to deprive black students of resources and 

programs or pay black teachers less than white peers. Ultimately, it was that deeper and broader 

state of inequality that African Americans hoped desegregation would relieve.
12

 

Focusing on policy also allows for desegregation to be considered apart from the rhetoric 

of its opponents, who historically dominated public discourse surrounding the issue. The legal 

and linguistic ambiguity of what separated a “segregated” educational space from a 

“desegregated” or “integrated” one was a vital tool of resistance for white Americans in and out 

of the South. With federal approval, southern leaders in the late 1950s and 1960s seized upon 

conservative interpretations of Brown enshrined in a 1955 district court ruling and insisted that 

legal desegregation only required them not to actively bar African Americans from white 

schools, not to take any proactive steps to “integrate” them.
13

 Whites in metropolitan areas across 

the country argued that effectively segregated schools were in fact desegregated—and thus, 

beyond the realm of constitutional relief—as long as such patterns were the result of purportedly 

natural “de facto” residential segregation and not official “de jure” school district policy. 

Historians and social scientists have shown how such claims masked the lingering impact of a 

                                                 
12

 My usage of “white supremacy” here follows that of legal scholar Frances Lee Ansley, in which the term does not 

refer “only to the self-conscious racism of white supremacist hate groups,” but “to a political, economic and cultural 

system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of 

white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white dominance and non-white dominance are 

daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions and social settings.” Frances Lee Ansley, “Stirring the Ashes: 

Race, Class and the Future of Civil Rights Scholarship,” Cornell Law Review, vol. 74, no. 6 (September 1989), 993-

1077 (quotations on 1024fn129). On distinguishing segregation from white supremacy, see also Payne, “‘The Whole 

United States is Southern!’” 
13

 This conservative reading of Brown occurred in Briggs v. Elliott and came to be known as the Briggs dictum. See 

Frank T. Read, “Judicial Evolution of the Law of School Integration Since Brown v. Board of Education,” in Betsy 

Levin and Willis D. Hawley, eds., The Courts, Social Science, and School Desegregation (New Brunswick, N. J.: 

Transaction Books, 1977), 13-28; Mark V. Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme 

Court, 1956-1961 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 241, 254-55; and Diane Ravitch, The Troubled 

Crusade: American Education, 1945-1980 (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 165-66. 
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vast federal, state, and local policy apparatus that nurtured the development of racial segregation 

in American cities and suburbs in the early and mid-twentieth century, and not just in the states 

of the American South. They have also shown how schools and school policies did not merely 

reflect this process but actively promoted it. After Brown, public officials and white 

Americans—particularly those in racially isolated suburbs—denied culpability for this deeper 

history of state-sponsored racism.  In response, they cultivated a toolkit of ostensibly colorblind 

rhetoric aimed at delegitimizing “busing” as a violation of their rights as middle-class property 

owners to their “neighborhood schools” and “freedom of choice.” Historians have shown how 

such terms carried a powerful multivalence capable of marshaling wide bases of opposition to 

certain integration policies by coding racist animus towards African Americans while also 

resonating with individual attitudes that could be sincerely non-prejudicial, yet which ultimately 

had the same result of sustaining patterns of residential and school segregation.
14

 

                                                 
14

 On the segregative impact of federal housing programs, see Kenneth T, Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The 

Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 190-230; Gary Orfield, “Federal 

Policy, Local Power, and Metropolitan Segregation,” Political Science Quarterly, vol. 89, no. 4 (Winter 1974-1975), 

777-802; Jennifer S. Light, “Nationality and Neighborhood Risk at the Origins of FHA Underwriting,” Journal of 

Urban History, vol. 35, no. 5 (2010), 634-71; Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass 

Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Vintage, 2004), 194-256; Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the 

Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1996)  On the 

specific role of school placement in informing residential patterns, see Karen Benjamin, “Segregation Built to Last: 
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presented at “The Past and Present of Race and Place in Houston,” Rice University, Houston, Texas, 2013, copy in 

author’s possession. On colorblind rhetoric, suburban ideology, and their connections to modern conservatism, see 

Lassiter, Silent Majority; Kevin M. Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism 

(Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2005); Matthew F. Delmont, Why Busing Failed: Race, Media, and the 

National Resistance to School Desegregation (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2016);  

and Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton 

University Press, 2001). Gadsden explores how the de facto/de jure distinction was likewise initially embraced by 

NAACP and LDF attorneys who, along with white commentators, helped construct a sectional discourse in which de 

facto “northern” segregation was more acceptable than de jure “southern” desegregation. Brett Gadsden, Between 

North and South: Delaware, Desegregation, and the Myth of American Sectionalism (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2013). Aside from these previously mentioned works, on school segregation and desegregation 

outside the South, as well as the national sweep of American white supremacy, see Davison M. Douglas, Jim Crow 

Goes North: The Battle Over Northern School Segregation, 1865-1954 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2005); and Thomas J. Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North (New 

York: Random House, 2008). 
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This study benefits from insights like those above but, for several reasons, shifts it 

primary focus away from the rhetoric of white desegregation resistance and towards the 

particulars of desegregation policy. For one, historians have at times been too willing to adopt 

the rhetoric of integration opponents as part of their own descriptive toolkit. Describing a 

desegregation policy as “busing” or “neighborhood schools” makes sense in certain contexts 

(this project has already done so multiple times), but to do so without offering further details on 

that policy’s specific dimensions—e.g. number of students involved, length of travel, 

comparison to levels of “non-integrative” busing—limits its interpretive value, often severely. 

Likewise, while well-meaning historians often understandably adopt “neighborhood school” as a 

sort of shorthand for “nearby school,” the perceived identities and spatial boundaries of 

particular “neighborhoods” are shaped by any number of factors other than mere proximity, 

including and especially race. Indeed, this was precisely the point for many whites who pledged 

fealty to the “neighborhood school” while systematically excluding African Americans and 

others deemed “not white” from attending them, a trend that occurred around the United States 

and extends back to the nineteenth century.
15

  

This project consequently invokes these tropes sparingly—typically only in occasional 

reference to their discursive functions or, when used to refer to particular policy proposals, in 

conjunction with more detailed explanations of their specific provisions. Even then, I generally 

follow the example of Matthew Delmont’s recent study of “busing” and place it and similar 

terms (e.g. “neighborhood schools”) in quotation marks in order to emphasize that such phrases 

                                                 
15

 On the potentially fluid and multifaceted definitions of “neighborhoods,” see Claudia Coulton, “Defining 

Neighborhoods for Research and Policy,” Cityscape, vol. 14, no. 2 (2012), 231-36; Robert J. Chaskin, “Perspectives 

on Neighborhood and Community: A Review of the Literature,” Social Science Review, vol. 71, no. 4 (December 

1997), 521-47; and Andrew Deneer, “The ‘Black Section’ of the Neighborhood: Collective Visibility and Collective 

Invisibility as Sources of Place Identity,” Ethnography, vol. 11, no. 1 (March 2010), 45-67. For a useful legal history 

of the “neighborhood school” in the United States and the ways that racism qualified legal and social constructions 

of the “neighborhood” members with access to them, see Meyer Weinberg, Race & Place: A Legal History of the 

Neighborhood School (Washington, D. C., 1967).  
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were first and foremost rhetorical devices, not fleshed out policy prescriptions.
16

 As much as 

possible, I instead use less historically and racially loaded terms like “district-sponsored 

transportation” or “proximity-based zoning.” Neither of these is perfect, particularly the latter, 

which I often use to refer to assignment policies that considered factors in addition to the 

distance between a student’s residence and school. Ultimately, though, this project demanded 

some way of referring to local desires to attend a school located near one’s home that was free of 

the political and racial baggage of “neighborhood schools”—not so much to clarify the 

preferences of those whites who most often invoked the term, but those of the African American 

families who had long been forced to attend schools there were not only materially inferior but 

located far away from home. In this case, “proximity-based zoning” will refer to desegregation 

policies based upon the traditional criteria that informed student assignments—e.g. distance, 

safety hazards, route access, etc.—with the exception of race, which, depending on the particular 

policy, school officials might attempt to disregard altogether or consider as a means of boosting 

integration while still being limited to the demography of the residential area immediately 

surrounding a school. 

Central to the evolution of desegregation policy in HISD is Delores Ross v. Houston 

Independent School District, the first and primary lawsuit filed to compel the Houston school 

system to comply with the Brown decision.
17

 Initiated in late 1956 on behalf of two local black 

families and finally settled in 1984, Ross v. HISD ultimately became the primary venue through 

which integration advocates pressured school officials to adopt more effective desegregation 

policies. Familiarity with the history of the Ross suit is critical to understanding the origins of 

                                                 
16

 Delmont, Why Busing Failed, 3-4. 
17

 As was true of other protracted school desegregation suits, the Ross suit was styled differently over the years 

depending on who was the current president of the school board and thus generally listed first among the trustees 

named as defendants. Official stylings included Ross v. Rogers, Ross v. Dyer, and Ross v. Eckels. For the sake of 

continuity, I refer to this suit as Ross v. HISD throughout the dissertation.  
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HISD desegregation policy at any given moment in time, and this work builds upon more 

traditional histories that examine school desegregation primarily as a matter of law.
18

 However, 

this project is more indebted to recent scholarship that more thoroughly blends legal analysis 

with political and social history to reveal how courtroom proceedings were part of broader 

debates that raged in local communities over desegregation and racial equality in education, 

including within particular groups of color.
19

 That interconnectedness, as well as the significance 

of intragroup dialogue, should be evident throughout the dissertation but is especially relevant to 

chapter 1, which describes the challenges the Houston NAACP faced merely in initiating what 

became the decades-long Ross lawsuit. 

Like the legal struggle for desegregation in general, the Houston NAACP’s effort to 

initiate litigation against HISD aimed to bring the power of the federal government to bear upon 

local school officials. Especially over the next decade and a half, federal intervention proved 

crucial to many if not most of the gains that school integration advocates made in Houston. As 

chapter 3 shows, HISD officials in the 1950s eschewed the dramatic displays of segregationist 

defiance associated with “massive resistance,” but they still refused to take even the most minor 

steps away from segregation until federal judges pushed them to do so.
20

 By the middle of the 

decade, national legislation, more exacting executive guidelines for desegregation compliance, 

                                                 
18

 For examples of such works, see Richard Kluger, Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education 

and Black America’s Struggle for Equality, First Vintage Books Edition (New York: Vintage Books, 2004); 

Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law; J. Harvie Wilkinson III, From Brown to Bakke: The Supreme Court and School 

Integration, 1954-1978 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976); James T. Patterson, Brown v. Board of 

Education: A Civil Rights Milestone and Its Troubled Legacy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); and 

Michael J. Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights: The Supreme Court and the Struggle for Racial Equality (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2004). For examples of state- and local-level legal histories of school desegregation, 

see Gadsden, Between North and South and Howell S. Baum, Brown in Baltimore: School Desegregation and the 

Limits of Liberalism (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2010). 
19

 Perhaps the best recent example of such a work, especially one that emphasizes the importance of intragroup 

dialogue to local African American campaigns for equality and empowerment, is Brown-Nagin, Courage to Dissent.  
20

 On “massive resistance,” see the essays in Clive Webb, ed., Massive Resistance: Southern Opposition to the 

Second Reconstruction (New York, 2005). The foundational work on the subject is Numan V. Bartley, The Rise of 

Massive Resistance: Race and Politics in the South During the 1950’s (Baton Rouge, La., 1969).  



13 

 

and more robust Justice Department enforcement of those standards likewise played pivotal roles 

in advancing desegregation policy in Houston. 

Nonetheless, another key theme highlighted in this study is the ultimately mixed and 

contingent influence of federal power on local integration processes.
21

 As vital as federal 

authority was to promoting change in southern communities, desegregation law was for most of 

the 1950s and ‘60s on the side of all but the most outwardly defiant of local school boards. As a 

result, conservative school officials in Houston were able to work constantly to thwart 

integration while rarely ever being found to have violated African Americans’ constitutional 

rights. Indeed, Houston shows how the Supreme Court’s decision to leave Brown’s enforcement 

almost entirely in the hands of local school districts did not simply enable school officials to 

preserve segregation by doing nothing. Instead, segregationist school officials actively and 

creatively used district policymaking to undermine integration’s short- and long-term success 

while federal judges variously tolerated, endorsed, and even created such policies. Partly, federal 

sanction resulted from school officials’ shrewd willingness to offer specific, strategic 

concessions that kept the vast majority of the dual school system intact while simultaneously 

building a record of “good faith” compliance that kept them within the bounds of the law as 

interpreted by lower court judges. This last point was crucial; as legal historian Michael Klarman 

notes, “Lower federal courts are the principal interpreters of Supreme Court opinions, and they 

                                                 
21

 Much of the scholarly debate around the impact of federal authority has centered on the Brown ruling itself, 

particularly the Supreme Court’s decision to grant wide latitude to local school officials and district judges to 

determine when and how the ruling would be implemented. For largely positive appraisals of the Court’s role, see 

Kluger, Simple Justice and, particularly, Wilkinson, From Brown to Bakke, esp. 3-8. A succinct overview of the 

evolving appraisals of Brown can be found in Patterson, Brown v. Board Education, 113-17, 209-12. See also 

Cottrol, et al, Brown v. Board of Education. I am less concerned with re-litigating the various social and political 

considerations that informed the Court’s tolerance of non-compliance and gradualism than in exploring the 

implications of that choice for local desegregation struggles—in this case, Houston’s. See also Erickson, Making the 

Unequal Metropolis, 9-10 on the mixed influence of federal power in integrating Nashville schools.  
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would ultimately determine the meaning of Brown II.”
 22

 Indeed, the history of Ross v. HISD 

highlights the extent to which principles established in higher court rulings (and even more so, 

other lower courts) often had little to no direct impact on a local desegregation project unless and 

until they were mediated through lower court rulings. In effect, “the law” that mattered most for 

Houston and its schools was usually made in the city’s own federal courthouse, not in 

Washington, D. C. Even then, the process of articulating and shifting the terms of that law was 

almost always contingent upon legal parties formally petitioning judges to order changes in a 

school system’s desegregation policy. Thus, this study also reminds us that, while federal power 

was essential to breaking down segregation, its impact on actual people and places partly 

depended on integration supporters demanding that that power be applied to individual 

communities—and, crucially, having the financial and legal resources to make such demands and 

do so effectively.
23

 

Exactly how integration supporters wished that power to be channeled could be subject to 

heated intragroup debate.
24

 In post-Brown Houston, such disagreements became most evident in 

the early 1970s, a development that likely inspires little surprise among historians of 

desegregation and civil rights activism. Traditional narratives of the civil rights movement 

typically frame the late 1960s and early ‘70s as years of sudden and dramatic change in the tone 

and aims of activist leaders, when disillusioned African Americans rejected peaceful liberal 

                                                 
22

 Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights (“Lower federal courts” quotation on 354). Also, my reference to direct 
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23

 On the importance of individual plaintiffs in advancing desegregation proceedings, as well as the various 

obstacles they confronted, see Gary Orfield, The Reconstruction of Southern Education: The Schools and the 1964 
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Jim Crow to Civil Rights, 351-52. 
24

 On the prevalence and importance of intragroup (or “intraracial”) debate to twentieth century African American 

political activism, see Nagin-Brown, Courage to Dissent. 
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integrationism in favor of more militant and confrontational calls for separatism and Black 

Power. This dissertation builds upon more recent work that complicates this sense of dramatic 

declension.
25

 For one, it reframes the debates of the early 1970s not as a shocking rupture but as 

a revival of long-running discussions over the relative promise and perils of school integration. 

Houston was a hotbed of such debate in the 1940s and ‘50s, and those arguments only cooled 

after the Brown decision undermined the legal basis for segregation, making desegregation a 

more plausible strategy for educational empowerment.
26

 In so doing, the ruling inspired what I 

refer to as a “desegregation consensus,” in which a remarkable (but never total) degree of unity 

emerged among black Houstonians that desegregation represented the best (but never sole) 

means of securing a better education for their children.  

As chapter 6 explores, what eventually broke that consensus was not an ideological 

rejection of the value of interracial contact and encounter so much as HISD’s adoption of 

proximity-based zoning in 1970, which I argue was the student desegregation policy that 

historically held the most currency among black Houstonians. Admittedly, exactly what people 

meant when they demanded “desegregation” or “integration”—other than “not officially 

mandated segregation”—is often difficult to tell. Yet a close examination of the discourse 

                                                 
25

 Piggybacking off the “long civil rights movement” concept, historians like Peniel Joseph have begun referring to a 

“long Black Power Movement” to connect older traditions of black community empowerment to the political 
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Era (New York: Routledge, 2006), 1-25 (“long Black Power Movement” quotation on 7). In his work on 

desegregation in Delaware, Gadsden argues that school integration proponents showed a greater degree of 
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26
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1957 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1999); and Gary M. Levergne, Before Brown: Heman Marion 

Sweatt, Thurgood Marshall, and the Long Road to Justice (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010). 
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surrounding desegregation policy in Houston in the 1950s and ‘60s suggests that the 

disagreements that emerged among African Americans in the early 1970s must be understood at 

least in part as a debate over how they should follow up the accomplishment of an important 

historical goal.
27

 To be sure, no shortage of dissatisfaction could be found among local African 

American concerning integration and the state of education in HISD. Most undoubtedly regretted 

that the district’s student desegregation policies failed to yield more actual integration, including 

even some of those who were cool towards more aggressive integration tools, i.e. the 

reassignment and transportation of students across Houston’s segregated residential geography. 

Nonetheless, the promotion of additional student integration became a decidedly minor priority 

for most local African Americans after 1970, and the preferences black Houstonians expressed 

throughout this period reaffirm the wisdom of Charles Payne’s suggestion that, “It is probably 

safest to say that only a segment of the Black community had anything like an ideological 

commitment to ‘integration,’ while most Black people were willing to give it a try to see if it 

really did lead to a better life.”
28

 This point is likewise evident from local debates over HISD’s 

faculty desegregation policies, which became much more controversial among local African 

Americans in the 1970s as many black leaders claimed that the district’s statistically balanced 

faculties damaged the quality of education offered in still predominantly black schools. 

Arguably, the most significant outgrowth of the desegregation policies HISD 

implemented in 1970 was the entry of Houston’s Mexican American population into the city’s 

long-running debates over how to dismantle its historically dual “black-white” school system.
29

 

                                                 
27

 My attempt to probe the underlying and competing visions of “desegregation” among local African Americans is 

partly a response to Charles Eagles’s nearly two-decade-old (and still underappreciated) call for historians to grapple 

with the fluid meanings of such terms among civil rights activists. Eagles, “Towards New Histories of the Civil 

Rights Era,” 834-35. 
28

 Payne, “Debating the Civil Rights Movement,” 129 (“safest to say” quotation). 
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 Mexican Americans were always part of Houston’s desegregation process, just as they had always been part of 

segregation. Likewise, local Mexican American activists in the mid-twentieth century occasionally challenged 
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Chapter 5 thus seeks to bring traditional school desegregation scholarship into dialogue with the 

fruitful work of historians of Mexican American education and show how Mexican American 

experiences of and reactions to desegregation policy in Houston were inextricable from their 

position within the city’s racial hierarchy.
30

 As a well-developed body of literature chronicles, 

people of Mexican descent have historically occupied what sociologist Ruben Rumbaut 

describes as a “liminal, intermediate” position in the hierarchy of American white supremacy, a 

system rooted first and foremost in the oppression of people considered to be “black.” Historian 

Neil Foley notes that where exactly Mexican Americans found themselves in this hierarchy of 

power relative to African Americans and Anglos—i.e. those considered “black” and “white”—

                                                                                                                                                             
instances of Mexican American pupils being segregated from whites in particular neighborhoods or on certain 

campuses. But, local Mexican American leaders and families made no apparent effort to participate in the shaping of 

HISD’s post-Brown desegregation policy until 1970. Equally significant, the whites and blacks who drove that 
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in strictly “black” and “white” terms. Because those actors primarily debated desegregation in terms of the 

black/white paradigm that defined most Americans’ understanding of “race,” this project takes a cue from Mary 

Dudziak’s history of the Cold War and civil rights activism and presents the first four chapters largely in the 

language of that paradigm. Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy 

(Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2000), 14. Juan F. Perea, “The Black/White Binary Paradigm of Race: 

The ‘Normal Science’ of American Racial Thought,” California Law Review, vol. 85, no. 5 (1997), 1213-58. 
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and Color in a Jim Crow City (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2016). See also Neil 
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University of California Press, 1999), 7-9. 
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defies easy generalization “because their racial status differed from region to region, state to 

state, and often from town to town.” For people who fell between the imagined poles of “black” 

and “white,” full access to the legal, social, and political advantages of whiteness was rarely if 

ever granted, but factors like cultural and physical similarities with whites (especially skin tone), 

economic status, and when a group arrived at a location and in what numbers could all influence 

how much power they might be allowed relative to whites and blacks. How exactly these 

different factors intersected at both the communal and individual level thus set the terms in 

which Mexican Americans had to negotiate American white supremacy in a given location—or, 

in Foley’s illustrative turn of phrase, how “Mexicans walked the color line.”
31

  

In Houston, people of Mexican descent ultimately fell on the “white” side of the legal 

color line, including in its dual “black-white” school system. Founded in 1836, and for the better 

part of a century home to few Mexicans or Tejanos, the city’s particular brand of American 

white supremacy reflected the attitudes and ideology of the United States’s southeastern corner, 

where white dedication to black chattel slavery proved to be the most enduring and the lines that 

separated people of African descent from all others proved to be the most rigid. Yet as Tyina 

Steptoe discusses in her rich ethnography of early twentieth century Houston, Mexican 

                                                 
31
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Americans’ legal whiteness masked a more complicated social, economic, and political reality in 

which they were likewise subject to particular forms of racism, discrimination, and segregation.
32

 

That more complicated historical experience extended to Mexican American school segregation 

in Houston and partly informed their response to district desegregation policy in 1970. 

An unprecedented wave of grassroots activism emerged among Mexican American 

Houstonians in response to the district’s 1970 desegregation plan and has likely received more 

scholarly attention than any other aspect of HISD’s long struggle over desegregation. At the 

center of that protest was the “pairing” of roughly two dozen predominantly black and 

predominantly Mexican American elementary schools under the pretenses of “black-white” 

integration. Works by historians like Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Arnoldo de León, and Brian 

Behnken usefully chronicle this historic mobilization, highlighting important events and themes 

such as the Mexican American boycott of HISD; the influence of the broader Chicano Movement 

then sweeping through the Southwestern United States; the creation of a system of community 

huelga (“strike”) schools formed to support the boycott; shifting debates among local activists; 

and the extent and limits of cooperation among Mexican American and African American 

activists.
33
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I have greatly benefited from these scholars’ considerations of how and why Mexican 

Americans in Houston protested in 1970, and I also choose not to recapitulate the details of that 

protest here. Instead, I aim to offer a better understanding of the actual desegregation policies 

that prompted action from local Mexican Americans. The established narrative surrounding 

HISD’s 1970 desegregation plan is that the Houston school board circumvented a federal 

desegregation order by classifying Mexican American pupils as “white” and reassigning them to 

achieve statistical “black-white” integration, thus sparing Anglos from having to be mixed with 

African Americans. This reading captures some important truths: most importantly, the patented 

unfairness of the plan towards Mexican Americans and the disproportionately low burden it 

placed on Anglos. Nonetheless, by examining the district’s new policies within the longer 

context of the Ross v. HISD lawsuit—rather than strictly their impact on Mexican Americans in 

1970—it becomes clear that most accounts oversimplify the reasons why Mexican Americans 

represented an outsized share of the “white” students who found themselves with substantially 

more African American classmates that year. Rather than being the result of local school 

officials plotting to thwart federal mandates by exploiting Mexican Americans’ legal whiteness, 

the new policies’ overreliance on Mexican Americans is better understood as a federally 

endorsed (and in some aspects, federally designed) consequence of school officials’ primary 

desire for a “neighborhood-based” desegregation policy colliding with residential patterns in 
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which poorer Mexican Americans were more likely to live near African Americans than were 

Anglos. Indeed, residence and class were much more determinative of who would be reassigned 

to more mixed settings than traditional accounts have acknowledged. To be sure, where people 

lived and how much income and wealth they had were inextricable from Houston’s deeper and 

broader legacy of white supremacy, meaning that anti-Mexican racism is still part of the 

explanation for why Mexican Americans accounted for so many of the “whites” in newly 

integrated schools. Nonetheless, its operation was far subtler than has traditionally been 

described.  

This project’s second main point of concern—educational politics—refers to how 

different groups of people sought to secure and exercise power over the policies and practices 

that prevailed in their particular schools or the school district as a whole. This fairly wide 

conceptual umbrella could include any number of issues in public schooling during this period, 

but I use it primarily to highlight two themes, one of which is widely applicable to desegregation 

processes across the country, and another which may be fairly specific to Houston. The first is 

that, while this study is first and foremost about desegregation policy, it also recognizes that 

desegregation was one of any number of issues that informed particular moments or events in 

local education during this period. Of course, in places like Houston, no other issue generated as 

much emotion or anxiety. But other schooling concerns likewise intersected with how local 

actors approached the issue of desegregation. This was true for people regardless of color, 

though obviously in different ways. For white Houstonians, the stability of the desegregation 

policy status quo established in 1960 meant that, while integration was rarely far from people’s 

minds, whites could nonetheless often afford to have other concerns in local schooling at the fore 

of their consciousness. African Americans and Mexican Americans likewise pursued broad-
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based educational agendas that included goals other than the promotion of student and teacher 

intermixture, such as expanded employment opportunities; better resources for predominantly 

African American and Mexican American schools; access to district business contracts; 

enhanced coverage of ethnic minority historical figures in district curriculum; and, in the case of 

Mexican Americans, programs that helped students with limited English language skills.
34

 This 

study does not detail these other pursuits, which are worthy of more thorough investigation than 

was possible here, but chapter 6 nonetheless nods to how they became a higher priority for black 

activists in the early 1970s. 

 The second and more prominent theme contained in this project’s concern for 

“educational politics” is the symbolic and political significance of the Houston school board. As 

the overseers of a state-run institution involving the development and care of children, public 

school boards often inspire tremendous public scrutiny and emotion. Yet school board elections 

and meetings assumed an unusual prominence in postwar Houston. Few of the city’s public 

institutions were then as powerful as the Houston Independent School District (HISD) board of 

trustees, and likely none evoked as much public interest. Stretching over some 311 square miles, 

the district was home to some 227 schools in 1968-69 when enrollment reached an all-time peak 

of 241,000, making it then the sixth largest school system in the nation. Indeed, HISD at that 

point educated more children than did thirteen entire states. Election to its board of trustees thus 

brought the potential to cast a wide intellectual and ideological shadow through votes on 

everything from textbooks and courses of study to essay contests. The district’s annual budget 

was consistently larger than that of the city government throughout the 1960s. By decade’s end, 
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HISD had a $150 million budget and was the city’s ninth largest business in terms of revenue 

and its sixth largest employer, with some 15,000 people on its payroll. Local businesses 

competed over lucrative HISD contracts, and neighborhoods scattered across the district’s 

expanse pressed for more of those resources to make their way to their local schools.
35

 

Policymaking and electoral politics surrounding the Houston school board became riven 

with an intense partisanship after World War II that assumed a level of rancor and visibility that 

likely few major American school systems could match, and which variously fascinated, 

repulsed, and enthralled local residents. Indeed, HISD policymaking pierced even the national 

consciousness a few times in the 1950s when Time reported, mockingly, of the district’s latest 

policy initiatives.
36

  Houston became a hotbed of right-wing conservatism in these years, and 

activists nurtured an artificially polarized local political discourse that divided school trustees 

and competitive aspirants to the board into one of two factions: the “conservatives,” who eagerly 

embraced their label, and the “liberals,” who usually tried to reframe themselves as “moderate” 

or opposed to any specific label. As seen in chapters 2 and 4, conservative activists manipulated 
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this simplified schema to dominate HISD electoral politics in these years.
37

 Beginning in 1955, 

mass media helped expand the board’s local exposure and, along with it, the board’s preexisting 

reputation for politicized drama, when local television station KUHT began broadcasting the 

board’s bi-weekly meetings. Locals soon dubbed these televised gatherings the “Monday Night 

Fights” (soon thereafter, a local man informed trustees that the only series his friends found more 

entertaining was the $64,000 Question game show). Fourteen years later, a local journalist 

commented, “In a town where most political action occurs out of the public eye, the Houston 

school board race has been [consistently] the only local election about which everybody has an 

opinion.”
38

 

This dissertation goes beyond the usual treatment afforded local school boards in 

desegregation histories to reveal how debates over segregation and integration were inextricable 

from broader dynamics in local educational politics. Legal histories especially can give the 

impression that school boards were static, stable entities in the struggle over desegregation, 

inevitably serving no purpose other than to thwart integration supporters and pursue the least 

disruptive (often meaning least “effective”) desegregation policy possible. And to be sure, 
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Houston shows why such an impression is reasonable. For most of the 1950s and ‘60s, the HISD 

board was dominated by conservative trustees backed by a local political action committee 

known as the Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE). CSAE-backed board members 

consequently defined the district’s institutional stance towards desegregation, pursuing a 

“practical segregation” strategy of minimum legal compliance with federal court orders while 

using other district policies to minimize the amount of integration that would actually result from 

its desegregation policies.
39

  

Rather than simply challenge HISD’s institutional power in court, African Americans in 

Houston worked to harness that power for themselves using the ballot. Indeed, HISD electoral 

politics arguably aroused as much if not more passion in local African Americans during these 

years as did desegregation itself. Part of that urgency reflected their recognition that those two 

goals were linked together—federal judges ultimately determined how quickly the structure of 

segregation would be dismantled, but their decrees were informed by the arguments of the school 

trustees who would implement those decisions. Yet African Americans opposed white 

conservative dominance of the Houston school board for reasons that went beyond the single 

issue of desegregation. HISD trustees made decisions that impacted every facet of local 

schooling, including the diffuse influence of educational white supremacy beyond the physical 

separation of legally white and black students: Whose campuses would be renovated or 

replaced? Which schools received special facilities like swimming pools or gymnasia? Where 
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should new courses or programs be offered? Where should new schools be located? What local 

firms would win district business contracts? While many blacks looked to desegregation as a 

means of securing more just answers to those questions, the questions themselves had to be 

answered whether HISD was desegregated or not.  

How African Americans might most effectively use the ballot required careful and often 

difficult political calculations. CSAE’s domination of the school board nurtured a biracial 

coalition of liberal white and African American voters united by their mutual opposition to local 

conservative activists. Like all political coalitions, electoral or otherwise, this one was often 

fraught with tension, which initially ran highest in the late 1940s and ‘50s as black leaders and 

voters challenged white liberals’ reluctance to support black candidates and their failure to 

promote integration during a brief two-year stint in control of the board after Brown. White 

liberals’ skepticism of black candidates’ viability lessened after the 1958 election of Hattie Mae 

White, the first African American to serve on the HISD board, and the coalition managed to elect 

other liberal candidates over the next few years. Still, the coalition failed to secure majority 

control of the board throughout the 1960s, and Hattie White’s tenure on the board was marked 

by frequent acrimony with the board’s conservative majority. Indeed, her clashes with trustees, 

and conservatives’ broader domination of district policymaking, galvanized black Houstonians 

as much as anything related to integration. When Houston elected its first biracial liberal 

majority to the board in 1969, memory of CSAE’s tenure informed how many black leaders 

reacted to dissatisfying steps taken by the new board. Indeed, as chapter 6 shows, school board 

politics and questions concerning the value of their historical coalition with liberal whites did as 

much to sow discord among Houston’s black leadership in the 1970s as did their diverging 

opinions on desegregation policy.  
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Houston’s legal struggle over desegregation continued into the 1980s, but the core of this 

study concludes in the mid-1970s. Several reasons explain why. The first reflects this project’s 

primary focus on the evolution of desegregation policy, as opposed to integration or education 

more broadly. Although HISD’s desegregation policies underwent some occasional tweaking 

after 1970, the basic approach to integration established that year—“neighborhood-based” 

zoning and voluntary integrative transfers for students, and statistically integrated assignments 

for faculty—remained intact through the settlement of the Ross lawsuit in 1984. Second, and 

even more basically, there simply was no organized school integration movement in Houston 

after the mid-1970s. Certainly, there was still plenty of dissatisfaction with some of HISD’s 

desegregation policies, and there was also still at least some local support for comprehensive 

reassignment and transportation of students—whether across HISD or in conjunction with 

neighboring districts—in order to overcome the impact of Houston’s segregated residential 

geography. However, popular support for such policies, including among African Americans and 

Mexican Americans, was so thin and unorganized that to call it a “movement” stretches the 

word’s meaning into flaccid uselessness.
40

 While aspects of the latter half of the Ross lawsuit are 

worthy of consideration elsewhere, it became clear in the course of this project that, if part of this 

study’s purpose was to deepen our understanding of the significance of the late 1960s and early 

‘70s in the history of school desegregation, then a fuller examination of the debates, policies, and 

discourse from the preceding two decades was of greater priority than those that followed. As 
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chapters 5 and 6 illustrate, some of the events that transpired in desegregation and educational 

politics in those years can appear absurd and inexplicable when viewed in an historical vacuum. 

This dissertation hopefully shows that, whatever the validity of the former perception, the latter 

does not inevitably hold. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

The Struggle to Begin the Struggle:  

 

The Houston NAACP and the Origins of Ross v. Houston Independent School District 

 

 

Monday, September 10, 1956, was a nervous morning for parents across the Houston 

Independent School District (HISD). For most, it was a familiar, largely benign sort of 

nervousness that families across the United States associated with the annual ritual unfolding that 

day in Houston: local children’s first day of school. Yet for Ada and Marion Williams, the new 

experiences that the school year might offer their fourteen-year-old daughter Beneva were cause 

for more anxiety than excitement. HISD was the largest officially segregated public school 

district in the United States, and Marion and Ada were sending Beneva to enroll at McReynolds 

Junior High, a recently opened school located a half mile from the Williams residence at 5542 

Farmer St. The Williamses were black, and McReynolds was built for whites. 

Beneva’s walk to McReynolds did not inspire unanimity in the Williams household. As 

she later recalled, her mother was “very nonpolitical…very, very traditional,” and it was her 

father who drove the decision for her to enroll at the white school instead of E. O. Smith Junior 

High, the black school to which she was assigned and that was located nearly three times further 

away than McReynolds. Whatever concerns Ada Williams may have had as her daughter and 

husband set off that morning, reports of what happened upon their arrival did little to allay them. 

For weeks, white parents in Denver Harbor had been stopping by to admire their new junior high 

school, replete with bright, freshly painted “Disneyland colors” of blue and pink and green that 

adorned their children’s lockers and the corridors they would walk through every day. Beneva 

Williams passed through them twice: once to enter, and once to exit.  
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When she and her father arrived at the school at 8:00 A.M. and joined the line of families 

waiting to register, a staff member told them they had to wait and see the principal. As the father 

and daughter waited, two white parents passed them on their way to the registration desk to 

declare that they would remove their kids from the school if any African American children were 

allowed to attend. More alarming for the Williamses were the five white teenage girls who began 

interrogating and harassing Beneva and briefly separated her from her father. “We’re going to 

put her out,” one of them warned. A school secretary stepped in to try and restore order to the 

increasingly hostile scene, but they continued: “You’re going to get hurt—and hurt bad.” “How 

long do you think you could last?” “Do you want to go out dragging and kicking or would you 

rather walk out?” “Nigger.” 

 At around 9:30, Principal Charles Poe was still nowhere to be seen, prompting local 

reporters, Marion, and Beneva to search for him. Poe claimed not to realize anything had been 

going on, and he rejected Beneva’s registration request before escorting her and her father 

through a group of white pupils and out to the street. Sometime after the Williamses left, white 

students began throwing rocks at two random black men who passed by the school. For weeks, 

the Williams family received anonymous threats and harassing phone calls. Ada Williams 

worked desperately to shield Beneva from the calls, and her daughter only learned of them 

decades later. Another relative living with the Williamses at the time later claimed to have 

warned callers they should “make sure they could stand some hot lead” if they kept harassing the 

family. 

When later asked what she thought of white people as a teenager, Beneva Williams said 

bluntly, “I was scared to death of them.” At that point, the girl born Beneva Delois Williams was 

now the woman Beneva Williams Nyamu, who had gone on to follow the political inclinations of 



31 

 

her father and work as an activist in Tanzania and Zambia before returning to her hometown and 

becoming a child welfare advocate and anti-apartheid organizer. Still, that fateful 1956 morning 

at the intersection of Market and Shotwell Streets just a few blocks from her home had served as 

her introduction to the human face of white supremacy. “People can say, ‘Hey, this is 

happening,’” she told a reporter decades later of her childhood awareness of segregation, “but it 

didn’t really stick until the time I tried to go integrate the school.”
1
 

Williams was not the only black child to try and enroll in a white school in Houston that 

morning. A little more than three miles west of McReynolds, George T. Nelson, a local barber 

and officer in the Houston branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP), attempted to register three young black children at white Sherman 

Elementary: brothers George and Charles Ray McDade and their cousin, Delores Inez Ross. A 

crowd was gathered at the school when the group approached (“they was expecting me, I guess,” 

Nelson later surmised), but they greeted the barber and three children with less overt hostility 

than the Williamses received. Nonetheless, the group’s visit yielded the same result: officials at 

the school informed them they could not register, and they soon thereafter departed. As they left, 
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an unknown white man called out to Nelson and said something to the effect of, “What the hell 

you doing trying to register that nigger gal here?” The barber reached threateningly into an 

envelope he had brought with him and called out, “Come on across here. I’ll show you.” At the 

time, the press reported Nelson as saying the envelope contained personal papers. Years later, the 

barber claimed it actually contained a pistol he brought from home.  

Marion Williams and George Nelson were not fools: they knew that the walls of 

segregation would not be breached that morning. On the contrary, measured by their intended 

goals and expected outcomes, they and the children they accompanied had succeeded in their 

mission: they had secured clear evidence that the Houston school system was willfully denying 

black students their constitutional rights as interpreted two years earlier in Brown v. Board of 

Education (1954). Three months later, the rejections Delores Ross and Beneva Williams received 

that September morning became the basis of a federal lawsuit coordinated by the Houston 

chapter of the NAACP to formally challenge the legality of Houston’s segregated school system, 

historically enshrined in the half-hollow words that Texas officials had inscribed into their 1876 

state constitution, adopted a little over a decade after children like Beneva and Delores could be 

purchased at a downtown Houston slave market: “Separate schools shall be provided for the 

white and colored children, and impartial provision shall be made for both.” For the next three 

decades, that lawsuit, eventually styled as Delores Ross v. Houston Independent School District, 

defined the legal structure in which segregation and educational white supremacy was contested 

in the public schools of Houston, Texas.
2
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 Popular memory of school desegregation and the postwar civil rights movement is 

punctuated if not defined by moments like Beneva Williams’s and Delores Ross’s walks to 

school on September 10: African Americans young and old, violating the legal or customary 

norms of segregation and eliciting verbal harassment and/or physical attack from white 

Americans. Such searing images help vivify the boldness of black protestors and the tenacity 

with which white Americans were willing to defend racial supremacy. But, when not properly 

interpreted, they also strip those moments of vital political context. White supremacy lived on 

more than crude acts of individual racism, and challenges to that system were often less 

spontaneous or singular than they might seem.
3
 The Benjamins and Williamses were not the first 

nor only African Americans in Houston to try to enroll their children in an historically white 

school. Their action that September morning was significant not because it was the only one of 

its kind, but because those two families were willing to play out to its very end their particular 

role within a larger campaign. Indeed, like countless other black southern families who made 

similar sojourns after Brown, the Benjamins and Williamses likely had few illusions that their 

daughters would actually be allowed to enroll in their white neighborhood schools. Rather, theirs 
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was a deliberate and planned action not meant to desegregate an individual school so much as to 

set up the legal machinery necessary to fight for the desegregation of all Houston schools.  

This chapter is about how that machine was assembled—the struggle to begin the 

struggle to begin desegregation—and its primary overseers and conductors, the Houston branch 

of the NAACP.  In theory, Houston NAACP leaders had a relatively straightforward task ahead 

of them after the Supreme Court issued its 1954 and 1955 edicts in what was then typically 

referred to as “the school segregation cases.”
4
 Recognizing that few southern school districts 

would willingly desegregate, national Association officials directed local branches to conduct a 

campaign of gradual agitation that would lay the groundwork for local litigation like Ross. In 

Brown’s wake, Houston branch members consequently began a public information campaign, 

collected petitions from local parents requesting compliance with Brown, located families who 

had already or were willing to attempt to register their children at a white school, and, finally, 

offered to sponsor a lawsuit for any rejected families who wished to seek a court order requiring 

HISD begin desegregation.  

Reality is never quite as straightforward as theory. The process that local activists had to 

follow to bring Brown to Houston was a tedious and contingent one that required numerous 

actors coordinate with one another to overcome external opposition, their own internal 

disagreements, and, frequently, necessary but frustrating bureaucracy. Each step along the way 

presented new, more severe challenges to branch workers whose efforts were frustrated by a host 

of factors. At the local level, branch members struggled to find black parents willing and able to 

actively press for desegregation. Though few black Houstonians fully accepted segregation, 
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African Americans reasonably feared that local whites would exact economic, physical, or 

emotional retribution if they publicly supported desegregation. For their part, white HISD 

officials in the 1950s—conservative and “liberal” alike—were unwilling to adopt any but the 

most token gestures of acceptance of Brown’s mandate. NAACP leaders in Houston and across 

Texas likewise faced official opposition from the state government, which sponsored a campaign 

aimed at destroying the Association’s influence and that eventually culminated in a nearly 

yearlong ban on all NAACP activities within the state’s borders. Finally, branch officials 

struggled to navigate the NAACP’s own internal politics. Despite what has elsewhere been 

described as the “Russian doll” perception of the NAACP, the Association was and is far more 

than a small group of nationally prominent figureheads and attorneys—it is a large, complex, 

membership-based bureaucracy subject to all the frustrations and hang-ups that usually 

accompany such organizations. As Adam Fairclough notes, “Internal politics was often the 

NAACP’s bane,” an observation true laterally within individual branches as well as up and down 

the Association’s vertical chain of command. Tensions often flared between the Association’s 

New York-based national office, the “state conferences” that oversaw individual branches, and 

the local offices themselves. Especially with school desegregation suits, the Association’s poorly 

defined relationship with its legally distinct but operationally overlapping Legal Defense Fund 

(LDF) only added to such complications. The Houston branch’s effort to apply Brown to HISD 

was inextricable from ongoing conflicts at each of these levels.
5
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This chapter pays attention to these internal conflicts because they highlight an often 

neglected source of the strain that accompanied mid-century black activism generally and the 

push for school desegregation specifically. However, frustrations among allies are a natural part 

of political collaboration and do not invalidate the deeper unity of purpose that prompted 

activists to work through those challenges towards a common end—in this case, to dismantle 

HISD’s dual system of segregated schooling, and hopefully foster educational empowerment for 

young African American Houstonians and a broader equality among all HISD pupils. 

  

  Black Houstonians had been growing more militant in their willingness to challenge 

white supremacy in and out of the local public schools since at least the 1930s. However, the 

September 1956 attempts to enroll black children in historically white HISD schools were part of 

a still fairly recent shift in a longer campaign against educational white supremacy. As much as 

African Americans in Houston opposed school segregation, they, like most black southerners, 

historically sought to obtain a more equitable share of resources and power within the segregated 

status quo rather than challenge forced separation itself.
6
 As NAACP lawyers chipped away at 

segregation’s constitutionality in postsecondary education in the 1940s and early ‘50s, local 

black leaders increasingly debated whether desegregation was or would soon become a shrewder 

strategy for improving black education than was equalization.
7
 For most African Americans in 
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Houston (and undoubtedly throughout the South), the Association’s victory in the Brown 

decision, at once a culmination and a catalyst, did not diminish their attachment to and desire to 

improve historically black schools. However, it did solidify desegregation’s status as the primary 

means by which African Americans would seek to obtain a better education for their children. 

  As was true across the region, the local office of the NAACP spearheaded the effort to 

apply Brown in Houston. Established in 1918, the Houston NAACP struggled for decades to 

retain members and public clout before entering what one historian describes as a “golden age” 

for the Texas NAACP in the 1940s. Effective local leadership and growing wartime militancy 

among black Americans pushed the Houston branch’s membership from fewer than 100 in 1934 

to a peak of 12,700 in 1945, as the Association challenged white supremacy in areas like voting 

rights, police discrimination, and education, the last of which assumed a multifaceted importance 

in the branch’s push for grassroots empowerment. Members sponsored citizenship classes on 

topics like voting, economic rights, civil rights, and black history that aimed to educate African 

Americans on how to wield newly won rights like the franchise more effectively, as well as to 

equip them to continue fighting to secure new ones. The branch also worked to improve the 

city’s more traditional educational institutions by addressing the impact of white supremacy 

within the Houston Independent School District. The Houston NAACP joined other black 

organizations in the 1940s in pressing the district to allocate more funds to construct and 

modernize local black schools and to offer black and white students equivalent qualities and 

quantities of equipment, facilities, and curricular and extracurricular programs. Participating in a 

broader region-wide campaign, Houston members also pushed HISD to provide black adults 

with fair access to its channels of economic empowerment through an ultimately successful 
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campaign for equal teacher pay. Branch leaders likewise called for more African American 

supervisors in black schools, arguing that white supervisors were less cognizant of the needs of 

black children and had failed to secure adequate resources for the black schools under their 

charge.
8
 

 While other local groups continued channeling their energies towards equalization of 

resources and staff through the mid-‘50s, NAACP officials shifted their attention to 

desegregation. In the ‘40s, the branch was already actively involved in the national office’s legal 

crusade against segregation, having in 1945 recruited local postal worker Heman Marion Sweatt 

to file a lawsuit seeking entry to the white University of Texas Law School. Five years later, the 

Supreme Court ruled in his favor in Sweatt v. Painter (1950), marking the first time the Court 

ordered an historically white school to admit a black student on the grounds that the state’s 

newly formed black law school did not, in fact, offer equal educational opportunity.
9
 As national 

attorneys shifted their focus towards desegregating elementary and secondary education, 

Houston officials worked to cultivate grassroots support for the cause. When the New York 

office sent urgent telegrams requesting donations to help fund attorneys’ responses to the 

Supreme Court’s June 1953 questions for reargument, branch officials distributed the request to 

members and situated local black activism within a broader southern campaign against white 

supremacy. “[T]he cases with plaintiffs from the above named states will mean as much for 
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Texas educational standards as did our own Lonnie Smith and Sweatt cases mean to other 

Southern states,” the branch emphasized in an added note, referring to the Sweatt decision three 

years earlier and the Supreme Court’s 1944 Smith v. Allwright ruling, which declared Texas’s 

all-white primary to be unconstitutional (local dentist and NAACP member Lonnie Smith served 

as plaintiff). When the time for reargument arrived in December, the branch and the black-owned 

Informer publicized New York’s calls for a national day of prayer along with a request for 

additional donations. Five months later, on May 17, 1954, the Court made its famous declaration 

that “in the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place.”
10

 

 Two and a half years passed before members of the Houston NAACP filed suit to make 

that principle apply in the Bayou City, a delay that was fairly typical of local school 

desegregation efforts in the post-Brown South. Initiating and especially maintaining litigation 

was, first of all, expensive. Although most lawsuits were never heard above the appellate level, 

cases that made it all the way to the Supreme Court typically cost between $10,000 and $15,000, 

a price that few black-led organizations other than the NAACP were able and willing to pay.
11

 

Just as importantly, cultivating a strong case was a time-consuming effort that required local 

members mobilize on multiple fronts simultaneously. In keeping with Association protocol, the 

first and most basic action the Houston branch took in Brown’s wake was ensuring that local 

African Americans understood the decision and its possible ramifications. Two weeks after the 

ruling, the Houston NAACP’s education committee began planning a public outreach campaign 

that eventually included weekly information meetings and the creation of a traveling speakers 
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bureau that visited different locations around the city, sometimes appearing during Sunday 

services at local black churches. Such outreach was the most basic step in the road to litigation, 

but it still presented its own share of challenges to branch members. “They didn’t know what 

was going on, most people didn’t. We knew, because we got information,” local barber and 

branch officer George T. Nelson said of black Houstonians’ initial reaction to Brown. Nelson 

was a well-known figure whose shop was a frequent meeting place for local activists in the 

1950s and ‘60s, and he emerged as one of the Houston NAACP’s most prominent public faces in 

the early years of the city’s struggle over desegregation. Discussing the branch’s public outreach 

after Brown, the barber later recalled how local preachers sometimes rejected the bureau’s 

request for speaking time (“You wouldn’t believe it,” he commented) and claimed that, in many 

cases, the information being presented “didn’t register too much” with those in attendance.
12

 

 Nelson’s somewhat fatalistic appraisal of the branch’s work promoting popular 

awareness of and interest in the Court’s ruling requires some unpacking. Most black Houstonians 

surely had at least a passing understanding of “what was going on” with the Court’s deliberations 

and rulings between 1953 and 1955 and knew enough to realize they supported the NAACP and 

LDF’s case against segregation. The black-owned Houston Informer newspaper kept its more 

than 20,000 readers up-to-date on the segregation cases’ progress during those years, covering 

and discussing the latest developments in articles and editorials. In 1953 an editorialist urged 

readers to contribute funds to attorneys’ case, noting that “Probably every literate Negro in the 

land is at least aware of the legal cases now before the Supreme Court attacking the 
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constitutionality of segregation in public schools” and claiming that likely only “a few hundred” 

blacks could be found in the whole country supporting segregation. When the Court issued 

Brown I in May 1954, another editorial praised the decision as a “setback for Communist 

propaganda” aimed at tarnishing America’s international reputation by highlighting the impact of 

white supremacy. Paper owner Carter Wesley lauded the “sensible calm” that most local blacks 

exhibited in the ruling’s immediate wake. Indeed, through 1955, Wesley adopted a wait-and-see 

approach to the Court’s rulings, at one point even complaining of “one or two eager beavers who 

have been running off at the mouth” about wanting to file local lawsuits immediately to compel 

desegregation. He questioned not their passion but rather what he believed would prove to be the 

wasteful haste of pressing litigation before the Court had even ruled on how to implement their 

decision, a consideration they initially delayed. Other African Americans celebrated Brown but 

did so without the visibility of newspaper coverage. An anonymous white “high local official” 

and contact of Wesley’s told a traveling NAACP worker in July 1954 that “immediately in 

Houston there was a real elation” following Brown, evident among local African Americans as 

well as liberal whites who he claimed opposed segregation but were too fearful to say so 

publicly.
13
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 Reports like those above illustrate what one historian describes as the quiet rejoicing that 

occurred among black Americans following the Court’s 1954 pronouncements. Indeed, the 

resolute language of the Court’s unanimous decree condemning segregation undoubtedly thrilled 

many African American Houstonians who saw it as at least a symbolic recognition of their basic 

dignity but who also feared that vocalizing their excitement might draw white ire. That sort of 

practical calculation likewise helps explain George Nelson’s memory of the challenges that the 

Houston NAACP faced in initially rallying local blacks around the Court’s decision. But other 

factors also undergirded what Richard Kluger once described as the generally “muted” response 

many black communities had towards Brown, and which generally included Houston. As Kluger 

notes, for some who were aware of the Court’s proceedings, the past had brought “Too many 

proclamations of white America’s good intentions” to put much faith in lofty words written by 

white men in Washington, D. C. about schools located far beyond Houston. As another historian 

writes of mid-century black activism in Houston, the need to make basic material ends meet in a 

city still marked by white supremacy likewise captured many people’s attention over a goal that 

may have still seemed far-fetched even to those who supported desegregation.
14

  

 Yet others worried not that desegregation efforts were a waste of time but that the project, 

if realized, would have a net negative impact on black interests, especially in the form of mass 

teacher firings, one of the most significant sources of black southern ambivalence towards 

integration. The breakdown of racially dual school systems offered any number of potential 

scenarios that African Americans reasonably feared might cause a widespread purge of black 
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teaching rolls. White school officials might eliminate any resulting staff redundancies by 

automatically firing black teachers, regardless of qualification. They likewise might simply 

refuse to have their children schooled by African Americans and fire black teachers even where 

there was a need for instructors. Other African Americans worried that black teachers—who 

were themselves products of racist education systems—could not compete with their white peers 

even in the absence of individual discrimination.  

 Such fears were strong in Houston. Indeed, even though the Informer lauded Brown, 

Carter Wesley felt compelled to begin his first commentary on the ruling by acknowledging how 

concerns over teacher layoffs remained prominent “in most all discussions” of desegregation. 

Anxieties over the fate of Houston’s black teachers in a desegregated HISD received their most 

forceful airing from local labor leader and newspaper editor C. W. Rice. Taking to the pages of 

his Negro Labor News, Rice charged that the “race haters and do-gooders” fighting each other 

over the Brown decree had both disregarded black teachers’ interests. Rice went further in his 

skepticism of integration than most black leaders, at one point even praising the Houston mayor 

for refusing to desegregate the city’s swimming pools. But his writings on integration’s 

consequences for teachers tapped into deep reservoirs of local anxiety. Black Houston teachers 

confronted NAACP branch leader Christia Adair in the midst of the chapter’s desegregation 

campaign and accused her of trying to get them fired. Committed to integration and apparently 

believing white school officials would evaluate teachers fairly, Adair later explained, “I would 

say that if you can’t teach at [white] Lamar High School, I don’t want you teaching at [black] 

Dodson [Elementary].”
15

  

                                                 
15

 Adam Fairclough, “The Costs of Brown: Black Teachers and School Integration,” Journal of American History, 

vol. 91, no. 1 (June 2004), 43-55. For a useful description of black ambivalence in a different case study, see Davis 

S. Cecelski, Along Freedom Road: Hyde County, North Carolina and the fate of Black Schools in the South (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 7-15. C. W. Rice, “As I See It,” Houston Negro Labor News, May 



44 

 

 Taken together, each of these reasons—concern over personal reprisals, apathy towards 

far away news in light of meeting daily needs, and ambivalence towards the possible benefits of 

desegregation—help explain any less than enthusiastic reactions that George Nelson and his 

cohorts in the Houston NAACP encountered  while publicizing the implications of the NAACP 

and LDF’s victories. Those reasons’ potency only increased as the branch transitioned from 

merely educating local African Americans about Brown to finding locals willing to actively 

support desegregation. This multistep process assumed three main forms—petitioning, 

registering, and litigating—that were part of a nationwide strategy that NAACP leaders 

promulgated from their New York offices and that local branches like Houston’s worked to 

implement on the ground, often in coordination with state conference officials. Houston’s 

experience illustrates the importance of both the national and local ends of this dynamic. 

Instructions from the former provided local officials with at times much needed prodding and 

strategic clarity, while the latter completed the often challenging work of convincing hesitant 

families that they could make a real contribution to the future of local black education—if not for 

their children then for others’. 

 Petitioning was a well-worn pressure tactic for the NAACP, typically deployed after the 

Association had studied and documented public discrimination but before taking guilty parties to 

court. Most recently used in education to push for equalized teacher pay, petitions gave school 

officials a chance to remedy discrimination without having to take the matter to court, which, 

while more financially straining for the plaintiffs, was still costly for school officials. However, 
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petitioning by itself was unlikely to be as effective against segregation as in the fight for equal 

pay. After all, whites accepted equalization in hopes it would forestall integration. But, it still 

provided local branches with a means of formally putting school boards on notice and building a 

record of official neglect that could later be cited at trial.
16

  

 National leaders were eager to begin this process after the Court’s May 1954 ruling. Less 

than a week later, officials convened a special meeting in Atlanta to debate how the push for 

implementation should proceed. Drawing sixty delegates from branches in the seventeen states 

most affected by Brown, as well as the District of Columbia, the conference culminated in the 

“Atlanta Declaration,” a restatement of the Association’s commitment to desegregation among 

southern school students and teachers, the latter of whom were not specifically mentioned in the 

Court’s historic ruling a week earlier. While the conferees acknowledged that desegregation 

would create legitimate administrative challenges for school officials, they also pledged to fight 

“any tactics contrived for the sole purpose of delaying de-segregation” and announced that all 

impacted local branches were to petition their school boards “to abolish desegregation without 

delay.” Follow-through on that directive was expectedly uneven on the local level. Nonetheless, 

by that fall, NAACP branches in states throughout Dixie had petitioned their local school boards 

demanding desegregation. By the end of the year, some sixty Texas branches had submitted 

petitions, included local offices in cities like Austin, Corpus Christi, and Dallas.
17
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 Houston was not among them. The same could be said for many if not most southern 

branches, who instead waited until after the Court’s 1955 enforcement ruling to press school 

trustees to begin dismantling the dual system. Yet Houston illustrates how other, more localized 

considerations could also impact branches’ decisions on when to petition.
18

 A week after 

attending the Atlanta convention, local attorneys Robert Ford and Henry Doyle, chair of the 

Houston NAACP’s Legal Redress Committee, gave a report to the branch’s education 

committee, which received a form petition from national attorneys within a few weeks. However, 

in later reviewing the Atlanta Declaration and the petition received from the national office, the 

education committee came to “the consensus of opinion that gathering signatures would not 

work…in Houston.” Meeting minutes suggest that members were concerned by a lack of 

enthusiasm for desegregation among black Houstonians and decided that more effort was needed 

to solidify popular support before asking local parents to commit their name to a petition. 

Sensitivity to local educational politics likewise informed the branch’s decision to delay its 

petition, as they reported to the national office in December that they chose to postpone their 

petition past the fall because “we felt that we would get our choice of candidates” in the 

November 1954 school board elections.
19
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 The more powerful impetus for local branch action came on May 31, 1955, when the 

Court issued its long-awaited directive on how their ruling a year earlier was to be implemented. 

Later known as Brown II, the 1955 decision gave NAACP attorneys and their supporters a clear 

reaffirmation of the general principles of Brown I but not much else. The justices declined to 

include either a specific end date for segregation, as NAACP attorneys requested, or a specific 

start date, as the U. S. government requested.  The opinion gave school officials and district 

courts wide discretion on what types of administrative challenges could be considered in 

delaying desegregation, and the only suggestion of a timeline came in the now infamously vague 

language of “prompt and reasonable start” and “all deliberate speed.” The implications of that 

language were not necessarily evident at the time, however, and NAACP lead attorney Thurgood 

Marshall privately declared Brown II to be “a damned good decision,” though one that would 

require continued labor in communities across the South. Back in Houston, the editorial staff at 

the Informer took a similarly measured but optimistic view. One editorial framed the ruling as 

evidence of the Supreme Court’s “honesty, integrity, and fearlessness” and described the Court’s 

deferral to local authorities as an appropriate rejection of “the proferred [sic] police role [that 

was] beneath its place in the American concept of government.” Carter Wesley encouraged local 

blacks to take a few weeks and reflect on the decision (“we may make haste by going slowly 

now,” he said of the issues left unresolved) but encouraged them not to lose sight of “the rigid 

fact that segregation is void.” However, other coverage in the Informer also reveals a healthy 

undercurrent of skepticism among black Houstonians. The paper reported “mild and mixed 

reactions” emanating from the city and state before adding, as if in response to a critical chorus, 

“But the vast majority think it will work out.” Rev. M. L. (Moses) Price, the chair of the Houston 

NAACP’s education committee spoke with a seemingly even more strained defensiveness, 
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saying, “I think it is a fair decision. I believe it will work. We should not assume that it won’t 

work. We should try it and see.”
20

  

 In the weeks that followed, workers with the NAACP’s Southwest Region office 

distributed updated petitions to all the branches under their jurisdiction, emphasizing that even 

those branches that filed last year needed to resubmit the newer, stronger draft that accounted for 

Brown II. Like others, the Houston branch received its copy on June 8. Five days later, Thurgood 

Marshall came to Houston to speak before a local professional group for black attorneys. While 

attending, NAACP Texas State Conference executive secretary A. Maceo Smith announced to 

the press that the Houston branch would file a petition to desegregate the Houston school system 

within the next ten days.
21

 Two weeks later, George Nelson appeared at the next meeting of the 

Houston school board and submitted the Houston NAACP’s long-deferred desegregation 

petition. Hearing of citizens and letters typically occurred near the beginning of the board’s 7:30 

P.M. meetings. However, in what was most likely an effort to minimize public exposure of the 

branch’s petition, that section of the agenda was delayed until the end of that particular evening’s 

gathering, pushing Nelson’s presentation past midnight. Once Nelson finally approached the 

board, he summarized the petition before presenting it to trustees, emphasizing the finality and 

legality of the Court’s decision (he encouraged them to ask their attorney’s opinion if they 

doubted so). As discussed more in chapter 2, the barber also requested they dismiss a recently 
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appointed biracial advisory committee, and he finished with one of the more poetic exhortations 

to spring from Houston’s long desegregation struggle:  

“So deep in your hearts, accept the philosophy of the full freedom 

as you would a religion. If you do that, you will leave behind you 

not accumulated wealth, no great monument. If you will have 

served your fellow men and made life just a little easier for 

someone, then, indeed will your lifetime have been well spent.” 

 

 Branch leaders initially hoped to recruit five parents to sign the petition but managed to 

find thirty, a number comparable to Dallas’s 1954 petition but far less than the four hundred 

signatures the Austin branch had obtained for theirs. Those who signed the petition explicitly 

permitted the Houston NAACP “to represent me and my school age children in matters 

pertaining to the use and enjoyment of the public schools of this community” and to hire counsel 

to represent them in court. Neither the petition nor Nelson’s remarks contained specific dates for 

beginning or completing desegregation, but, as he clarified afterwards, the branch’s expectations 

were in line with those of the national office, which Thurgood Marshall had reiterated to 

Houston’s white press during his recent visit: desegregation should be completed in the 1955-56 

school term, and school districts that failed to do so risked litigation in 1956 if not sooner. The 

Association followed through on its warning but not in Houston. In September 1955, NAACP 

Southwest Region counsel U. Simpson Tate filed suit against the Dallas Independent School 

District (DISD) on behalf of twenty-eight black children who were denied admission to the white 

schools nearest their homes, marking the NAACP’s first post-Brown desegregation lawsuit in 

Texas.
22
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 A few hours south and a couple weeks earlier, the Houston branch’s legal redress 

committee learned of the planned Dallas case from Carter Wesley, and they debated how the 

proposed test suit should inform their own local desegregation struggle. Rather than wait on a 

Dallas ruling, the committee decided to shift their campaign onto the next phase: recruiting black 

families to attempt to register their children at white schools that were “the nearest school in their 

neighborhood,” fully expecting rejection that could become the basis for their own desegregation 

suit.
23

 In the year after Brown II, NAACP leaders like Christia Adair, George Nelson, and others 

“fanned out” into the black enclaves of Houston’s Third and Fifth Wards, traveling “street-by-

street,” usually on Sundays, and solicited families willing to register at a white school and join a 

lawsuit. “[W]e had a whole lot of ‘em turn it down,” Nelson later said, recalling the branch’s 

requirement that “the mother and the father and the student all got to be in harmony with the 

program,” otherwise the NAACP would not support their case, fearing the family might later 

choose to withdraw. NAACP attorneys had long been selective in choosing the cases and 

plaintiffs they were willing to support. “The NAACP is not a legal-aid society,” one Association 

legal handbook said bluntly, reminding branches that the organization could only afford to accept 

cases of racial discrimination that could establish broader legal precedents. National attorneys 

likewise traditionally screened individual plaintiffs who requested their help, preferring those 

who conformed to certain standards of social respectability and were of solid community 
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reputation. Such considerations may have influenced the Houston branch’s search for volunteers, 

but the local members did not have the luxury to be overly scrutinizing in whom they recruited. 

“[T]hey had so many Black people frightened,” Nelson later said, claiming that local 

segregationists successfully discouraged black support for the suit through a combination of 

pleading, bribery, and intimidation, adding, “[W]e had a time finding plaintiffs for the lawsuit.”
24

 

 Cajoling, threats, or fears thereof were insufficient to stop all African Americans from 

trying to make Brown real in Houston that fall. During the first week of the 1955-56 school term, 

at least three families attempted to enroll four children in the white HISD schools of Sherman 

Elementary, Kashmere Gardens Elementary, and Cullen Junior High. In Harris County as a 

whole, at least seventeen black students tried to desegregate schools in HISD, Galena Park ISD, 

and Klein ISD, where the children of two families—the Flakes and the Campbells—accounted 

for more than half the attempts in the entire county. One young woman, Bernice Lavonia 

Pinchback, unsuccessfully tried to enroll in a segregated nursing program at Baytown ISD’s Lee 

Junior College. Several others made the futile but pivotal walk to area white schools by the 

beginning of October, and no fewer than six more attempts were made in HISD at the beginning 

of the spring 1956 semester.
25

  

 Two of those who sought entry in early 1956 were nine-year-old Delores Ross and six-

year-old Charles Ray McDade, who likely have the distinction of being the only African 
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Americans whom HISD rejected from their (white) neighborhood schools not once but twice in 

Brown’s wake. Ross lived with her mother and stepfather on Elysian Street in Houston’s Fifth 

Ward, in a neighborhood then transitioning to majority black. Like her cousin Charles, Ross was 

zoned to attend black Crawford Elementary, which she reached each morning by walking at least 

fourteen blocks and crossing over multiple sets of railroad tracks. However, sitting a mere two 

blocks west of her home was white Sherman Elementary, where she and McDade sought entry in 

January and September 1956. The attempts came about after a local woman unexpectedly 

advised George Nelson, who also lived on Elysian, that Ross’s mother Mary Alice Benjamin 

might allow her daughter to attempt to register and thus provide the NAACP with a basis for a 

lawsuit. As discussed more in chapter 6, Benjamin’s support for desegregation primarily derived 

from her desire that Delores be able to attend a more conveniently located school, and not 

necessarily from an overriding attachment to integration. She and Nelson accompanied the pair 

on their first registration attempt on January 23, when the Sherman principal informed them they 

were at the wrong school. When they assured her that was not the case, the principal followed 

what became normal procedure for white HISD staff and stated that she could not accept any 

black students until the superintendent ordered her to do so. Having received the official 

rejection they expected and needed to file suit, the group left. The same routine played out again 

in September with McDade’s brother George now joining the group.
26

 

 Local African Americans undoubtedly applauded the boldness of those families who put 

themselves and their children on the registration line against educational white supremacy, but 
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Nelson’s decision to accompany Ross and the McDade children to Sherman quickly came under 

fire. In an effort to delegitimize school desegregation, southern segregationists often claimed that 

the whole project was a ruse that the NAACP foisted upon largely contented black southern 

masses through coercion and deceit, and typically at the behest of Communists. To some local 

black leaders, George Nelson’s very public accompaniment of the children was a reckless if not 

self-indulgent action that risked legitimizing such claims. Speaking with Informer owner Carter 

Wesley, long-time black leader R. R. Grovey questioned how local NAACP officials could 

neither realize nor care that white reporters and others would be present to report Nelson’s 

presence and feed more grist to local segregationists. For his part, Wesley offered mild praise 

and sympathy for Nelson (“others promise to do things, but they never do…on time, so George 

Nelson usually goes on and does things”), but he believed the failure of anyone in the 

organization to question the decision illustrated how branch leadership was too “obsessed with 

getting their names in the paper” to pause and strategize.
27

  

 Concerns over Nelson’s public show of support had to do with more than bad public 

relations. At that time, Texas Attorney General Ben Shepperd was in the midst of a legal crusade 

to ban the NAACP from Texas using the state’s barratry laws, which prohibited the improper 

attorney solicitation of clients. Such direct involvement by a local NAACP officer in a 

desegregation attempt might potentially be cited as evidence that the branch was in fact illegally 

soliciting plaintiffs.
28

 However, not all the parents who tried to register children at white HISD 

schools that year did so in cooperation with the NAACP—or at least, publicized such an 
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arrangement. Among them were Marion and Ada Williams, who lived on Farmer Street in 

Houston’s Fifth Ward with their daughters Beneva and Ocie. In September 1956, Marion took 

Beneva to register at newly opened white McReynolds Junior High, a roughly five minute walk 

from home. She was assigned to black E. O. Smith Junior High, located twenty-one blocks to the 

west, a mile and a half away.
29

 

 The Williamses’ experiences typify many of the considerations that black families faced 

as Brown shifted the struggle for school desegregation from the courtroom back to the streets. 

For one, the decision to attempt to register Beneva at white McReynolds Junior High shows how 

the potential risks of such an effort could divide even individual families. Beneva later insisted 

that the registration attempt was initiated entirely by her father and that her eventual participation 

in the desegregation suit frightened her mother, a professional seamstress who she described as 

“very nonpolitical.” By contrast, Marion Williams, a World War II veteran and member of the 

local steelworkers union, later made headlines when he told an HISD attorney that he was more 

concerned with breaking down the total system of segregation than getting his daughter into any 

particular white school, a potentially radical claim in the eyes of many whites. “[Y]ou have to get 

to the root of anything to clear it up,” he phrased his loftier ambitions, while the Informer praised 

his “straightforward and astute” testimony and surmised Williams had scandalized at least a few 

(presumably white) locals. To that end, shortly before the beginning of the 1956-57 school year, 

Williams asked his daughter if she would like to try to enroll at what she recalled him terming 

the “new school over there.” Despite being what she called a strict, “authoritarian” father, 

Marion left the decision up to Beneva. Once she agreed, her father called around the 
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neighborhood unsuccessfully seeking others willing to join them. Indeed, one of Beneva’s few 

lingering memories from the event years later was her father’s frustration at, “All these well-to-

do people and nobody else would dare show up.” Consequently, Beneva and Marion made the 

five minute walk to McReynolds Junior High on their own on September 10, 1956. She was back 

at Smith Junior High by lunchtime.
30

 

 In many ways, the Williamses were the perfect candidates for an NAACP-facilitated 

lawsuit. For one, either the family planned their effort without any prior coordination with the 

Houston NAACP, or Marion was savvy enough to deny any such cooperation to the press. 

Sources indicate that George Nelson met with black steelworkers in September 1956 to identify 

potential registrants and plaintiffs, and they likewise suggest that Marion Williams’s interest in 

registering Beneva came from one such meeting. Whether Nelson appeared before or after the 

Williamses’ attempt is unclear though. Either way, at the time of their visit to McReynolds, 

Williams explicitly denied the NAACP was involved in their effort and insisted that, despite 

being a member of the organization, he had never attended a meeting. True or not, Williams’s 

public denial, coupled with the absence of any high-ranking branch members from their attempt, 

provided the Association with better cover from charges of improper solicitation than did 

Nelson’s public accompaniment of Delores Ross and the McDade brothers. Just as significant 

was Marion Williams’s membership in the local steelworkers union. Houston NAACP members 

purposely sought plaintiffs who were union members and thus might possess an extra layer of 

                                                 
30

 William UH 2006, transcript, 1-4, 9-10, 15, 23, 30-31, 34-35 (“very nonpolitical” and “very traditional” quotation 

on 9). Nyamu HMRC 1983, transcript, 1-2, 11-12 (“the new school” quotation on 11, “All these well-to-do” 

quotation on 12). National Archives and Records Administration, Electronic Army Serial Number Merged File,  

1938-1946, World War II Army Enlistment Records, (accessed through Ancestry.com subscription database). Joe H. 

Reynolds, Dispute of Plaintiff Class Action Status, August 14, 1959, p. 2-8 (“Well, you have to get to the root” 

quotation on 7), in defendant report, August 17, 1959, folder 2, box 1257, Ross Files. The Chronicle gave 

Williams’s comments front-page airing with the pointed headline, “Integration Suit Pressed Just to Change System,” 

Houston Chronicle, June 12, 1959, p. 1, 13. Informer editors claimed Williams “probably shocked” the HISD 

attorney and “will probably shock others.” “Inequality Inherent in Segregation,” Houston Informer, June 20, 1959, 

p. 12 (“straightforward and astute” quotation). Fleck, “As a Girl…” (return to Smith on 9-10-56). 



56 

 

economic and political security that would hopefully shield them and their family from 

retribution, making them more likely to see their registration attempt through to actual 

litigation.
31

 

 Three months later, Houstonians learned that the families of Delores Ross and Beneva 

Williams had agreed to serve as plaintiffs in a lawsuit to desegregate HISD. Yet the development 

of that suit took much longer, extending back to the Houston branch’s June 1955 petition to the 

Houston school board. After branch members successfully recruited parents to petition the board 

and, ideally, follow through on their demand and attempt to register their children, families still 

had to consent to letting their children’s rejection serve as the basis for litigation. This was to ask 

families to accept yet another level of risk, in addition to all they had already. Families who 

agreed to serve as plaintiffs were essentially guaranteed that their participation would become 

public knowledge, especially in suits like Houston’s where only a few parents joined the case, 

i.e., when their names were easily and constantly mentioned in any media coverage. This 

differed from either petitioning or even attempting registration, in which families at least had a 

chance of maintaining anonymity. But, even for those petitioners or would-be registrants whose 

names did become public, the length of their exposure to focused public scrutiny typically did 

not compare to that of actual litigants. If a family could make it past the initial revelation that 

they petitioned for desegregation or attempted registration, the threat of retribution gradually 

faded. To be sure, in decades-long desegregation lawsuits like Houston’s, the original plaintiffs 

eventually assumed their own sort of anonymity. But whereas the potential for backlash in the 

former situations typically lasted days or weeks at most, serving as plaintiff in a desegregation 

lawsuit was to subject oneself to months, if not years of potentially intense public scrutiny as the 
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case went to trial and the public waited for a judge to render a verdict and then for the school 

district to actually implement that verdict. In most cases, enduring such challenges ultimately 

offered little to no direct benefit to plaintiff families. Even with successful convictions, 

desegregation typically did not begin or reach a plaintiff child’s grade in time for them to ever 

attend a desegregated public school. Such was the case for both Delores Ross and Beneva 

Williams.
32

 

 Finding willing local families was only part of the challenge as the Houston NAACP 

worked to translate enrollment attempts into actual litigation. Another was the NAACP’s own 

internal bureaucracy and politics. Each level of the NAACP’s organizational hierarchy—the 

local branch, state conference, and national office—contributed to virtually any desegregation 

complaint that made it into the hands of a federal judge. The local branch expectedly completed 

most of the initial grunt work of compiling the complaint. Even then, multiple entities within the 

branch had to coordinate their activities with one another before the process shifted to the state 

conference. In Houston, prospective litigants typically first interacted with members of the 

education committee, who established contact either through mutual acquaintances or public 

appearances. Once someone agreed to, for instance, attempt to register their child at a white 

school, education members documented the action and collected signed affidavits before 

presenting them to the branch’s executive committee, who had final say on whether the branch 

agreed to sponsor a suit and was willing to forward a proposal to the state conference. Before a 

final decision, though, the branch’s legal redress committee—a group of mostly lawyers 

responsible for keeping the branch abreast of developments in state and national law—reviewed 
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the materials collected by the education committee and recommended to branch executives 

whether the plaintiffs had a viable case. Branch records indicate that legal redress members often 

“worked closely” with the education committee and may have helped obtain and process 

prospective plaintiffs. The executive committee then voted on what cases to sponsor and 

submitted the materials to the Texas State Conference, whose lawyers and leaders further 

reviewed the merits of the case and, consulting with national attorneys, made the actual 

determination of which suits the Association would sponsor. Although local counsel typically 

assisted in cases, the state office was responsible for assigning attorneys and determining how 

much of the case would be financed by the local branch versus the state or national office. State 

and local counsel then developed the initial complaint, which a member of the national legal 

office typically reviewed, and finally filed it in federal district court.
33

 All this, before a case 

even began or a judge even agreed to grant plaintiffs a hearing. 

 Ideally, this protocol prevented the NAACP from sponsoring weak cases that risked the 

loss of precious financial resources or, possibly, the establishment of negative legal precedent. In 

reality, some local black communities were so insistent that their case be sponsored that officials 

had no choice but to file what were for them less than ideal lawsuits.
34

 Nonetheless, whatever its 

strategic benefits, the process still constituted yet another layer of labor that had to be completed 

simply in order to begin the legal push to begin desegregation. And it did not always unfold 
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smoothly, especially in Houston. At the time of Brown, the Houston branch already had a 

strained relationship with state and national Association officials, who believed that poor local 

leadership had prevented the branch from reaching its full potential as one of the premiere 

offices in the organization’s southwest region.
35

 Of greatest relevance for desegregation, branch 

officials had a recent history of breaking the state conference’s guidelines for legal actions, with 

the most significant instance being the branch’s 1955 lawsuit to desegregate the Harris County 

courthouse cafeteria, which members filed without consulting the state conference. That incident 

may have stemmed from misunderstanding of NAACP protocol more than willful defiance, as 

state conference attorneys after Brown grew frustrated having to repeatedly explain filing 

procedures to Houston leaders.
36

  

 Houston’s struggles to find suitable and willing plaintiffs similarly flustered regional and 

state conference counsel U. Simpson Tate. Tate accused the branch of at one point proposing an 

already “lost” case, in which the applicant sought a program a school did not offer, and of 

putting the Association in the “ludicrous position” of trying to sue HISD with a single plaintiff, 

which might leave them vulnerable to charges that their complaint did not merit class action 

status.
37

 Houston leaders later had their own criticisms of the state conference’s processing of 

cases, but, at least on paper, branch members tried to take the state’s at times pointed criticism in 

stride. Multiple times the chairman of the Houston legal redress committee acknowledged and 
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implicitly apologized for their past mistakes and pledged they were doing their best to follow 

state conference procedure.
38

  

 Ultimately, the routine challenges of navigating bureaucratic red tape paled in 

comparison with those that the organization increasingly faced from without. Like other southern 

states in the years after Brown, Texas officials waged a multi-front campaign aimed at 

neutralizing the NAACP’s presence and power within the borders of the Lone Star State. Texas 

Governor Price Daniel signed a slew of pro-segregation bills that made it through both houses of 

the state legislature in 1957, while Texas Attorney General Ben Shepperd mounted what 

historian Amilcar Shabazz describes as possibly “the most important court battle in the history of 

the state” for Texas civil rights activists: State of Texas vs. National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People. At the time, no less a movement figure than Thurgood Marshall 

called the case the “greatest crisis” the NAACP had ever faced.
39

 

 The fundamental conceit of Shepperd’s case against the NAACP was that African 

American Texans were content in their naturally designated position of inferiority and that their 

growing expressions of dissatisfaction thus had to be the doing of a subversive foreign agent. 

“[F]or over 100 years the white and colored races [in Texas] have lived together peacefully and 

in harmony without strife or litigation,” Shepperd wrote in a September 1956 filing submitted to 

a state judge in Tyler. Waxing nostalgic for the days of slavery, Shepperd attacked the NAACP 

for upsetting the white supremacist peace the attorney general claimed had prevailed in Texas 

since before Sam Houston was governor. With Texas penal code in hand, Shepperd translated the 
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perceived immorality of black agitation into multiple illegalities, charging the NAACP Texas 

State Conference, southwest regional office, and all 112 of the NAACP’s Texas local branches 

with a host of interrelated offenses, including falsely claiming to be non-profit entities; tax 

evasion; illegal political activity; and barratry, i.e. the improper solicitation of clients for 

litigation. To substantiate their claims, representatives from Shepperd’s office, accompanied by 

members of the Texas Rangers, raided NAACP branches around the state to collect and copy 

organization records as evidence eventually submitted to court in more than five hundred 

separate exhibits. Texas Judge Otis Dunagan granted Shepperd a restraining order on all NAACP 

activities in the state on September 21, 1956. After a seventeen day hearing that produced more 

than 1.5 million words of testimony and argument, Dunagan temporarily enjoined the 

Association from further operation on October 23, specifically forbidding both the NAACP and 

the Legal Defense Fund from collecting fees or contributions or soliciting plaintiffs for lawsuits. 

The following May, Dunagan granted Shepperd’s request for a permanent injunction on the 

NAACP in the state but qualified it to enjoin the Association only from engaging in any legal 

activity, especially the solicitation of plaintiffs.
40

 

 Dunagan’s revised permanent injunction neither gave the state a full victory nor allowed 

the NAACP to escape unscathed. Shepperd regretted the judge decided not to ban the 

Association from Texas entirely but touted Dunagan’s reaffirmation of the state’s original 

charges. After spirited debate, NAACP and LDF leaders opted not to appeal the decision. Partly, 

as one local counsel on the case argued, the more limited permanent injunction was in effect a 
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win for the two organizations on all counts except the charges of barratry and illegal political 

activities, which the attorney felt they could not overcome given the terms of Texas law. 

Shepperd’s crusade impacted different branches in different ways, but gradually, the NAACP’s 

presence in the state bounced back. Indeed, years later, Houston NAACP executive secretary 

Christia Adair told an interviewer that the Association actually won the case, despite that being 

technically untrue.
41

  

 At the same time, the experiences of the Association’s Houston office illustrate how 

Texas v. NAACP impacted branches in ways that went beyond the simple question of whether the 

NAACP survived. On September 13, 1956, Ben Shepperd dispatched teams to raid the offices of 

the Houston and Dallas NAACP branches, sending the assistant state auditor and two 

representatives from Shepperd’s office to the Houston NAACP offices in the local Pilgrim 

Building. Shepperd had only recently acknowledged the investigation’s existence and still 

refused to explain its purpose. Nonetheless, prior to his team’s arrival, Christia Adair had 

consulted with organization leaders in New York about how to respond should Shepperd’s 

proxies darken the branch’s door. Unsurprisingly, the state officials (or “termites,” as Adair 

termed them) were especially eager to receive the branch’s membership rolls, which Adair 

explained could only be obtained from the New York office. On that point, at least, the team 

turned up empty-handed, but not for lack of trying. By the time they left, the Houston office 
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looked like a “storm” had torn through it, Adair later said, comparing the resulting mess to “the 

Wreck of the Hesperus.”
42

 

 The full impact of the raid and the subsequent NAACP ban on the Houston office only 

became apparent in time. The court order’s block on all organization activity apparently 

extended even to the routine payment of bills, forcing local leaders at one point to seek New 

York’s help paying rent. The owner of the Pilgrim Building agreed not to press the branch for 

payment if they would remove all their records and equipment from the property, but the legal 

team still working the Texas v. NAACP case had directed them to leave everything intact, lest it 

appear the branch was violating an order not to discard or destroy any documents. Branch leaders 

were apparently unsure whether they were even allowed to enter the building. As a result, mail 

started piling up inside the door, and money the branch had spent on time-sensitive materials, 

like annual membership forms, ended up being wasted as the materials either became obsolete or 

had to be returned due to no one being present to sign for the delivery. Even after the Houston 

branch officially reopened in June 1957, the effects of the ban lingered. Branch leaders 

discovered that forms had been lost in the state’s 1956 raid and consequently had to be 

reordered, all while the branch struggled to rebuild its membership and coffers. The injunction 

wiped out the roughly 6,000 dues-paying members the branch counted in September 1956 and 

that had represented a solid turnaround from years of decline and stagnation. Nearly a year later 

and three months after being allowed to reopen, the branch had only managed to scrape together 

400 members. More locals signed on as the year progressed, but many black Houstonians 

continued to worry that another raid on the office might expose them to retribution should they 
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be listed as a member. At one point, a group of locals even requested that the national office 

credit their membership to the Houston NAACP but asked that their names not be sent to the 

branch office. The individual impact of the struggle to rebuild extended beyond fearful members 

of the public to branch executive secretary Christia Adair, who unexpectedly announced her 

resignation in early 1959. Years later, Adair cited the strain of reconstructing the branch as the 

main reason behind her exit, claiming the ordeal had so affected her mental health that she found 

herself struggling with basic tasks like counting money.
43

 

 The Houston NAACP had plenty of weaknesses before 1956, but the chaos and disarray 

that Texas v. NAACP engendered in its basic operations undoubtedly contributed to the branch’s 

continued struggles to regain its lost prominence through much of the 1960s. Remarkably, 

though, school desegregation may have been the area where branch members were able to stay 

most on track despite the ban. Indeed, the Houston branch’s still protean struggle against school 

segregation arguably flowed more smoothly in the eight months that the NAACP was banned 

than in the two years after it was reopened. Before the September 1956 restraining order, the 

branch submitted desegregation proposals to the Texas State Conference, but state and regional 

attorneys directed them to wait until a federal judge ruled in the ongoing Dallas desegregation 

case. Houston members were “unhappy” with the decision, but, given the internal controversy 

surrounding the courthouse lawsuit, they were hardly in a position to break NAACP protocol yet 

again and go it alone. As branch members regrouped in the wake of Texas v. NAACP, the state’s 

campaign against the Association created new challenges for NAACP counsel working the 
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Dallas case, who had to request multiple delays in the trial’s proceedings. By the time the judge 

ruled on December 19—once again throwing out the NAACP’s suit and allowing the school 

board more time to plan for desegregation—Houston branch members had sprung into action. 

Earlier that month, members had reorganized themselves into an ad hoc group known as the 

“Committee on Justice and Good Will” with the primary mission of initiating a lawsuit to 

desegregate HISD. Soon thereafter, the Committee hired branch president-in-exile Francis 

Williams and former legal redress chairman Henry Doyle to represent Delores Ross and Beneva 

Williams in a lawsuit challenging segregation in HISD. On December 26, 1956, after more than 

two years of planning and organizing, Williams and Doyle submitted their complaint to the 

federal courthouse in downtown Houston, thus beginning the case ultimately styled as Delores 

Ross vs. Houston Independent School District.
44

  

 How much unofficial coordination there may have been between Houston branch 

members operating as the Committee on Justice and Good Will and state conference officials 

leading up to the December filing is unclear.
45

 If state conference attorneys did in fact greenlight 

the Committee’s motion, then they did so despite their earlier demands for a more substantial 

number of petitioners to shore up their claim to class action status. Then again, the logistical and, 

equally important, public relations damage of Texas v. NAACP may have made state counselors 

willing to support less than ideal local cases (especially from the largest city in the state) as long 

as they kept the fight against segregation alive and at least implicitly kept the Association’s name 
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in the fore of black Texans’ consciousness. As well, the decision to withhold the complaint until 

a week after the Dallas ruling—despite no longer having to heed the state conference’s 

instructions to do so—makes it difficult to dismiss the possibility that the Association’s legal 

hierarchy continued to operate from the shadows.  

 Whatever the case, the complaint that Doyle and Williams filed in the United States 

District Court, Southern District of Texas, stated that HISD had “forced and compelled 

plaintiffs…to be required to go unreasonable distances from their homes to attend schools which 

defendants have designated as ‘colored’ schools, rather than the schools which are nearest their 

respective homes,” on account of the students’ “race and color.” In so doing, the district had 

violated the plaintiffs’ right to equal protection established under the Fourteenth Amendment to 

the U. S. Constitution. The attorneys filed the suit as a class action on behalf of “all other Negro 

minors who are similarly…segregated and discriminated against by the defendants because of 

their race and color,” and they requested preliminary (pre-trial), temporary (during the trial), and 

permanent injunctions on the segregation of black Houston pupils, demanding the “privilege of 

entering, and attending classes, and receiving instruction at the public schools within the 

Houston Independent School District without being assigned to any public school on the basis or 

classification of race or color, and without any distinctions being made as to them because of 

their race and color.”
46

  

 Unlike some suits at the time, no complaint was made regarding the physical or human 

resources offered in Houston’s black schools.
47

 Rather, distance and the accompanying dangers 
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were “the burden[s] placed upon the plaintiffs and their parents” that the attorneys and the two 

families placed at the center of their complaint.
48

 To be sure, black schools in Houston did not 

receive equal resources as white schools, and plenty of African Americans, including presumably 

the plaintiffs, were dissatisfied with the conditions of HISD’s black schools. From a legal 

standpoint, the focus on distance was likely in part a strategic choice, made given the particular 

ways that segregation had fostered educational white supremacy in the local context of Houston. 

At the time of Brown, black HISD schools were less well-equipped than their white counterparts, 

but not to the same extremes as in, say, certain parts of the rural South. Demonstrating how 

segregation in HISD imposed the burden of distance—i.e. that a student’s home was further 

away from the nearest black than white school—was a more straightforward task than showing 

how it fostered specific material inequalities between black and white schools or a generally 

inferior education for African Americans. As discussed more in chapter 6, and as is conveyed in 

their plea for assignment without regard for race and color, it also aligned with black 

Houstonians’ prevailing understanding of and desire for “desegregation” as proximity-based 

zoning. 

 As news of the suit’s filing broke, opponents reacted swiftly. The next day, well-known 

oilman and segregationist J. Mort Wren convened a meeting of local chapters of the White 

Citizens’ Council in nearby Jacinto City to protest the suit and offer all legal means of assistance 

to the school board in defending segregation. “The federal suit filed to integrate the city schools 

of Houston brings us to this point. We must choose our sides,” Wren said, framing the battle over 

integration as a Manichean struggle against godless Communism.
49

 Robert W. Milner, Jr., 
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Wren’s fellow oil businessman and chairman of the Texas Citizens’ Council, similarly pledged 

to help the school board while blasting “the NAACP and other agitators” who were behind the 

suit, warning the public that “the NAACP…is operating underground despite the fact it’s been 

outlawed in Texas.” Offers of assistance likewise came from outgoing Texas Attorney General 

John Ben Shepperd but not from his replacement, Will Wilson. Longtime conservative HISD 

board member Henry Petersen called the lawsuit “unfortunate and a mistake” and worked to 

stoke black anxiety by warning the suit would harm African American students and teachers. 

The white-owned Chronicle immediately ran a story showing the percentage of black students 

who would attend individual white secondary schools if pupils were zoned without regard to 

race. In an action presumably meant to do little more than build a façade of “good faith” to be 

cited at trial, the conservative-led school board also voted to create a citizen advisory committee 

on integration, the second such group convened in as many years. Members of the defunct 

NAACP were explicitly banned from the committee, but it almost made no difference: none of 

the school trustees initially even bothered to submit a black nominee. A few weeks later, they 

decided that perhaps it would be appropriate to add one African American to the group.
50
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 As was true of white Houstonians, local black leaders reacted to the Ross filing in ways 

that reflected their attitudes towards the project of desegregation more broadly. Even after Brown 

I and Brown II, few African Americans were as eager to sue HISD for desegregation as were 

local NAACP leaders, and not solely because they feared the personal consequences of being 

involved in such an effort. For one, local political circumstances had inspired some black 

leaders’ initial patience. In November 1954, Houston voters elected a liberal majority to the 

Houston school board. Black leaders hoped the new trustees would prove more willing to heed 

the Supreme Court’s mandate and perhaps even eliminate the need for a lawsuit altogether.  But 

as detailed in chapter 2, the white liberals’ two-year tenure was as disappointing for African 

American leaders as it was brief for the liberals, and black patience had grown thin by December 

1956. Carter Wesley initially urged legal restraint after Brown but had publicly warmed to the 

idea of a lawsuit by January 1956; revised his earlier call to patience by March; and finally 

declared in May that, in light of the liberal school board’s failure to even plan for desegregation, 

the time had come to take them to court. When the suit began later that year, the Informer 

announced it in a full eight-column headline on its front page: “Suit Attacks Jim Crow Laws.” 

The article reported that “Negroes everywhere expressed quiet pleasure” with the news, and it 

colorfully dismissed claims that the suit would harm blacks as “just about a bowl of apple 

sauce.” Capturing local disappointment with the inaction of the last year and a half, the article 

also pointedly highlighted the “few Negroes who held always that neither the liberal…nor the 

conservative members [of the school board] were ever going to vote for desegregation in 

Houston.”
51
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 Overall, the Informer’s coverage framed the Ross suit as a welcome yet frustratingly 

overdue milestone in black Houston’s struggle against segregation and educational white 

supremacy. Notwithstanding African Americans’ inevitably varied responses to Ross—joy, 

indifference, skepticism, cautious optimism, and even opposition—the Informer probably 

succeeded in capturing the prevailing mood of black Houston in late 1956 and early 1957. 

Presumably, the least qualified excitement could be found among the Houston NAACP leaders 

who had worked for the better part of three years to rally support for Brown and mobilize local 

African Americans to strike at the segregated human architecture of the Houston school system. 

Yet there was an at least two-fold irony when erstwhile branch leaders Francis Williams and 

Henry Doyle officially filed Delores Ross’s and Beneva Williams’s complaint against HISD. 

Most obviously, the organization largely responsible for beginning the fight to begin 

desegregation technically did not exist when that process finally commenced. But, as is often 

true of irony, this apparent incongruity makes perfect sense: the Association’s nonexistence was 

a logical consequence of its willingness to oppose segregation in a state still dedicated to white 

supremacy.  

 The other irony extended into the opposite chronological direction. Despite what might 

be called the Houston NAACP’s doggedness-despite-dysfunction in sparking the Ross suit, the 

branch had little to nothing to do with the case from 1959 to its settlement in 1984. This was not 

unusual, but it was a point lost on many Houstonians who in later years simply referred to the 

plaintiff attorneys as “the NAACP” without understanding the complicated bureaucratic history 

of the NAACP and the NAACP-Legal Defense Fund, i.e. the LDF, Inc. Fund, or the Fund. 

Though legally distinct since the NAACP created the LDF in 1939, the two entities maintained a 

                                                                                                                                                             
Houston Informer, December 29, 1956, p. 1, 8 (“Negroes everywhere,” “apple sauce,” and “a few Negroes” 

quotations on 8). 
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level of organizational intimacy that sometimes made it unclear who was doing what. The two 

groups often shared board members, sometimes paid off the other’s expenses, and passed along 

donations sent to one organization but that were clearly meant for the other. Concerns that the 

sometimes messy relationship threatened to undermine the LDF’s tax exempt status prompted 

Fund leaders to request a more complete separation of the two groups in 1956. After that point, 

most of the legal actions taken under the name of the NAACP were actually handled by the LDF. 

According to LDF attorney Derrick Bell, who at one point worked on Ross v. HISD, local 

counsel then typically played a minor role in desegregation suits, serving as cooperating 

attorneys mostly responsible for filing papers and communicating with members of the plaintiff 

class. The Fund’s New York-based attorneys assumed most major responsibilities like case 

strategy and participation in hearings.
52

  

 Considering the difficulties that the Houston branch faced in navigating the NAACP’s 

hierarchy while trying to get the Ross case started, it was perhaps fitting that relinquishing 

control of the case proved just as arduous.
53

 After a May 1957 trial and October 1957 ruling that 

granted the school board an unspecified time to prepare for desegregation, the Ross case lay 

dormant for nearly two years. Facing mounting local pressure, the Houston branch tried to revive 

the case and, now that the state NAACP had resumed operations, process it through the normal 

organizational channels. In April 1958 the branch legal redress committee received and 

recommended to the executive committee a request for further legal aid from the Williams and 

Benjamin families. The executives approved the request, which branch president Francis 
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Williams submitted to the state conference while noting that many locals in and out of the branch 

were “disturbed” by the school board’s neglect of the 1957 court order. State conference 

approval came in late May, after Williams had lobbied state officers partly by emphasizing that 

public action in the lawsuit might give the Association needed boosts in membership and 

financial contributions.  

 Old frustrations started to bubble up over the summer, however. Per a request from state 

executive chairman John Jones, Williams had his secretary make two copies of the entire trial 

record to be sent to Dallas and New York for the Association’s state and national attorneys to 

review. Months passed with no communication, until one morning Houston branch officials 

opened their copies of the Houston Post to read that the NAACP was considering renewed action 

in the Dallas desegregation suit. Anxious that Houston was again being sidelined for Dallas’s 

sake, Williams wrote to chairman Jones and, apologetically quoting “the vernacular,” asked, 

“What’s going on here? Why are we being given the run around?” Trying to marshal the 

branch’s economic value to the overall Association, Williams pointed out that no other branch 

had contributed as much in donations since the NAACP ban. “No other city, including Dallas, 

even came close,” he added emphatically, before stating that he could write pages on the matter 

“but, in short, we don’t like it,” and promptly ending the letter (he later admitted it was “a rather 

intemperate” missive). Jones subsequently discovered that state counsel W. J. Durham and U. 

Simpson Tate had reviewed the case files and were just waiting on national attorneys Robert 

Carter and Thurgood Marshall to sign off on the case too. However, Carter notified Jones in late 

September that no one in his or Marshall’s office knew where their copies of the files were. This 

followed an apparently terse exchange between Marshall and Houston leader Christia Adair at 

the Association’s national convention in Cleveland, where Marshall supposedly cut off Adair 
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when she brought up the suit, apparently sensing (rightly or wrongly) that she was trying to re-

litigate old frictions between the branch and state conference. After sending his copy of the 

records to New York for Carter to review, Durham arranged for him, Marshall, Williams, and 

other counsel to meet in Dallas that November. By then, the group seems to have decided their 

next course of legal action, but still nothing had happened as of February, prompting Williams 

once again to request Durham to arrange a meeting with Marshall and other counsel.
54

 

 By spring, a year had passed since the Houston branch asked the state conference to 

revive the Ross suit, and local leaders’ patience was wearing thin as the case continued to 

languish, despite it having received the state’s approval. Meanwhile, yet another cadre of 

Houston pupils had either graduated or advanced to the next grade. Barring the unlikely issuing 

of an immediate, all-grades desegregation order by the end of the summer, that also meant that 

another class of students had lost the opportunity ever to attend a desegregated HISD school. Of 

the two named plaintiffs, the younger Delores Ross might still eventually receive that right, only 

being a seventh grader in 1959-60 (as mentioned, she did not). Time was running out for Beneva 

Williams, though, who was slated to start her senior year at black Wheatley High School that 

upcoming year. In March, news broke that her father Marion had once again approached local 

NAACP attorneys requesting that the case be reopened. Marion, who was more interested in 

systemic change than having his daughter necessarily attend a white school, may have perceived 
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that the family’s chance to help break down segregation in HISD was slipping away.
55

 Still, his 

request might have been purposely coordinated with, or perhaps even prompted by certain 

members of the Houston NAACP.  

 Marion Williams’s renewed plea for legal help came as Houston NAACP leaders, under 

siege from some of their own members and other local black leaders, began a final push for state 

and national attorneys to revive and assume control over the Ross suit. On the one hand, having 

to compete for black public support was nothing new for the Houston NAACP, which was just 

one of numerous local black-led political organizations that emerged in the wake of World War 

I.
56

 However, as the branch struggled to regain the public visibility and financial backing lost 

during the Texas v. NAACP ban, leaders worried that the Association’s inactivity on the Ross 

case was squandering an opportunity to demonstrate its value to black Houstonians and 

threatening even greater damage to their local reputation. Following a March 1959 trip to 

Houston by NAACP executive secretary Roy Wilkins, branch president Francis Williams, 

executive secretary Christia Adair, and members Sid Hilliard and Abner Anderson pleaded with 

Wilkins for help on the dormant desegregation case. They warned him that the ostensibly ad hoc 

Committee on Justice and Good Will was now threatening to reform and resume control over the 

case independently of branch leadership, with one prominent Committee member explaining to 

Francis Williams, “The Houston NAACP can’t or won’t do any thing [sic] about the school 

suit.”  “They are certainly not an anti-NAACP group,” Williams told Wilkins, “but [they] have 

become disgusted because the local school board has done nothing and the NAACP has done 

nothing, either.” Warning that the Committee’s takeover of Houston’s desegregation case would 
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cause a “great and humiliating loss of prestige” for the branch, as well as siphon away needed 

financial support, Williams and the others requested that the national office intervene in the 

matter directly, if not allow the Houston branch to bypass the state conference altogether. 

Anderson, who did not explicitly request the latter course, claimed that unspecified differences 

between the state conference and its legal redress committee were to blame for the delay, and he 

pleaded for a sort of expedited unity, telling Wilkins, “The opposition is laughing, while we are 

fighting each other.”
57

 

 The branch’s efforts paid off two months later in May 1959, when Delores Ross and 

Beneva Williams officially petitioned the court for further relief, challenging the HISD school 

board’s refusal to begin desegregation since being ordered to do so a year and a half earlier. A 

new, ultimately short-lived legal team filed the motion: NAACP Texas State Conference 

attorneys W. J. Durham and U. Simpson Tate, LDF director Thurgood Marshall, and local 

counsel Weldon Berry, a cooperating attorney for the LDF and member of the Houston NAACP. 

Francis Williams, Henry Doyle, and their co-counsel Heaullan Lott officially left the case on 

May 20, 1959, effectively ending the Houston NAACP’s management of the legal struggle for 

desegregation in HISD. From then on, Berry and a revolving door of outside attorneys affiliated 

with the LDF assumed primary control of the Ross case.
58

 Yet even as other parties assumed a 

more central role in contesting the terms of HISD’s desegregation policy in the courtroom, the 

Houston NAACP was to be credited for beginning that fight, a demanding and contingent 

struggle by itself.
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 CHAPTER 2 

 

Brown, Biracial Coalition, and the Politics of the Houston School Board in the 1950s 

 

  

 When members of the Houston chapter of the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People (NAACP) sat down to complete their annual report for 1954, branch leaders 

informed the Association’s New York headquarters that they had pursued a sort of strategic 

patience on the issue of desegregation over the previous few months. “Because we [were] facing 

a school board election when we felt that we would get our choice of candidates,” they 

explained, “we deferred the presentation of our petition” requesting the Houston Independent 

School District (HISD) begin dismantling its dual “black-white” school system. As it turned out, 

the branch had indeed gotten “their choice” of candidates a few weeks earlier: a slate of 

ostensibly “liberal” whites who secured majority control of the board from a group of proudly 

self-proclaimed “conservatives.” “[N]ow we feel that we can work the Houston situation without 

too much difficulty,” the branch wrote to the national office.
1
 Chapter leaders may have just been 

trying to justify a period of relative inactivity to their superiors, but a calculated delay would 

have accorded with a broader theme evident in these years and beyond. For black Houstonians, 

reshaping the membership of the Houston school board through the ballot was no less important 

than legal victories in the push for desegregation.  

With the exception of the two years following the election above, majority control of the 

Houston school board from the early 1950s through 1969 rested with trustees backed by the local 

Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE). CSAE was a political action committee led 

by a coalition of rightwing activists that promoted an agenda centered on anticommunism, 
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hostility to progressive education, segregation, and, in the period considered in this chapter, the 

preservation of a powerful political machine operated out of the district’s business office. 

CSAE’s dominance of district affairs frustrated African Americans, who primarily opposed 

conservatives’ hostility to integration, as well as white liberals who were eager to break up what 

they argued was the corrupt and politically toxic influence of the CSAE-backed machine on local 

education. Neither group alone could successfully oust white conservatives from the board, 

nurturing the central dynamic of Houston school board politics from the late 1940s through early 

‘70s: a constant electoral struggle between white conservatives and a tenuous biracial coalition 

of African Americans and liberal and moderate whites, united primarily by their shared hostility 

to CSAE.  

This chapter examines that dynamic and desegregation’s connections to it beginning with 

World War II and continuing through the 1958 school board elections. Like most political 

alliances, blacks’ and moderate and liberal whites’ electoral coalition in HISD was a tense one, 

subject to breaches of trust as well as disagreements over strategy and aims. It likewise rested 

more upon a mutually beneficial shift in power—i.e., the removal of conservative school board 

members—than upon total agreement over how that power should be wielded once grasped. Few 

issues illustrate those complications as well as white liberals’ handling of HISD desegregation 

policy, their black allies’ central concern. When liberal candidates briefly secured control of the 

HISD board in the wake of Brown, they not only failed to initiate the process but legitimized 

district practices and policies that helped erect long-term barriers to mixed schooling in Houston, 

the most significant being segregative, neighborhood-based school construction. Substantive 

black challenges to that practice only emerged in the mid-1960s, but frustration with their allies’ 

tenure in control of the board invigorated African Americans’ historical desire to elect one of 
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their own to the Houston school board. Their efforts, along with shifting white attitudes towards 

black office holding, culminated in the 1958 election of Hattie Mae White, the first African 

American member of the Houston school board. Later chapters examine White’s struggles to 

promote desegregation once on the board, but, in the short-term, her election expanded 

Houstonians’ sense of what was politically plausible in their city, a revelation that thrilled some 

and mortified others. 

 

 How African Americans in Houston desired to use the ballot was a largely moot point in 

the first half of the twentieth century. Political scientist V. O. Key noted in his classic 1949 study 

of southern politics that, “So few have been Negro voters in the South that to estimate their 

number seems futile.” Coming in a nearly 700-page tome filled with at times obscure qualitative 

measures of southern voting, this was a telling concession. It was likewise a statement of 

southern leaders’ success in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in neutralizing the 

ability of the region’s African American residents to use the ballot to challenge white supremacy. 

Though white leaders in Texas did not pursue as comprehensive of a campaign of 

disfranchisement in those decades as the states of the Deep South, the campaign proceeded 

nonetheless. Unlike several other southern states, Texas never required citizens to pass a literacy 

test to be eligible to vote, but the state did follow the example of others and adopt a poll tax in 

1902 that, while likewise depressing registration among poorer Anglos and particularly Mexican 

Americans, was aimed first and foremost at disfranchising African Americans. Of more direct 

impact on black political power was the establishment of the all-white primary beginning the 

early 1900s, in which African Americans were prohibited from voting in the Democratic Party 

primary elections that, for state and national races in the one-party South, amounted to de facto 
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general elections. In Houston, the white primary likewise undermined black electoral power in 

city politics, as candidates for most municipal races competed in Democratic primary elections 

until 1951.
2
 

 Nonetheless, if prospective African Americans voters in the first half of the twentieth 

century had to live in the former Confederacy, they could have done worse than either the state 

of Texas or the city of Houston. Notwithstanding the various official and unofficial forces of 

disfranchisement that prevailed throughout the state, black Texans made it to the polls at 

relatively higher rates than their counterparts in most other southern states. As was true across 

Dixie, African Americans who lived in Texas cities like Houston likewise voted more regularly 

than country dwellers. Indeed, when a worker with the Association for the Study of Negro Life 

and History visited the city in 1930, he concluded that, “Negroes can vote here, but many will 

not pay the poll tax to avail themselves of the privilege.” This was a common complaint from 

local black leaders in these years and beyond. On the one hand, prominent African Americans 

recognized and pressed against the limits to black electoral power created by the white primary, 

and they assumed a central role in black Texans’ more than two-decade-long fight to eliminate it. 

On the other, they also frequently chided the local black public for failing to take advantage of 

what electoral opportunities they did possess by paying the poll tax and voting in any races for 

which they were eligible. Indeed, in a rarity among southern cities, Houston at one point 
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employed roughly two dozen African Americans as deputy poll tax collectors to set up 

temporary offices in black neighborhoods to make payments more convenient.
3
   

 Economics provides one explanation for why black Houstonians declined to pay the poll 

tax, but equally if not more influential were a host of informal factors that—as much as, if not 

more than the all-white primary, poll tax, and other onerous registration guidelines—served to 

discourage and disfranchise African Americans. When researchers working with sociologist 

Charles Johnson interviewed a group of black Houstonians in the late 1930s, respondents’ 

descriptions of black political life spoke to the influence of white intimidation and revealed a 

sense of futility, that, even when African Americans did vote, it made little actual difference 

given the underlying structure of white supremacy. “Niggers around here better not act like they 

want to vote when these white folks carrying on their election,” one man warned. “I don’t vote 

and I don’t know much about politics,” said a woman who claimed “they won’t let colored 

people vote for” city officials. Another man made a similar claim but recounted how a friend of 

his had once successfully managed to cast a ballot in a city election. It was the only such instance 

of which he knew, and it nearly caused a fight to break out at the polling place, a near miss 

which, he believed, had served to dissuade other African Americans from making similar 

attempts. “I never have voted,” another woman said, adding that, “I don’t think that I would 

know how to go about trying to vote if the chance came.” Another man doubted that, even when 

blacks managed to cast a ballot, their votes counted for much, observing that “the white people 

count the ballots.” A principal at one of HISD’s black high schools specifically dismissed the 
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significance of paying poll taxes since the white primary dictated that blacks “have no power in 

city politics…. Here we vote in school elections and the general election and that is all.”
4
 

 Along with local ballot referenda, elections for the Houston Independent School District 

(HISD) board of trustees offered the best chance for black Houstonians to exercise any kind of 

electoral influence at least until 1944, when the Supreme Court struck down the white primary in 

Smith v. Allwright. School trustees were appointed by the mayor until 1923, when the legislature 

separated HISD from the City of Houston and locals voted to begin holding elections for board 

members. Election procedures underwent multiple changes over the next several decades, but 

candidates for the Houston school board originally all competed in a single race in which voters 

could choose as many candidates as there were available positions, with the top vote-getters 

receiving seats. This system was common across the South, and black leaders often encouraged 

African Americans to engage in “single-shot” voting, in which blacks used only one of the 

several votes at their disposal. This sacrificed blacks’ ability to promote multiple office seekers 

for the sake of maximizing the power of their vote for their most preferred candidate.
5
  

Organizing such campaigns and ensuring people made it to the polls often entailed a host 

of logistical challenges, but simply aligning voters behind a single candidate could itself prove 
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vexing. Editors in the Houston Informer, which by World War II had emerged as city’s most 

prominent black mouthpiece, fumed over reports of prominent African Americans lining up 

votes for conservative white school board members in exchange for patronage or out of 

perceived personal attachment. One 1945 Informer editorial blasted influential citizens who 

encouraged other local blacks—newly inspired to vote by the Smith decision—to cast their 

ballots for white school board candidates affiliated with groups hostile to civil rights reform, 

accusing them of being “handkerchief-headed Negroes” “who fail to recognize the difference 

between a birthright and a mess of pottage.” Indeed, reports of black vote-selling in the wake of 

Smith were apparently wide enough to have partly inspired the creation of the Harris County 

Council of Organizations (HCCO), an influential association of black civic groups that primarily 

worked to organize black voters behind candidates for public office. A few years later, Informer 

head Carter Wesley chastised local blacks who recently “voted for most of those demagogic, 

Dixiecratic, reactionary members of the board” out of a sense of friendship, referring to 

candidates endorsed by the conservative Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE). 

“[A]s if there is ever any real friendship between whites and Negroes,” he said derisively, 

adding, “whites use Negro friendship as long as it suits them.” Multiple times over the rest of the 

1950s, Wesley could be found attacking blacks and liberal whites who supposedly voted for 

CSAE candidates and thereby threw up roadblocks to black empowerment and integration, 

specifically targeting those black principals and teachers who campaigned on conservatives’ 

behalf.
6
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Before local black leaders could work to marshal popular opinion against a particular 

candidate, they themselves first had to decide who they believed would be most responsive to 

their community’s needs. Beginning in the 1930s and continuing in different forms through the 

1970s, this question often centered on whether African Americans should back one of their own 

or throw their support behind an acceptable white candidate who was also likely to attract votes 

and backing from Anglo Houstonians. While the prospect of a black elected official had definite 

appeal among African Americans in Houston throughout this period, local leaders and voters 

were wary of actually punching their ballot for a black candidate, lest their vote be wasted and 

allow a much worse white candidate prevail. Such was the case in 1939, when local black 

businessman James Grigsby became the first African American to run for the Houston school 

board. As was typical of black Houston activism more broadly, Grigsby campaigned on calls to 

improve the quality of black education, especially vocational training, rather than attacks on 

segregation itself. Carter Wesley, who a few years earlier argued it was “impossible” to elect a 

black official in Texas who would have any real influence, probably spoke for many when he 

wrote frustratedly of Grigsby’s candidacy, “We have great doubt of the strategy of Negroes 

announcing for office in Houston at this time…but it is practically impossible for Negroes to 

refuse to support a man of our race.” Nonetheless, Wesley’s doubts were well-placed. Grigsby 

placed eighth in a field of seventeen, securing 689 votes, some 3,500 shy of the lowest winner, 

and Wesley’s Informer interpreted Grigsby’s loss as a sign of blacks’ rejection of his campaign.
7
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Regardless of whether local blacks viewed Grigsby’s candidacy as trailblazing, quixotic, 

exhilarating, or exasperating, white reactions illustrated popular unease at the prospect of a black 

man seeking representative office in Houston and showcased the variety of tools at whites’ 

disposal for discouraging such assertiveness. Four nights after Grigsby filed for office, his wife 

discovered a five-foot-tall burning cross in their front yard (the candidate pledged that the 

apparent intimidation attempt would only make him “try all the harder to be elected”). When a 

mayoral candidate in the suburb of West University Place invited school board candidates to 

speak at a rally at HISD’s Pershing Junior High, he specifically refused to invite Grigsby, telling 

the Chronicle he was “interested in electing only white persons” to the school board. Whether or 

not Grigsby would have used such a platform if offered to him, he certainly could have benefited 

from exposure to white voters. One report from the time estimated that only around 2,000 

African Americans were eligible to vote in HISD elections, a number well below what Grigsby 

ultimately needed to win a board seat. The necessity of biracial support to any successful black 

only grew when HISD held its next election two years later. In early 1941, the Texas legislature 

passed a law requiring school board candidates declare for individual positions rather than all run 

in a single race, an election rule that white southern officials commonly used to minimize the 

possibility of a split white vote that might allow a single-shot black candidate to win election.
8
  

 Despite Anglos’ evident resistance to black representation, African Americans continued 

to seek office in HISD in the 1940s and early ‘50s. Their performances steadily improved, 

though not to the point of victory. As was true of Grigsby’s campaign, until the Brown decision, 
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desegregation remained absent from black hopefuls’ relatively conservative platforms, which 

often emphasized general (i.e. not race-specific) issues and, at most, called for greater material 

equality within the segregated status quo.
9
 Candidates generally only referred to their racial 

identity to argue that African American families were entitled to have one of their own represent 

them on the school board, a claim that often rested upon a partial, tacit acceptance of 

segregation. Highlighting African Americans’ total absence from the school board exposed how 

HISD failed to live up to the principle of “separate but equal” in the realm of policymaking, in 

that African Americans lacked even a separate authority over their own schools. Rather, they 

were excluded from HISD governance altogether. Similar to how black Americans sometimes 

leveraged the threat of integration to win resources for historically black schools, board 

candidates argued that Brown made black representation on the board even more urgently 

needed. “I think with the desegregation issue ahead of us, a member of the Negro race belongs 

on the school board,” the Rev. Robert E. Hayes said during his October 1954 campaign, a point 

black contractor K. C. Brown echoed in a separate race that year. Neither man won, although 
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Hayes secured more than 10,000 votes in his race, the most of any candidate not running as a 

part of a slate that year, and he finished third in a field of seven.
10

  

 However much Houston blacks agreed with Hayes and Brown that the city needed at 

least one African American school board member, the two candidates’ apparent failure to 

coordinate with local black leadership, and thereby maximize their chances of success, invited 

scrutiny. Carter Wesley gave public airing to such concerns on the pages of the Informer, where 

he criticized two otherwise commendable men for their hastily organized campaigns. “I’d guess 

that at least 98 per cent of the Negroes in this community would like the best in the world to have 

a Negro elected to the school board,” Wesley wrote understandingly of local black opinion, 

before adding, “we are jerked up by the practical question of whether or not a Negro can get 

elected at this time.” Wesley believed the answer was still “not,” although he also noted the 

candidates’ chances might have been better if black leaders had been given a chance to negotiate 

a vote exchange with liberal white leaders, thus massaging the city’s biracial coalition for blacks’ 

benefit. Nonetheless, Wesley notably declined to endorse either African American candidate that 

year, despite professing his respect for each man. Instead, the editor threw the weight of his 

weekly “Ram’s Horn” column behind the liberal white slate. His reasoning was straightforward: 

“The incumbents in the race are…the conservative candidates, which means that they are not for 

giving Negroes equality in education.”
11
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 Wesley was referring to the board trustees who had been endorsed by an organization 

known as the Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE). CSAE emerged in the early 

1950s as the primary institutional vehicle through which local conservative activists sought to 

secure control of the Houston school board and thereby gain influence over district affairs. While 

segregation was part of CSAE’s political agenda from the beginning, the group’s origins 

exemplify how local struggles over desegregation were intertwined with other, in some cases 

older political battles. Chief among these in Houston was the initiation of the Cold War and 

widespread fear that agents of communism were infiltrating and corrupting American society. In 

the 1940s and ‘50s, Houston became a hotbed of rightwing anticommunism, and HISD was 

arguably ground zero for self-proclaimed patriots looking to stamp out any and all supposedly 

subversive influences. The district also became the focus of others who hoped to exploit “Red 

Scare” anxieties for political gain.
12

  

Appreciating these struggles is essential for understanding the historical context that 

informed the politics of desegregation and the Houston school board through at least the early 

1970s. As detailed by historian Don Carleton, the Red Scare in Houston was promoted by a 

small but fervent group of “true believers” in organizations like the Minute Women, U. S. A., 

and American Legion, as well as by business leaders who viewed hardline anticommunism as a 

means of consolidating control over labor and opposing the New Deal–era expansion of federal 

power. Activists found ready allies in sympathetic HISD administrators who helped identify, 

censor, intimidate, and dismiss teachers and others suspected of promoting “un-American” (i.e. 

“liberal”) values to Houston children. This campaign began in the 1940s with controversies over 

textbook content and peaked in 1952–53 with the nationally controversial dismissal of 
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Superintendent George Ebey. Ebey had worked in Portland, Oregon, before coming to Houston 

in 1952, and his past affiliation with several liberal-leaning organizations sparked the suspicions 

of local anticommunists. Long-time district insiders likewise feared that the hiring of an outside 

superintendent would jeopardize their influence over HISD affairs, historically exercised through 

the office of business manager Hubert L. Mills. Since the creation of his position in 1923, Mills 

had stood at the center of a conservative political machine that extended into virtually all corners 

of HISD affairs, especially administration (thirteen of Mills’s relatives were on the district 

payroll in 1952). In many ways, conflicts over the Red Scare were proxy battles over the power 

that Mills and his allies wielded and that was ensconced in the district’s dual administrative 

structure, in which Mills and the superintendent jointly managed HISD. Ultimately, Ebey’s firing 

prompted a National Education Association (NEA) investigation that bolstered local claims that 

a culture of fear and intimidation pervaded Houston schools. A final report issued in December 

1954 alleged that administrators pressured many teachers to make lesson plans conform to their 

preferred political views and to lend support to conservative school board members.
13

 Until the 

early 1970s, such candidates were those who earned the endorsement of CSAE.  

Founded sometime between 1948 and 1951, CSAE for virtually all of its twenty years of 

operation functioned as a political action committee, activating only during school board 

elections in order to give financial backing and public support to members’ preferred candidates. 

Its endorsees emphasized different issues depending on the prevailing political climate, but they 

steadfastly embraced the mantle of “conservatism” (or even “ultraconservatism”) that paid 

electoral dividends in mid-century Houston while also seeking to tarnish their opponents with the 

toxic tag of “liberalism.” In the early 1950s CSAE candidates won popular support by attacking 
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“creeping socialism,” progressive education, federal aid to schools, and the United Nations 

Educational, Social, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). CSAE campaign literature explained 

that such forces were part of “a conspiracy spreading throughout the length and breadth of 

America which bodes evil to our children” and that aimed at “capturing the child’s mind by 

indoctrinating him with ideals foreign to the American way of life.” Committee workers 

distributed such pamphlets from their 1952 election headquarters, where the décor featured signs 

declaring, “Citizens of Houston, save your schools from the dangerous influence of UNESCO.”
14

 

Amid the Red Scare climate of early 1950s Houston, CSAE’s appeal to the politics of fear bore 

fruit. The group’s first slate of candidates won all three of their races in 1951, while two of 

CSAE’s four endorsees secured board seats in 1952, giving the group majority control of the 

school board just a month before the Supreme Court began hearing arguments in the school 

segregation cases.
15

 

Segregation was an important part of CSAE leaders’ agenda throughout the 

organization’s existence, but it was only after Brown that they made it central to their electoral 

politics. Prior to then, there simply was little need to do so. However, the Supreme Court’s 

rulings in 1954 and 1955 meant that, for the first time since Reconstruction, mixed schooling 

could become a legitimately contestable issue in local educational politics in the South. Still, 

however much the Court rulings troubled white Houstonians, desegregation was not a major 

issue in the first board election after Brown. In that year, CSAE candidates continued to rely on 

                                                 
14

 Carleton seems to date CSAE’s creation to the 1952 school board campaigns, but newspaper references to the 

organization can be found from 1951, and a 1969 Chronicle article claims it began in 1948. Carleton, Red Scare!, 

168-78, 278-79, 293-94. “Vote May 5
th
,” political advertisement, May 3, 1951, Bellaire (Tx.) Southwestern Times, 

p. 6. “We and Thousands More Recommend,” advertisement, Houston Chronicle, May 1, 1951, p. 7. Ken Sheets, 

“How School Trustees Get Elected Here,” Houston Chronicle, September 28, 1969, p. 1, 10 (esp. 1). For one 

additional example of “liberalism’s” political toxicity in Houston, see, “All School Candidates Are Quizzed,” 

Houston Chronicle, October 20, 1952, Voter’s Guide, p. 12. “UNESCO Foes Start Campaign,” Houston Post, 

October 7, 1952 (“a conspiracy,” “capturing,” and “Citizens” quotations). 
15

 “Conservative Win School Board Posts,” Houston Chronicle, May 6, 1951, p. 1, 9. “City, County Vote” and “No 

Change Made in Final School Vote,” Houston Chronicle, November 6, 1951, s. B, p. 1. Kluger, Simple Justice, 542. 



90 

 

their traditional bugaboos of socialism and educational progressivism, while the liberals focused 

on attacking HISD’s dual administrative system as a source of waste and corruption. Indeed, in 

the context of Houston electoral politics, who became labeled a “liberal” was defined as much by 

their opposition to the Mills machine as by their positions on actual educational issues. As 

William Henry Kellar notes in his study of Houston school board politics and desegregation, 

“liberals” in these years tended to have more diverse views than their conservative opponents 

and in many settings at the time would have been considered “moderate,” even right-leaning 

ones. For most black Houstonians, that was still far preferable to CSAE. Carter Wesley praised 

liberal candidates Walter Kemmerer and Mary Vandervoort along with black minister Robert 

Hayes in 1954 as “first-class citizens, with broad training and experience.” Forced to choose by 

Hayes’s decision to enter the same race as Vandervoort, the newspaper man urged his readers to 

vote for the latter, and he expressed frustration at the likelihood that Hayes’s long-shot campaign 

would siphon away black votes and reinstall CSAE candidate Stone Wells. Ultimately, 

Vandervoort bested Wells by a count of roughly 33,000 to 30,000 votes, despite Hayes’s third 

place showing of 10,597, with the pastor narrowly escaping what surely would have been a 

public thrashing in the pages of the Informer had Vandervoort lost.
16

 When Kemmerer and 

Vandervoort assumed office the next January, they joined allies Verna Rogers and A. J. “Jack” 

Tucker to give the HISD school board a liberal majority seven months after the Brown decision. 
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How many African Americans cast ballots for Vandervoort and Kemmerer and how 

much of a difference those votes made is unclear, but the ousting of the district’s conservative 

majority was a biracial accomplishment. The four “liberal” trustees who now controlled the 

school board were all endorsed by the Parents Council for Improved Schools (PCIS), a group 

formed in the fall of 1952 to oppose CSAE and the conservative political machine that operated 

through it (one journalist at the time actually described the two groups as the “conservatives” and 

“anti-conservatives”). PCIS was among the first of a series of liberal educational reform 

organizations that emerged in Houston after World War II and that partly relied on biracial 

cooperation among Anglos and African Americans. Much of PCIS’s leadership consisted of 

well-known names from Houston’s liberal white circles, like longtime HISD trustee Dr. Ray K. 

Daily, independent oil businessman E. Pliny Shaw, liberal Texas Democrat Verna Rogers, and 

civic activist and philanthropist Eugenia Rayzor. Among the African Americans who 

participated in the organization were businessman Sid Hilliard, an activist with the Houston 

NAACP and Harris County Council of Organizations (HCCO), and former teacher Hattie Mae 

White, a housewife and civic leader active in organizations like the Houston YWCA and Jack & 

Jill of America. Group members worked to shape public opinion by distributing political 

information, campaigning door-to-door, and writing letters to the editor in which they, for 

instance, publicly backed George Ebey, called for teacher raises, and criticized CSAE’s efforts to 

purge all discussion of the U. N. from the HISD curriculum. But, like the conservatives, they 

mostly focused on electing people to the school board.
17
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How much actual authority African Americans had within the group is unclear, but 

outside black leaders clearly perceived PCIS endorsees as allies in their struggle against 

segregation and educational white supremacy. The Houston NAACP claimed to be ready to 

petition the school board for a response to the Brown ruling as early as June 1954, but, after 

some initial delay, branch officials decided to postpone their presentation until after that fall’s 

school board elections so they could “get our choice of candidates.” After the election, they 

expressed confidence to the national office that PCIS’s success now allowed them to “work the 

Houston situation without too much difficulty.”  Around the same time, branch executive 

secretary Christia Adair offered more personal praise for certain members of the board’s liberal 

coterie, writing that PCIS endorsee Verna Rogers was “pure gold” and Mary Vandervoort was 

“equally as sure” (their colleague Jack Tucker was apparently just “OK” in her estimation).
18

  

Along with Adair’s appraisal, the branch’s decision to defer its petition illustrates how 

local political circumstances informed black activists’ desegregation strategies, as well as the 

hope of some African American leaders that white moderates and liberals could help them secure 

improved education for black children. As was also true at other times, much of that hope went 

unfulfilled. PCIS’s liberal majority lasted a mere two years before CSAE’s conservative 

representatives regained control of the board in the fall of 1956. During that time, PCIS trustees’ 
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desegregation-related actions served to inflame white anxiety much more than they actually 

undermined segregation. In May 1955 the PCIS-led school board appointed a biracial committee 

of private citizens to advise trustees on how to proceed with desegregation. News of the 

committee’s formation drew a mixed response from local black leaders. The Informer softly 

praised the group as a “step in the right direction,” while George Nelson, a vice president of the 

Houston NAACP, dismissed it as being as “useless as a cap on a pig,” meant only to delay 

desegregation. His remarks echoed those of national NAACP attorney Thurgood Marshall, who, 

when told of the group’s creation while visiting Houston, blasted such committees as a waste of 

time. Nonetheless, the biracial group, which consisted of fifteen whites and ten blacks, ultimately 

made proposals that, in retrospect, look nothing short of grand. In August 1955, they advised the 

board that HISD administration and all staff meetings should be immediately desegregated, and 

that all HISD schools should be desegregated by the fall of 1956, with the process beginning 

wherever feasible during the 1955-56 school term. The recommendations were a study in 

contrasting fortunes. HISD administrators had in fact already integrated some staff meetings, 

apparently without the board’s knowledge. However, it would be another fifteen years before all 

HISD students were desegregated using the sort of proximity-based assignment that most people 

at the time equated with “desegregation.” Indeed, despite the fact that every committee member 

had been nominated by PCIS-backed trustees, the liberals let the recommendations languish until 

CSAE again reclaimed control of the board in 1956.
19
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If the committee’s proposals had any impact, it was strictly political and decidedly not in 

the PCIS trustees’ favor. Local black reaction to the plan seems to have been fairly muted, and it 

likely elicited little more than shrugs from those who were already skeptical of the committee’s 

purpose and eventual disappointment from those who hoped the liberal-led board might actually 

follow through on the group’s recommendations. CSAE-backed trustees expectedly blasted the 

entire project as an illegitimate and premature violation of “states’ rights,” while more than five 

hundred people responded by signing a petition that condemned Brown as unconstitutional 

“social legislation by decree” that aimed to mandate “social equality” at the expense of “the 

institutions and way of life” most Houstonians desired. In a letter to the Houston Chronicle, Lee 

Barnett, later the executive secretary of the local White Citizens’ Council, dispensed with most 

of the euphemism and got to the point. Invoking white fears that desegregation would promote 

racial and moral corrosion through miscegenation, she demanded a public hearing of the 

committee’s suggestions and pointedly asked if the members were willing to accept the “Mixed 

swimming,” “Mixed social affairs,” and “mixed morals” that their plan would inevitably 

facilitate.
20

 

However much it may have disappointed local black leaders, the liberals’ failure to 

reassign students in accordance with the committee’s proposals was hardly surprising. Assuming 

the committee’s reference to “integration” meant the sort of non-racial proximity-based zoning 

most prevalent in local desegregation discourse, such a move would have been highly unusual 

among southern school districts at the time and almost unprecedented in a large, officially 
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segregated school system with a sizable black population.
21

 More significant to the looming 

years of struggle over desegregation in Houston was the liberal-led board’s official endorsement 

of segregative neighborhood-based school construction.
22

 Across the U. S., the postwar baby 

boom combined with a slowdown of wartime school construction to create an acute shortage of 

housing in the nation’s public school systems in the 1950s. In booming Sun Belt metropolises 

like Houston, those factors were compounded by massive in-migration from surrounding rural 

areas and beyond. In HISD, campus enrollments swelled faster than officials could construct new 

schools, leading to overcrowded classrooms and playgrounds, double sessions of daily 

instruction, and overreliance on temporary wood-frame structures often derisively termed 

“shacks” or “huts.” Crowding in Houston impacted students regardless of color, but students and 

teachers at already overburdened black schools nonetheless felt its strain most acutely.
23

 To 
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relieve these conditions, HISD embarked on a series of major school construction programs after 

the war that increased the number of local campuses from 126 in 1947-48 to 229 by 1969-70 (the 

number of HISD students more than tripled over the same period).
24

 

 In the wake of Brown, HISD officials met the legitimate need for new schools with 

construction plans that were openly sought to minimize desegregation’s long-term effectiveness. 

In that sense, school site selection became a pivotal facet of the district’s overall desegregation 

policy. When choosing the location for a new school, administrators and trustees typically tried 

to strike a reasonable balance among several different factors, including convenience for local 

families, anticipated zones of future population growth, affordable cost of land, access to public 

transportation and major thoroughfares, and overall safety of the surrounding neighborhood, e.g. 

traffic hazards, industrial zones, natural barriers, etc.
25

 One condition that school officials 

typically gave just passing consideration while under segregation was the relative intermixture of 

black and white pupils residing in a particular neighborhood. As long as the Plessy doctrine held, 

the presence of a few, or even numerous families living near a school designated for a different 

“race” was not a significant issue for school officials, who simply assigned those pupils to 

whichever was the closest applicable school. Brown undermined that security, and almost 
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immediately after the decision, Houston school officials began considering whether proposed 

construction plans needed to be adjusted in order to minimize the amount of black-white mixture 

that might occur under proximity-based zoning. While officials’ options were limited in the case 

of school sites that were already purchased, future site selection would now be more strongly 

informed by whether a school would be located in a racial borderland between black and white 

settlements or in the center of segregated residential areas.
26

  

  District administrators were already weighing proposed sites’ segregative impact before 

PCIS endorsees won majority control of the board, and likely any group of people who won 

election to the Houston school board in the 1950s would have included a majority who sought to 

use site selection to minimize the future of effectiveness of whatever new student assignment 

plan HISD eventually implemented. Nonetheless, the fact that the liberal-led board gave this 

policy seemingly its first official sanction in HISD highlights how little the biracial coalition 

shifted the needle on desegregation in the 1950s. Initially, PCIS endorsee Mary Vandervoort 

proposed in early 1956 that all HISD grades be “desegregated” in September by allowing 

students to voluntarily transfer into the nearest school where they would be in the racial minority, 

with a limit of 2 percent minority pupils in a given student body, and with the school board 

retaining power to adjust the percentage in the future as they saw fit. Fellow PCIS endorsee Jack 

Tucker endorsed Vandervoort’s proposal, but the rest of the liberal majority were unwilling to 

commit to any specific desegregation plan. President Verna Rogers deferred to the opinion of the 

superintendent, while Walter Kemmerer believed the district should focus on equalizing school 

resources, primarily through a redoubled school construction campaign. Kemmerer’s vision 
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ultimately won the day. In a lengthy statement that April aimed at shoring up popular support for 

an upcoming bond initiative, the former university president moved that HISD officially accept 

the Brown decision and draw new racially unified school zones but delay implementation or any 

further desegregation action “until the issue will not be further complicated by extreme 

overcrowding”; accelerate the district’s building program; and guarantee that no child would be 

required to attend an integrated school. The resolution passed on a 4-3 liberal-conservative split, 

conservatives opposing the plan as too extreme.
27

  

Kemmerer later touted his proposal as a “moderate program.” It was an accurate appraisal 

given the political context, and it speaks to how moderation has often served to buttress the 

structures of white supremacy even as white leaders declined to adopt more stringent measures 

of oppression and exclusion against African Americans.
28

 On the one hand, Kemmerer’s motion 

constituted the HISD board’s first official acceptance of the Brown decision, which is what 

prompted conservative CSAE trustees to reject it. As well, officials’ stated worries that 

desegregation would exacerbate overcrowding were not necessarily insincere. Administrators, 

regardless of their commitment to segregation, lacked the foresight to know that probably few 

families would have requested voluntary integrative transfers at that point if given the chance, 

and even the theoretical possibility of numerous student reassignments, integrative or not, 

created potentially legitimate concerns that the actual housing needs and capacity on particular 
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campuses might differ significantly from the district’s projections. However, as local black 

leaders argued, overcrowding was an issue whether HISD desegregated or not, and it did not 

justify delaying black students’ constitutional rights any longer.
29

  

Ultimately, the more pressing reason that construction took priority over desegregation 

was so that HISD could more deeply embed its educational geography within Houston’s 

segregated residential landscape. Although later school boards denied that such intentions 

underlay neighborhood-based site selection, trustees in the mid-1950s freely admitted as much 

and even cited it as evidence of their sound management of desegregation. Kemmerer referred to 

his plan multiple times as a means of protecting Houstonians’ right to “voluntary segregation.” 

On the eve of the 1956 board elections, liberals Jack Tucker and Verna Rogers similarly cited the 

construction program as evidence of their deft management of Brown. Moreover, when 

conservative trustee Dallas Dyer suggested that the proposal was a liberal bait-and-switch aimed 

at securing support for the bond issue before proceeding with desegregation anyway, Rogers 

defended the liberals’ intent by arguing, “I would think it would be very obvious that the bond 

issue would minimize integration.”
30

  

Dyer and her conservative colleagues opposed Kemmerer’s proposal because it provided 

the Brown decision with official board acceptance, not because they had any qualms with 

segregative school construction. Indeed, CSAE-backed trustees embraced the segregative 

building program and for the next decade employed it as one of their primary tools in the fight 

against integration. At the meeting after Kemmerer’s proposal, the conservative minority voted 

                                                 
29

 For example, see “Plaintiff’s Reply to Counter Propositions No. 1 and No. 2,” June 20, 1957, p. [8-9], folder 2, 

box 1314, Ross Files. 
30

 HISD minutes, April 30, 1956, p. 20 (“I would think” quotation); May 14, 1956, p. 38 (“voluntary segregation” 

quotation). “Candidates Takes Look at School System Problems,” Bellaire Texan, October 31, 1956, p. 12, 18. 

“Voluntary-Type Segregation Here Predicted,” Houston Chronicle, October 16, 1956, s. D, p. 15 (“moderate 

program” and “voluntary segregation” quotations). Ben Hawkins, “School Board Candidates List Platforms in 

Race,” Houston Chronicle, October 21, 1956, s. C, p. 2. 



100 

 

in favor of a similar motion CSAE endorsee Henry Petersen offered in which he simply dropped 

any references to Brown and restated and re-emphasized those parts of the plan aimed at limiting 

integration, i.e. that HISD “shall not integrate or attempt to integrate our schools until all 

building needs have been met in exclusively all Negro and exclusively all white areas,” and that 

schools funded “by the bond issue shall not be located on fringe concentrations of Negro and 

white populations which would promote the cause of integration in advance of a definitive 

solution of the problem” (the liberals voted down the proposal not because they disagreed with it 

but because it was unnecessary). After the filing of the Ross v. HISD lawsuit in December 1956, 

the construction program became a key facet of the now conservative-controlled board’s initial 

argument for why they should be allowed to delay desegregation further. When asked at trial 

what actions the board had taken relative to desegregation, Dyer cited the construction program 

as being one of their “many plans to mitigate the impact of any program of integration.” HISD’s 

attorney further substantiated the board’s good faith by citing building program director Glenn 

Fletcher, who testified, as the attorney phrased it, that Fletcher’s team made adjustments to the 

district’s plans “for the purpose of minimizing the impact of desegregation.”
31

 

“Impact” was a shrewdly open-ended choice of words that could refer to any number of 

outcomes that whites feared would result from desegregation. Threats of violence and declining 

educational standards were likely of greatest interest for the courts, while the possibility of 

interracial relationships among black and white children—and which might become sexual in 

nature—likely most animated white opponents. Fundamentally, though, “impact” was 
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commensurate with “effectiveness,” i.e. the degree to which desegregation policy would yield 

increased rates of actual black-white student intermixture. Viewed from the present, HISD’s 

argument that efforts aimed at undermining the effectiveness of integration illustrated good faith 

attempts to comply with Brown might seem ironic. However, it illustrates the degree to which 

whites in the immediate wake of the decision, including many who were sometimes sympathetic 

towards the expansion of black rights, viewed school desegregation first and foremost as an 

administrative and social problem to be overcome, rather than a means of securing African 

American rights to educational equality. Most whites thus took it for granted that of course a 

school board might take whatever measures they judged necessary to prevent student 

intermixture once desegregation finally arrived. Indeed, the Chronicle even went so far as to 

blithely frame the controversy surrounding the 1956 bond issue as a question of whether the 

planned schools “are in the right locations if integration is instituted here.” It was simply 

understood that “the right locations” were those where residential geography would take care of 

the unpleasant fallout of desegregation.
32

 

Houstonians voted in favor of funds for the building program by a 2 to 1 margin in June 

1956, with white residents signaling higher rates of support than local blacks.
33

 However, the 

bond election did not represent an endorsement of the board’s handling of desegregation so much 

as a relative judgment that the need for new schools trumped lingering concerns over how those 

schools would impact the future of integration. That became clear during the November board 

elections, which were the first in HISD in which segregation assumed primary importance. 

Historians like Michael Klarman have argued that the Supreme Court ruling “radicalized” 
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southern politics and often turned desegregation stances viewed as “moderate” into political 

anathema. While Houston’s hysteria over the Red Scare shows that Brown in some locations did 

not initiate so much as reinforce and intensify an already ongoing process of discursive 

radicalization, the 1956 elections nonetheless illustrate Klarman’s basic point: nuance courted 

electoral danger in the decision’s wake.
34

  

In undercutting segregation’s constitutionality, Brown bred intense insecurity in most 

southern white minds over the future of the region’s racial order. The boundaries of public 

discourse surrounding the issue thus shifted (or at least, solidified) decisively to the right, and 

each slate of candidates in the 1956 Houston board race—the segregationist CSAE and the 

nominally desegregationist PCIS—framed the issue in ways that reflected those discursive limits. 

CSAE’s endorsees unsurprisingly voiced unequivocal and passionate support for segregation. 

Bertie Maughmer assured the local White Citizens’ Council that she believed desegregation was 

un-Christian and declared before the segregationist Citizens League for School Home Rule 

(CLSHR) that she preferred incarceration to integration—or, as some sources recalled her 

phrasing, “I’d rather go to jail than see my kids go to school with niggers.” Henry Petersen 

argued that the Supreme Court’s ruling had destroyed decades of good work by black and white 

leaders forging racial harmony and insisted it was his “sincere, heartfelt, and considered 

judgement that segregation, time, reason, and intelligent leadership still offer the best educational 

opportunities for both races.” Stone Wells at one point added a conspiratorial flair to his support 

for “separate but equal,” warning the Citizens’ Council, “Don’t think they (the integrationists) 

are not going to do something.” In a radio interview with then local journalist Dan Rather two 

months before the election, Dallas Dyer said desegregation would be “disastrous” for Houston 
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schools and accused liberal board president Verna Rogers of colluding with the NAACP to 

promote integration. She later promised to oppose integration “by every lawful means.”
35

 

While candidates on the CSAE slate wielded desegregation like a political bludgeon, 

PCIS endorsees attempted to finesse the issue through an approach that might be generously 

termed “cautious.” That year, PCIS again endorsed incumbent trustees Verna Rogers and Jack 

Tucker, along with former group president E. Pliny Shaw and Rice Institute economist James 

Giles. The gist of each candidate’s pitch was basically the same: desegregation was the law of 

the land and thus inevitable; conservative trustees were deceiving voters into thinking that was 

not the case; and the election of openly obstructionist candidates would invite lawsuits and only 

result in more onerous integration mandates. Importantly, the distinction PCIS candidates drew 

between themselves and CSAE was not one of supporting versus opposing desegregation but 

rather begrudging acceptance versus futile and harmful hostility. Giles explicitly declared he was 

“not interested in urging integration,” while Shaw portrayed himself as supporting a moderate 

approach between violent mobs of segregationists and people “[o]n the other extreme” who 

demanded “immediate integration with no planned action.” Verna Rogers cited higher court 

rulings to argue that segregation was not a major campaign issue but assured voters that “when 

integration comes—as we know it will—children will not have to attend a school where the 
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student body is made up of mixed races unless they so desire,” a reference to the building 

program.
36

 

Many local African American leaders likely understood that, whatever PCIS endorsees’ 

personal opinions of desegregation, full-throated support for the project was politically unwise in 

mid-1950s Houston. Probably more concerning for blacks than the liberals’ tepid campaign 

rhetoric was the lack of any meaningful progress made on desegregation during their two years 

of majority board control. In the months leading up to the 1956 elections, it became apparent that 

that relative inaction had created tensions within the biracial coalition. Although it would be 

nearly a decade before local blacks mounted a sustained attack on HISD’s segregative 

construction program, editors at the Informer immediately blasted the liberal-led board for 

making the practice official board policy, unsurprisingly focusing on PCIS endorsee Walter 

Kemmerer. Informer owner Carter Wesley argued that while Kemmerer was “animatedly 

interested in looking after the equal rights of Negroes and improving those rights,” his approach 

to desegregation was little different from that of segregationist groups like the Minute Women 

and CLSHR. While Wesley individually praised Mary Vandervoort and Jack Tucker, Verna 

Rogers disappointed him as a well-intended but ultimately ineffective advocate for black 

children’s interests. Still, at that point, even the impotent intentions of white liberals were 

preferable and at least potentially more advantageous for African Americans than the blatant 

racist hostility of board conservatives. Thus, despite the lack of tangible progress made by the 

PCIS-backed trustees, Wesley endorsed all but one of the organization’s preferred candidates in 
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that November’s elections. Another Informer editorial withheld endorsements but reminded 

readers that “[t]he central issue in the campaign is integration” and urged them to vote against 

CSAE candidates in hopes that, with a few more allies on the board, perhaps blacks’ coalition 

with white liberals might finally pay off.
37

 

Blacks’ reactions to CSAE’s election day sweep evinced their enduring hostility to the 

organization and the degree to which it undergirded their commitment to the biracial coalition. 

The Informer interpreted conservatives’ win as a mandate for segregation and argued that the 

large margins of victory indicated that many whites who had supported PCIS two years earlier, 

i.e. when desegregation was not a major campaign issue, had since switched their allegiances. 

Black voters overall decisively rejected the conservative candidates in favor of the white liberals. 

Among PCIS endorsees, Verna Rogers received the highest share of black votes in her race 

against Henry Petersen, winning by an over 10-1 margin in predominantly black precincts and 

therein securing over a quarter of her 47,410 votes. It was still barely half of Petersen’s final 

tally. The black electorate did not escape blame for the conservative victory, though, as the 

Informer engaged in its long-running tradition of chastising African Americans for failing to turn 

out in larger numbers and contest the “undying love of Southern tradition” that drove whites to 

back CSAE. A presumably black guest editorialist (“A Houstonian Who is an American”) 

likewise dejectedly invoked southern regional identity in describing the conservative school 

board’s victory, saying their win showed that Houston had aligned itself with the Deep South 

instead of the ostensibly more progressive American Southwest. More prominently in the piece, 

and exemplifying the significance of school board races within the city’s broader political scene, 
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the author highlighted CSAE’s victory as showing the need for a multiracial liberal awakening in 

Houston that would itself be part of a worldwide movement against social oppression.
38

  

At the same time as the segregation-centric 1956 election reinvigorated black opposition 

to local conservatism, it also exposed some of the underlying tensions within the biracial 

coalition and nurtured a growing sense of black political independence. After the moderate-led 

board failed to take substantive action on desegregation, some black leaders began to question 

the old orthodoxy that the surest way to use the ballot for change was to rally black voters behind 

the best white liberals, not to, as some perceived it, waste a vote on a black candidate. Carter 

Wesley, for one, had already promised as early as January 1955 to support Rev. Robert Hayes if 

he ran again in 1956, and he urged white liberal allies to return blacks’ electoral favors and 

likewise back the minister. Hayes did indeed run again, entering an ultimately crowded field for 

position 3 that included conservative Bertie Maughmer and white liberal and PCIS endorsee E. 

Pliny Shaw. Hayes made little apparent effort to ally himself with more moderate whites, instead 

emphasizing his black racial identity and attempting to spin the election of a black board member 

as being beneficial for African Americans (he could fight for their interests), liberal whites (it 

fulfilled their desires for racial inclusivity), and even conservative whites (the presence of a 

black trustee would help legitimize their claims that separate was equal). On the issue of 

desegregation, Hayes essentially took the same position as the PCIS-backed candidates, insisting 

that Brown was law and that resisting it risked either violence or a “disastrous” lawsuit. Indeed, 

he claimed segregationist victories at the polls would themselves be a “dare to the Negro people” 
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to sue HISD, which the Chronicle interpreted (incorrectly, it seems) to mean that Hayes himself 

was threatening to sue the district if he lost.
39

  

Carter Wesley kept his promise to endorse Hayes, pointedly backing the minister over 

PCIS’s E. Pliny Shaw. Wesley devoted most of his “Ram’s Horn” column before the election to 

countering past arguments African Americans (including him) had made against supporting one 

of their own for the board, the most prominent being that a black candidate had no realistic 

chance at winning and would only split the biracial coalition, ensuring a conservative victory. 

The appeals fell on deaf ears. Hayes came in fourth of seven candidates, and his roughly 7,000 

votes was barely one-tenth of victor Bertie Maughmer’s total and one-eighth of Shaw’s second 

place finish, a precipitous drop from the minister’s 1954 showing. One analysis found that Hayes 

significantly underperformed even in predominantly black precincts, an indication that most 

African American voters still viewed a white liberal as a better use of their ballot. On the eve of 

the election, reports even circulated that African Americans were among those responsible for a 

series of mailers circulated around black Houston that attacked Rev. Hayes and urged support for 

his white liberal opponent.
40

 

Even before the results were known, Carter Wesley’s decision to endorse Hayes over 

Shaw (and presumably, the Informer’s at times biting criticism of the moderate-led board) 

created private and public dissension within the biracial coalition. Shortly before the election, 
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local white liberal Virginia Smith, a Democrat and PCIS backer with a history of working on 

behalf of black rights, spoke at a rally at historically black Pleasant Hill Baptist Church and 

charged that Wesley had turned his back on local white liberals by unjustifiably criticizing them 

and refusing their overtures for cooperation. Wesley did not dispute the basic facts of her critique 

and admitted “the liberal whites are as well-intentioned today toward fair play” as they ever 

were. “Carter Wesley has changed,” he acknowledged in agreement with Smith’s accusation, 

before adding emphatically, “and SO HAVE THE TIMES!” Specifically, he argued that “our 

liberal white friends” could no longer expect black votes and support for their candidates and yet 

refuse to do the same for African Americans who sought public office. He accused PCIS and 

white liberal leaders, as well as their black allies, of “deliberately” running Shaw against Hayes 

not just out of calculated fears that Hayes was unable to win, but rather cowardice that they 

might face reprisals from segregationists and rightwing leaders for publicly backing a black 

office seeker.
41

  

How representative Wesley’s public criticism of white liberal allies was among local 

African American leaders is unclear. But his response to liberals’ frustration at his lack of 

cooperation undoubtedly captured more widely felt if unvoiced black dissatisfactions with the 

biracial coalition’s traditional dynamic of white leadership and black support.
42

 Still, Hayes’s 

decisively unsuccessful candidacy likely did little to sway the minds of black and white liberal 
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voters still skeptical that an African American could win public office in Houston. That 

undoubtedly made it all the more shocking when two years later, local black civic leader Hattie 

Mae White defeated an incumbent CSAE trustee and one other candidate to become the first 

African American ever elected to the Houston school board, and the first since Reconstruction to 

hold a citywide office in Houston and possibly in the entire state of Texas.
43

 

Born in 1916 in Huntsville, Texas, White grew up in Houston and graduated 

valedictorian from HISD’s Booker T. Washington High School before receiving a bachelor’s 

degree from Prairie View A&M College. She worked as a teacher before marrying and returning 

to Houston in 1941 to work as a housewife, eventually raising five children. White was active in 

local civic affairs by 1950, when she became the first black woman elected to the board of the 

Houston YWCA. In local education, she participated in the Jack Yates High School Parent 

Teacher Association (PTA) and was a member of the biracial PCIS. Parenthood proved to be as 

transformative politically as it was personally for White, who previously viewed segregation 

with a sort of begrudging acceptance in part because, she admitted, she had “always been a little 

more fortunate than most Negroes” in her experiences of white supremacy. However, as was true 

for local black activists across the South, Brown and other NAACP legal victories had an 

aspirational impact on White.  “The court decisions had promised so much that was being 

withheld that I began to wonder if [my children] would be passed by” like members of her 

generation had, she later said explaining her growing political consciousness in the 1940s and 

‘50s.
44
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White’s path to the HISD board ran, or rather twisted, through the fraught dynamics of 

the biracial coalition. Participation in PCIS provided her contact with many of the white liberal 

leaders whose support would still be integral to any successful black bid for public office, but her 

entre into local public consciousness came after she and other black PCIS supporters 

intentionally spoke out separately from the organization on the issue of desegregation. In 

February 1956, the school board hosted what one account described as a “circus”-like six hour 

public hearing. Four groups of speakers appeared before the televised audience while hundreds 

of spectators spilled out of the board room and into the hallways. The sole segregationist group 

was the Citizens League for School Home Rule (CLSHR), an aggregation of local attorneys, oil 

businessmen, bankers, former school board members, and others who had banded together the 

previous November to defend states’ authority over public education—and, more to the point, 

“To oppose the integration of white and negro students in our schools by all lawful means” 

(“Before long it would lead to social integration and then amalgamation,” former HISD and 

current CLSHR trustee Ewing Werlein warned the Chronicle). CLSHR first requested the 

February hearing in order to challenge the biracial committee’s ultimately abandoned proposal to 

desegregate all schools by the upcoming September. At the meeting, Citizens League supporters 

carried signs with slogans ranging from “Never Mix Races” to “Peaceful Co-existence,” waved 

Confederate flags of varying sizes, and eventually joined together in a round of “Dixie.” They 

booed HISD’s conservative attorney when he simply reviewed the current state of desegregation 

case law, with one segregation supporter blasting his presentation as the “most biased, prejudiced 

thing I’ve ever heard.” The evening’s pro-segregation speakers went through the usual 

wheelhouse of anti-integration rhetoric: segregation benefited blacks and whites alike; blacks 
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were diseased, ignorant, and dangerous; integration would lead to intermarriage (and all its 

implied calamites); and the board should wait for the state to invoke the doctrine of interposition 

against Brown. On the last point, future U. S. Congressman and white liberal Bob Eckhardt 

suggested the League also “dig up the body of John Wilkes Booth and run it for President” while 

they were at it. Once the segregationists finished, about half the crowd followed local oil driller 

and White Citizens’ Council leader J. Mort Wren out of the room when he interrupted the first 

pro-desegregation speaker to yell, “Let’s go, white people.”
45

  

After news broke in January that the board would allow CLSHR two televised hours to 

make their case against desegregation, three other groups requested and received time to 

challenge the League. One was the Houston NAACP, whose branch president Francis Williams 

closed out the evening. The other two went by the names Houston Community Forum and the 

Citizens Committee on Schools, but both were essentially ad hoc offshoots of the Parents 

Council for Improved Schools (PCIS). As Hattie Mae White later recalled, PCIS began to 

mobilize shortly after CLSHR secured their time to speak, but another black member insisted 

that African Americans had a “responsibility” to speak with an independent voice. Consequently, 

PCIS’s white leaders organized as the Forum, and they primarily enlisted liberal white members 
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of the clergy to speak on their behalf.
46

 Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish ministers took turns 

speaking before a now mostly sympathetic crowd, arguing that racial discrimination was unfair, 

an offense to God, and damaged America’s reputation abroad. Carter Wesley later praised the 

Forum and said “they could have not found a better combination of speakers to present the 

correct and the right side.” After them came three black representatives of the Citizens 

Committee, each purposely chosen to offer specific types of arguments against segregation. The 

Reverend M. L. Price, who chaired the Houston NAACP’s education committee, was selected to 

offer moral arguments for desegregation and received what the white-owned Post described as 

“vigorous” applause when he called for integration to begin that September. Attorney Gloria 

Bradford, the first African American woman to graduate from the University of Texas law 

school, expectedly made the legal case for desegregation while echoing claims that segregation 

provided fodder for Communist propaganda. Finally, a local black doctor initially accepted the 

committee’s request to offer economic rationales for desegregation but had to withdraw before 

the hearing. By happenstance, the duty fell to Hattie Mae White, who had been one of the 

group’s lead organizers.
47
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All the black and liberal white speakers that evening made broad, principled arguments 

against segregation in general, but White’s presentation included an arguably even more 

damning level of specificity that exposed how school officials had materially deprived Houston’s 

own black children. As she put it, in Houston, “separate is observed, but equal is dishonored.” 

With help from her close friend and local white activist Charlotte Kraft, White obtained statistics 

from HISD’s own offices and elsewhere that showed how black students attended schools with 

higher pupil-teacher ratios, disproportionately fewer libraries and kindergartens, worn-out 

secondhand textbooks, less classroom space, supervisory staffs far smaller than the state’s 

minimum standards, and that over-relied on the district’s fleet of temporary wood-frame 

classrooms. The proposed building program might relieve some of those disparities, but she 

argued that refusal to abandon the dual system would only incur other unnecessary costs for the 

district. (She was correct. A year later, HISD attorneys noted that the prospect of desegregation 

had prompted district officials to construct an additional, previously unplanned school in the 

city’s Sunnyside neighborhood, citing it as evidence of their sound management of “the 

problems of desegregation”). White’s speech likely swayed few hardline conservatives, for 

whom white supremacy was worth the cost of an otherwise pointless school, but that was to be 

expected. For her, the tangible data she provided was aimed primarily at those moderate, 

otherwise “well-meaning white people of goodwill” who saw the generally sound exterior 
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condition of Houston’s black schools and dismissed claims that the resources and environment 

inside were inferior to those provided white schools.
48

 

The publicly televised hearing had little to no apparent impact on the course of 

desegregation, but it laid the groundwork for White’s eventual school board campaign. Carter 

Wesley lamented that CLSHR’s presentation had to be sent over the airwaves (“It’s a long time 

since we’ve heard the word ‘Nigger’ in public pronounced so often,” he said) but praised the 

pro-desegregation speakers, highlighting the effectiveness of White’s “factual and fine 

statement.” One measure of the impact of White’s presentation was that it alone elicited a 

response from conservative trustees who, expressing incredulity at White’s accusations, directed 

Superintendent William Moreland at the next board meeting to review her claims and report on 

any factual discrepancies. A newspaper account indicates that Moreland’s report focused on little 

more than White’s claims that the disproportionate share of the building program devoted to 

black schools illustrated the failure of separate but equal, and his response did not serve to 

undermine her points so much as qualify them. Others at the time were as struck by the aesthetics 

of White’s presentation as its substance. One local white later described her talk as “the most 

lucid and compelling” of the night and claimed that, for many white Houstonians, who often 

only encountered African Americans in positions of subservience, White’s appearance provided 

their “first glimpse of an educated, intelligent, attractive Negro.” Several local black leaders 

apparently sensed that White had left an impression on blacks and whites alike and suggested she 
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consider running in that year’s school board campaign. “I thought it was really a manner of 

saying [I] did a good job,” she later said explaining her decision not to pursue the idea.
49

 

Talk of a possible White candidacy persisted for the next two years, during which time 

she continued to work with other members of the biracial coalition in pressing for reforms in 

HISD. However, CSAE’s recapture of majority control of the board in November 1956 prompted 

PCIS members to dissolve the organization the following summer and reconstitute themselves as 

the Houston Association for Better Schools (HABS). Officially formed in August 1957, HABS 

aimed to place a greater a focus on year-round, active engagement with the public and the school 

board, in contrast with PCIS’s overriding concern with board elections. To that end, the group 

hosted public forums, wrote letters to the editor, and made appearances before the school board, 

all to facilitate community engagement with issues like the board’s legal and educational 

responsibilities and to encourage positive action related to desegregation, Mexican American 

education, adult education, teacher pay, academic freedom from political pressure, the 

acceptance of federal aid, and bond issues. Among the influences on the group’s philosophy was 

the progressive education movement, which by then was ebbing in Houston and nationally 

before reviving in the late ‘60s. A statement of positions distributed during a late ‘50s 

membership drive articulated HABS’s support for a pedagogical philosophy centered “on 

teaching children HOW TO THINK, rather than WHAT TO THINK” and that utilized “modern” 

education practices that went beyond basic subject matter like “the Three R’s.”  By 1960 the 

organization had grown from several hundred to a thousand members who, like its board of 
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directors, included black and white Houstonians alike. Still, African Americans were rarely 

among the group’s actual officers or those HABS members tasked with making public 

statements on the organization’s behalf.
50

  

Despite African Americans’ absence from top positions in HABS, the organization joined 

black leaders in publicly condemning actions by the conservative-led board that perpetuated 

segregation or that showed the enduring influence of educational white supremacy. When 

African Americans vehemently protested the board’s 1958 decision to reassign black principal 

William Holland from historic Yates High School to a new junior high, HABS representative 

Charlotte Kraft joined the Yates PTA and alumni association in protesting the decision before the 

school board. Holland had worked at Yates for nearly two decades, and while the respected 

educator’s new assignment included the same pay, Kraft echoed local African Americans in 

calling the new position a “demotion in prestige” and demanded the board explain why Holland 

was transferred (rumors circulated it was retribution for Holland’s reputed outspokenness against 

discrimination).
51

 In 1961, a year after HISD began desegregation, news emerged that HISD 
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superintendent John McFarland had instituted racially segregated bathrooms at the four 

historically white elementary schools that now enrolled a smattering of black pupils. When 

conservative school board members rejected then trustee Hattie Mae White’s request to hear a 

black parent who reported that black boys and girls were being forced to use the same restroom 

at MacGregor Elementary, HABS president Al Abrams publicly condemned the policy along 

with the board’s refusal to discuss it.
52

 Around the same time, Charlotte Kraft agreed to testify in 

the Ross v. HISD case in support of plaintiffs who charged that HISD was discriminatorily 

rejecting black transfer requests, a decision that White later cited in praising Kraft as being 

“always available even sometimes when I thought she shouldn’t.” While Kraft at trial identified 

herself as a member of several local education organizations, HISD’s attorney attempted to taint 

her testimony by singling out her HABS affiliation and pressuring her to describe the group as 

being devoted to the cause of integration. Houston NAACP executive secretary Christia Adair 

worked as a membership team captain for HABS, and her confidence in the organization was 

evident in 1958 when she requested the national NAACP office send pamphlets on the Brown 

decision to be distributed at HABS workshops. “[I]f I say ‘please rush’ I do not mean to be 

unreasonable,” she said before explaining her eagerness, “This group effort may result in a 

Negro member on [the] Houston school Bd.”
53
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Adair’s praise for HABS and the biracial coalition undergirding it came a few months 

before the 1958 school board campaign, the first one since CSAE rode white anxiety over 

desegregation back to majority control of the HISD board. Meanwhile, African Americans’ 

encouragement steadily built for Hattie White to parlay her visibility from the February 1956 

desegregation hearing into a bid for office. Christia Adair pressed White to run and helped put 

out feelers to other black organizations to identify a reliable base of financial and logistical 

support. Early support also came from the Harris County Council of Organizations (HCCO), 

then becoming perhaps the most influential organized black political voice in the city. Local 

activist George T. Nelson was likewise among White’s early black backers, as was Lonnie 

Smith, a fellow HABS member in whose backyard White and others made the final decision to 

mount a campaign. Early supporters recommended she run for the seat occupied by outgoing 

liberal Mary Vandervoort, which they believed provided an easier path to victory. White 

declined and instead challenged incumbent CSAE trustee and pediatrician John K. Glen, later 

explaining, “I want to run against a man whose actions I oppose.” White announced her 

candidacy in early September.
54

  

For its part, HABS had deprioritized but not abandoned PCIS’s concern for endorsing 

and supporting potential trustees, and the organization began considering a possible slate of 

candidates in the summer of 1958. Despite the past absence of black candidates from PCIS 

slates, many blacks and liberal whites undoubtedly wondered if not expected that HABS would 

break from tradition and officially throw its support behind White, who by then had become the 

group’s corresponding secretary and the first, if not sole African American ever to hold an actual 
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office in the organization.
 
However, White’s candidacy temporarily threw HABS into disarray 

and exposed the lingering division within the biracial coalition between black aspirations and 

white support. At a meeting that summer, HABS president John T. Smith and other board 

members acknowledged they had learned that local African Americans planned to push one of 

their own for a board seat. Although White later recalled being unsure whether they knew that 

she was in fact the prospective candidate, she remembered they “expressed very forcibly that it 

was not time for blacks to run.” White announced her candidacy anyway, and when HABS 

approached incumbent trustee Walter Kemmerer to offer their endorsement as part of a slate, he 

allegedly refused to be on a ticket with an African American candidate, sharing the directors’ 

concern that a black candidate still could not win in Houston and would drag down anyone with 

whom she or he shared a slate. A few weeks after White launched her campaign, the HABS 

board announced at a heated meeting that they would no longer assemble a ticket that year. 

Smith refused multiple requests from HABS members to explain the board’s about face, even 

though it was an obvious attempt to avoid the awkward prospect of choosing between White and 

Kemmerer. Frustrated members charged the board with being politically naïve and acting against 

the majority will of the organization, but a subsequent vote showed attendees at the meeting 

supported the board’s decision by an almost 2 to 1 margin.
55

 

For White, HABS’s refusal to endorse her candidacy was at once frustrating as a 

committed member of the biracial coalition and yet galvanizing as an African American eager 
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for direct black authority over public education. “I really did not think it was for whites to 

determine whether or not it was time” for an African American to run for the school board, she 

explained, highlighting the underlying hypocrisy of those whites who refused to back such an 

effort (and more, dictate its timeline) yet historically relied on black votes and support. She 

admitted to genuine “hurt” when she later learned that, while white leaders refused to back her 

campaign, they actively pushed fellow HABS board member and White’s friend Charlotte Kraft 

to seek office. At the same time, white HABS leaders’ apparent effort to dissuade blacks from 

seeking public office only helped cement White’s desire to do just that (“my announcement was 

not a token gesture,” she reassured the Chronicle after HABS abandoned its plans for a slate). 

Black Houston rallied around her, and her team managed to raise some $4,000 from around the 

city’s African American enclaves to get her campaign off the ground, partly by placing jars and 

bottles in local stores to collect loose change. Once the race began, White accepted every 

available opportunity to appear alongside other candidates and make her case, save for a rally 

sponsored by the White Citizens’ Council. It was an understandable exception. Campaign worker 

George Nelson later recalled that members of White’s team always accompanied her to election 

stops out of fear she might be harassed or attacked.
56

 

The dustup surrounding White’s candidacy was not an exceptional fracture in the biracial 

coalition so much as a release of preexisting tensions that were growing more pitched as white 

leaders’ indulgence of the slow pace of postwar, post–Brown educational equality tested black 

Houstonians’ patience. And ultimately, HABS’s decision not to endorse White may have had 

more symbolic than practical significance. Despite white liberal leaders’ skepticism of an 

African American’s electoral odds, many HABS members still backed White’s campaign. Public 
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endorsements came from prominent liberals like Mary Vandervoort, Ellana Ball, Edwin Bruhl, 

and Eugenia Rayzor, while well-known attorney Palmer Hutcheson penned a letter to the editor 

directly criticizing HABS for its choice to abandon a slate rather than endorse White. White’s 

campaign manager, black attorney A. M. Wickliff, later described hundreds of blacks and whites 

working together on her behalf, with seasoned white allies providing what he described as 

“Much of the know-how,” while African American workers reached out and disseminated 

information to black voters. Carter Wesley, whose Informer provided White with constant 

positive coverage in the weeks leading up to the election, even spun her lack of endorsement as a 

laudable sign of independence from “any of our fighting organizations.”
57

 

Despite the lack of an official moderate-liberal slate, White, Walter Kemmerer, and 

freelance writer Hart Stilwell emerged as the leading challengers to conservatives in the three 

races that year. The distinction was rooted less in their shared positioning on any single issue 

than their offering the best chance in each race for someone outside the CSAE-backed 

conservative machine to win election. On the one hand, all three indicated clear if varying levels 

of openness towards federal aid for education and curricular reform. As well, all accepted that 

legally mandated segregation was no longer sustainable. On the other, distinct differences 

emerged among them as to how HISD should approach desegregation. Stilwell arguably took the 

most forceful pro-desegregation stance, arguing that “the school integration issue is not even 

debatable” any longer and calling for a grade-a-year stairstep plan similar to the one that federal 

Judge Ben Connally ordered two years later. Walter Kemmerer unsurprisingly occupied the other 
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end of the anti-segregation spectrum, continuing his push to comply with the letter of Brown 

while undermining its spirit. At an election event in the affluent white suburb of West University 

Place, Kemmerer declared that, “I can say with conviction that the Supreme Court’s order can be 

obeyed without any Negro going to a white school,” reassuring the crowd that the building 

program would allow Houston to preserve “voluntary segregation like they have in the North.” 

In a sign of just how much opposition to CSAE undergirded the biracial coalition, Informer 

editor and frequent Kemmerer critic Carter Wesley still endorsed the professor along with 

Stilwell and Hattie Mae White, despite Kemmerer’s open resistance to real integration, as well as 

his and HABS’s refusal to run a slate that included a black candidate.
58

  

 The limits of southern political discourse still dictated that the region’s white moderates 

and liberals finesse the issue of desegregation with considerable care, but caution was especially 

critical for any African American aspirants to public office. White consequently framed her 

stance on desegregation and educational equality in broad language aimed at appealing to white 

liberals—most of whom opposed legalized segregation but worried desegregation would breed 

chaos—and to black Houstonians for whom desegregation and upgrading historically black 

schools were of arguably equal priority. She shrewdly eschewed precise timetables or policies 

for integration and cited the Supreme Court’s authority in Brown along with the 1957 Little Rock 

crisis to argue that Houston had no choice but to desegregate, and that to resist it risked social 
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disorder and the imposition of federal power. This approach resonated with that of earlier black 

candidates, as did her claim that Houston’s large African American population was entitled to at 

least one representative on the school board. However, White did not make desegregation a 

centerpiece of her pitch to voters, nor did she rely as heavily as her predecessors on claims that 

blacks were entitled to a board seat, an approach which often veered close to tacit acceptance and 

thus legitimization of “separate but equal.” Rather, she and her team downplayed explicit 

invocations of racial identity and how they would inform her trusteeship, a strategy epitomized 

in the campaign slogan, “For Every Child in Every School.”
59

 

The relatively universal terms of White’s core campaign theme may appear conservative 

in hindsight, but, in the context of Houston educational politics in the 1950s, they carried an 

innovative multivalence that departed from previous black candidates’ efforts. White’s pledge to 

represent “the welfare and well-being of every child in the Houston Independent School District” 

was undoubtedly sincere, but it was also carefully aimed at white voters anxious that any black 

leader running for office was probably either a “radical integrationist” (whatever whites 

imagined that to be) or generally apathetic or hostile towards white educational interests. Black 

Houstonians and others also undoubtedly realized that such an appeal served as a subtle but clear 

rebuke of white trustees who historically had failed to offer black pupils the same level of 

concern as their white peers. Previous candidates had made similar charges of the school board, 

though with varying pointedness; but, in framing herself as a representative of all HISD patrons, 

and not strictly African Americans, White signaled her concern for black interests without 

reducing herself to a token candidate elected just to be a mouthpiece for black Houston. This 
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notion had potentially dramatic implications. An African American who presented herself or 

himself as simply a representative for Houston’s black schools might be stomached as an 

acceptable, even healthy adaptation within the overall body of educational white supremacy. For 

white supporters of segregation, the presence of a pliant black trustee who strictly worked to 

improve the quality of resources afforded African American schools could lend an air of 

legitimacy to “separate but equal” without threatening the deeper white empowerment over 

black. But, African Americans who claimed to represent children who were not black effectively 

sought an integrated power arrangement in which they established authority over more than what 

even the least malevolent logic of segregation dictated was their maximum appropriate share.
60

 

Conservative candidates supported by the Committee for Sound American Education 

made their own claims to know what was “best for all” Houston schoolchildren: “Equal but 

Separate Schools,” an inversion of the traditional “separate but equal” concept that meagerly 

strived to maintain a post–Brown, post–Ross shroud of moderation while still pandering to 

segregationists. Yet even though CSAE’s was the only slate of candidates to emerge that year, 

local conservative educational activists became embroiled in their own internal struggles that 

proved even more divisive than Hattie Mae White’s candidacy did for the biracial coalition. The 

culmination of the conservative in-fighting came in the summer of 1958, when trustees Henry 

Petersen and Bertie Maughmer joined with liberals Walter Kemmerer and Mary Vandervoort to 
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block the permanent appointment of acting Superintendent G. C. Scarborough, a hardline 

conservative and well-known member of the White Citizens’ Council. Anger at perceived 

breaches of trust all around sapped energy from CSAE’s efforts that year and resulted in 

Petersen’s and Maughmer’s shocking decision to publicly endorse Kemmerer over CSAE-

backed candidate Aubrey Calvin, their former campaign manager. Conservatives apparently 

recognized that the divisions in their ranks were creating an opening for the biracial coalition. 

Karl Doerner, Jr., a conservative who along with Hattie Mae White hoped to unseat CSAE 

endorsee John Glen for position 6, reported to the Chronicle in October that unnamed individuals 

approached him and requested he withdraw from the race out of concern he and Glen “would 

split the votes and elect Mrs. Charles White.”
61

 

Conservatives’ anxiety proved to be well-founded. On Tuesday, November 4, 1958, 

Hattie Mae White won election to the Houston school board with 36,348 votes, the most of any 

candidate in any board race that year. As CSAE feared, Glen and Doerner split the conservative 

electorate with 29,024 and 11,906 votes respectively, allowing White a solid 7,000 vote margin 

of victory. Exactly how much of White’s support came from white versus black voters is unclear, 

but her victory was necessarily a biracial effort that one scholar of Houston politics describes as 

an “extraordinary achievement.” With no white moderate or liberal whites running against her, 

White presumably captured nearly all of the African American votes cast in her race (she won an 

estimated 93.4 percent of the black vote in her successful 1962 reelection bid). However, a 

majority of her support came from Houston’s white precincts, and she claimed a third of all 
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white ballots cast in her race and received no less than 20 percent of the vote in any precinct.
62

 In 

covering the election, Carter Wesley, the at times fierce critic of Houston’s white liberal 

leadership, celebrated the joint black-white effort that undergirded White’s win. “White workers 

had contributed as much to Mrs. White’s victories as had Negroes,” he declared while reporting 

on the mixed crowd of supporters who greeted White at campaign headquarters the night of her 

win, which he called Houston’s “finest hour” and said marked the city’s arrival as a southern 

“leader in moral integrity and courage.”
63

 Speaking to the press, White offered the same sort of 

broad-based appeal she had made the focal point of her campaign, insisting she “did not run…to 

represent only the Negro children of Houston,” while calling her election “a real victory for 

tolerance and good will” and expressing hope that “all of us will be drawn closer together in a 

concern and love for all of the children of Houston.”
64

 In the weeks that followed, other local 

blacks celebrated White’s election, with one local attorney going so far as to call her “the highest 

political leader we have in our community,” while a black HISD teacher later remembered her 

victory as “electrifying.” Black- and white-owned periodicals across the country reported on 

White’s election, many of them giving it front-page coverage. In early 1959, a contributor to the 

International Socialist Review went so far as to cite the biracial support for the pro-desegregation 

candidate as a sign that “the South’s smooth façade of white supremacy” was cracking.
65
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Cracks notwithstanding, the basic white supremacist structure remained intact. As much 

as White’s election marked a departure from the past, it also exposed enduring local dedication 

to educational white supremacy and hostility towards black Houstonians’ assumption of political 

power. Disbelief emerged among many local conservatives in the wake of White’s election, and 

some struggled if not refused to accept that an African American could win so large a portion of 

the white vote without the benefit of misunderstanding or subterfuge. Conservative Lois Cullen, 

who narrowly beat Hart Stilwell to win position 7, was among those who suggested that white 

voters simply did not realize Hattie Mae White was black when they voted for her. A more 

serious challenge to White’s candidacy came six days after the election, when some forty 

skeptics petitioned the school district to recheck the reported vote totals and inspect all 660 

voting machines for evidence of tampering. Leading the charge was local precinct judge George 

J. Polk, who claimed that several machines in his district logged votes for White each time 

someone voted a straight Democratic ticket. Reviews by the Harris County District Attorney’s 

office and a district judge found only minor differences in the reported and originally logged 

totals, and all the voting machines were in proper order. Further investigation at the petitioners’ 

behest found a few cases of people voting at the wrong polling location, with the most serious 

finding being ten duplicate votes cast in a single predominantly black precinct. In fact, black 

polling areas were apparently the only ones the group cared to investigate, and the citizens’ 
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dogged pursuit of electoral integrity probably had to do with more than dedication to the 

democratic process. George Polk was a local segregationist who went on to revive the White 

Citizens’ Council in the mid-‘60s, while the name of the group’s attorney, William E. Loose, 

appeared in a 1962 CSAE campaign ad that advocated, among other things, “sensible 

segregation.”
66

  

Local white supremacists paired their attempted invalidation of White’s victory with the 

more familiar tool of intimidation. In what was unlikely a coincidence, on the same evening that 

Polk and his cohorts petitioned the board, three of White’s five children looked out their upstairs 

window to see a burning cross illuminating their front yard, and which their father then 

extinguished, disassembled, and threw away. Carter Wesley noted a few days later that “[a] 

white friend” called the Informer and reported that someone set up the cross at White’s home at 

seemingly the exact same moment Polk approached the board to contest her victory. If so, White 

would have been aware of the timing. She and her husband were watching the meeting on 

television when their children alerted them to the fire outside. A few weeks later, someone shot 

out the windshield of White’s car while she was attending a church program. This marked an 
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“improvement” from the rumors that initially circulated through black Houston that someone had 

shot at White herself.
67

  

White’s successful campaign was a significant moment in African Americans’ struggle 

against white supremacy not just in Houston schools but in city politics as a whole. In becoming 

the first African American to win citywide election since Reconstruction, White demonstrated 

that black ascension to public office had become plausible, and she set an example for a new 

generation of black politicians who came of age in Houston over the next twenty years.
68

 Her 

win was also a watershed for the biracial coalition, albeit a complicated one. Biracial support had 

previously elevated white liberals over conservative board candidates, but White’s victory 

marked the first time that a substantial percentage of white voters were willing to join African 

Americans in supporting a black office seeker. Yet as is often true of “black firsts,” White’s 

historic victory did not bring about any substantial change in the more basic disempowerment of 

African Americans in HISD, nor did it have any direct impact on Houston’s still protean struggle 

over desegregation. When White took office in early 1959, the school board remained firmly in 

the control of conservative trustees who sought to preserve as much of HISD’s segregated status 

quo as possible, and it remained that way for the entirety of her trusteeship.
69

 Any change in that 
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status quo would thus have to stem from additional sources of power beyond the institution of 

the school board—in this case, federal authority from above and activist pressure from below.
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Making Desegregation Policy  

 

in a Decade of Tokenism and Conservative Dominance, 1960-1967 

 

 

 Hattie Mae White’s victory in the 1958 school board elections finally provided African 

Americans with a voice on the Houston Independent School District (HISD) board of trustees. 

However, the power to verbalize a grievance or identify an injustice is not the same as the power 

to remedy it. For the duration of White’s trusteeship, school board politics never provided her or 

her liberal allies with that latter, ultimately more meaningful sort of power. Despite occasional 

electoral wins by Houston’s informal coalition of African American and liberal white voters, 

conservative trustees backed by the segregationist Committee for Sound American Education 

(CSAE) continued to hold majority control of the Houston school board until the end of the 

1960s. Their consequent domination of district policymaking solidified HISD’s institutional 

stance towards desegregation into one that was adversarial to the rights, interests, and desires of 

the vast majority of black Houston. While chapter 4 shows how African Americans and others 

worked to undo that dominance through electoral politics, this chapter explores their efforts in 

the courtroom and elsewhere to re-chart Houston’s course for desegregation despite the 

entrenchment of segregationist power on the school board for the duration of the 1960s. 

 From the mid-1950s through late 1960s, conservative HISD trustees benefited from 

federal desegregation standards that empowered local school officials to the disadvantage of 

black desegregation advocates. With little direction from the Supreme Court following Brown II, 

southern federal judges over the next decade repeatedly interpreted the ruling and its predecessor 

as prohibiting school officials from rejecting a student from a school on account of race but not 

requiring them to take any steps to undo segregated assignment plans, a principle established in a 
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1955 district ruling in Briggs v. Elliott and eventually known as the Briggs dictum. Lower court 

rulings likewise provided school officials with almost unlimited administrative authority over 

how and when to meet that conservative reading of Brown’s mandate. Together, they allowed 

local and state leaders throughout the region to develop a host of tools for thwarting integration; 

repeatedly cite “local complications” to justify delays; and yet still receive the blessing of the 

federal judiciary. To be sure, different judges exhibited varying levels of patience with the local 

authorities under their charge, depending on their personal and/or legal philosophies. In 

Houston’s case, the Ross v. HISD lawsuit fell to federal judge Ben C. Connally, a native Texan 

who, like most southern federal judges, felt a duty to enforce Brown despite his own personal 

reservations towards the decision. Connally occasionally rebuked Houston school officials for 

their reluctance towards complying with the law, but his rulings generally extended tremendous 

patience and sympathy towards local authorities.
1
 

While some southern school boards would have resisted even the minimal interpretations 

of Brown that Connally offered, CSAE-backed trustees saw an opportunity to pursue a more 

effective course of practical segregation.
2
 After HISD for three years failed to provide an 

acceptable desegregation remedy to Judge Connally, district lawyers vigorously protested the 

judge’s decision in 1960 to order a plan other than the one finally submitted for his 

                                                 
1
 The oft-cited dictum from the Briggs ruling held that, “The Constitution, in other words, does not require 

integration. It merely forbids discrimination.” Briggs v. Elliott, 132 F. Supp. 776 (E.D. S.C. 1955). On the Briggs 

dictum and judges’ approach to desegregation, see Michael J. Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights: The 

Supreme Court and the Struggle for Racial Equality (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 357-61; Frank T. 

Read, “Judicial Evolution of the Law of School Integration Since Brown v. Board of Education,” in Betsy Levin and 

Willis D. Hawley, eds., The Courts, Social Science, and School Desegregation (New Brunswick, N. J., 1977).p. 7-

50 (esp. 10-19); and Mark V. Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme Court, 1956-

1961 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 241-42. My characterization of Judge Connally closely resembles 

that of Steven Harmon Wilson, Rise of Judicial Management in the U.S. District Court, Southern District of Texas, 

1955-2000 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010), 22. 
2
 On practical segregation, see Joseph Crespino, In Search of Another Country: Mississippi and the Conservative 

Counterrevolution (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2007), 11, 18-19; and Jim Bissett, “The Dilemma 

Over Moderates: School Desegregation in Alamance County, North Carolina,” Journal of Southern History, vol. 81, 

no. 4 (November 2015), 887-930 (esp. 892). 
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consideration, a so-called “salt and pepper” plan in which all but 3 of HISD’s roughly 140 

schools would remain officially segregated. However, school officials quickly came to realize (if 

they had not already) that Connally’s order—a voluntary, grade-per-year “stair-step” plan that 

would not end until 1972-73—yielded little actual change in the racial demography of district 

schools. Marshaling their power over HISD policy and its institutional voice in the courtroom, 

CSAE-backed trustees thus accepted the entry of a few African Americans into white schools for 

the sake of preserving “good faith” compliance with Connally’s desegregation order while 

working to minimize integration through discriminatory transfer policies and segregative 

neighborhood-based school construction. 

 While segregationist school officials worked to make Connally’s 1960 order the 

conclusion of desegregation policymaking in HISD, black integration supporters fought to use 

the judge’s directive as a starting point for securing more effective student assignment policies. 

Local African Americans challenged conservative trustees’ efforts to minimize integration, but, 

notwithstanding some minor concessions, they struggled to effect a more basic reformulation of 

Houston’s plan for desegregation until the end of the decade. Black leaders, some of whom had 

fought for years simply to begin desegregation, were initially willing to work within the basic 

outlines of Connally’s court order, only seeking piecemeal accelerations or clarifications of its 

terms. In the first half of the decade, those included undermining the district’s discriminatory 

transfer policies, especially HISD’s “brother-sister” rule; accelerating the timetable for 

kindergarten desegregation; and gaining access to a groundbreaking vocational education 

program at white San Jacinto High School. The black families, students, attorneys, and activists 

who waged those challenges found mixed success. Indeed, these smaller skirmishes within the 

much larger campaign against segregation and educational white supremacy are instructive in 
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large measure because they highlight the density of the administrative web that school trustees 

wove to catch and stifle black ambitions for desegregation and educational equality. 

  By and large, district and appellate judges in those early decade skirmishes declined to 

grant African American complainants the relief they sought, and it was only in the mid-‘60s that 

legislative, executive, and judicial actions combined to push federal desegregation law in a more 

assertive direction. Similar to the Brown decision, the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) provided African American communities with 

crucial new legal weapons to wield against school boards clinging to segregation—and in places 

like Houston, potential new allies like the Department of Justice. African American activists in 

Houston quickly moved to take up those new tools in a multi-faceted series of actions in 1965 

that arguably constituted the most significant wave of pro-integration activism in HISD history. 

Those demonstrations combined with Justice Department pressure and conservative school 

officials’ shifting stance towards the acceptance of federal aid to prompt the board to accelerate 

the pace of desegregation’s completion from 1972 to 1967 and begin a transition to a “freedom 

of choice” enrollment system. These gains offered little comfort to most local activists, the 

majority of whom at the time called for HISD to immediately desegregate all grades using 

proximity-based zoning. Despite all grades in HISD being technically “desegregated” in 1967, 

most schools looked scarcely different than they had at the time of Brown. 

   

 When the Houston public school system officially began desegregation on September 8, 

1960, the city’s two black-owned newspapers struck tellingly discordant tones. “[T]he school 

integration ice was thus broken here…and Houston moved toward racial maturity,” proclaimed 

the Forward Times of the moment when six-year-old Tyronne Raymond Day entered previously 
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all-white Kashmere Gardens Elementary after walking from his northeast Houston home. 

Contrasting with the weekly’s cover—which showed the Day family beaming radiant, 

celebratory smiles—was the take offered at the Houston Informer: “One Lonely Negro Child Is 

Accepted” (“Think of it! Just one Negro child!,” the paper exclaimed again later for emphasis). 

Despite what might first seem to be two diametrically opposed perspectives, the two papers did 

not reflect a division of opinion so much as a collective ambivalence among local African 

Americans, one that oscillated between dissatisfaction with the desegregation plan’s impotence 

and gratitude that, finally, there was at least a plan. It had been a struggle just to get that much.
3
  

The first trial in Ross v. HISD occurred in May 1957, roughly five months after the 

Houston NAACP’s initial filing on behalf of Beneva Williams and Delores Ross. After four days 

of testimony, the submission of pre- and post-trial briefs, in-chambers meetings, and some five 

months of post-trial consideration, federal judge Ben C. Connally confirmed what all parties 

already admitted—that HISD was denying Williams’s and Ross’s constitutional rights—and he 

barred HISD from segregating schools “from and after such time as may be necessary to make 

arrangements” to begin desegregation. Federal judges elsewhere issued similar “from and after” 

orders in the first few years after Brown, and such rulings provided plaintiffs with little more 

than official judicial recognition that a school district was in violation of Brown and obligated to 

desegregate at some pivotally undetermined time in the future (one legal scholar at the time 

described them as “almost meaningless”). Like other “from and after” injunctions, Connally’s 

ruling was a major victory for the school board, which after the November 1956 elections was 

once again controlled by the conservative Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE), 

                                                 
3
 “Tyrone [sic] Raymond Day Captures Spotlight,” Houston Forward Times, September 17, 1960, p. 1. “First Public 

School Desegregation in Four Cities; No Incidents,” Houston Forward Times, September 17, 1960, p. 2 (“the school 

integration ice” quotation). “Segregation Majority of Houston School Board Is Still Discriminating Against the 

Negro Children,” Houston Informer, September 10, 1960, p. 1 (“One Lonely” and “Think of it!” quotations). 
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whose endorsed trustees were now free to continue delaying desegregation until either the 

plaintiffs or judge chose to press the issue again. Another year-and-a-half passed before that was 

the case. Houston NAACP officials were working to transfer the matter to the organization’s 

state and national attorneys, who in May 1959 finally petitioned Connally for further relief. 

Despite HISD’s unsuccessful attempt to invalidate the plaintiffs’ class action status—and thus, 

delay any consideration of further relief—Connally ordered the district on July 1 to “show 

compliance, if any,” with his 1957 decree by August 17, 1959, including whatever desegregation 

plan that the district had already or planned to implement in the near future.
4
 

The school board’s response was the start of a year-long effort to see just how much the 

judge would indulge their unwillingness to undertake any constructive pro-desegregation action 

voluntarily. The report that board attorney Joe Reynolds submitted to Connally in August was 

not an update on or proposal for desegregation so much as a 373-page excuse for why HISD 

trustees had so far failed to adopt any plan and were unable and unwilling to do so at any time in 

the foreseeable future: black and white achievement levels were too disparate; black teachers 

needed additional training (to teach white children); desegregation would exacerbate 

overcrowding in schools; and defiance of a Texas law that required school districts obtain voter 

approval before desegregating would result in a crippling loss of state funds. After taking several 

months to review the report, Connally informed Reynolds at a March 1960 in-chambers 

conference with plaintiff counsel Weldon Berry that the district’s reply was “inadequate.” 

                                                 
4
 “Defendant brief,” May 20, 1957, (esp. 2-3); “Order and Injunction,” October 15, 1957; “Motion for Further 

Relief,” May 20, 1959; Plea in Abatement, June 3, 1959, all in folder: Docs. 1-25, box 1245, Delores Ross v. 

Houston Independent School District (C. A. 10,444) case files (hereinafter Ross Files), National Archives and 

Records Administration, Southwest Region, Fort Worth (hereinafter NARA-FW). For other pre- and post-trial 

briefings, see the same folder and folder 2, box 1314, Ross Files. J. W. Peltason, 58 Lonely Men: Southern Federal 

Judges and School Desegregation (Urbana and other cities: University of Illinois Press, 1971), 115-16 (“almost 

meaningless” quotation on 116). “Judge Orders Filing of Plan for Integration,” Houston Chronicle, July 1, 1959, p. 

1. “US Judge Orders School Board to Tell Desegregation Plan by Aug. 17,” Houston Informer, July 4, 1959, p. 1, 10 

(“show compliance” quotation on 1). See also Ben C. Connally to Joe H. Reynolds and Weldon H. Berry, April 8, 

1960, p. 2, folder 3, box 1272, Ross Files. 
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Connally directed the board to submit an actual desegregation plan by June 1 and warned that 

any more requests for delay would be seen “as an indication of bad faith.” True to form, the 

board requested another delay in early May, re-emphasizing their need to comply with a 1957 

Texas state law that prohibited school districts from desegregating before local residents voted in 

favor of such in an official referendum. Connally was unmoved. He rejected the request and 

admonished the attorney to enlighten his clients that “this is not a popularity contest, but is the 

performance of a duty which the law imposes.”
5
 

Ben Connally had a generally healthy supply of patience for local school boards when it 

came to desegregation cases, but his reserves were not endless. Born in Marlin, Texas in 1909 

and raised in Washington D. C. while his father Tom Connally served in the U. S. Senate, the 

University of Texas graduate was one of the youngest judges ever to sit on a federal bench upon 

his 1949 appointment to the U. S. District Court’s southern Texas division. One of Connally’s 

former colleagues once claimed that the judge personally disagreed with the Brown decision, but, 

as his “popularity contest” remarks illustrate, he also felt a duty to enforce the Court’s ruling and 

authority. Ross v. HISD proved to be his most significant school desegregation lawsuit, and his 

rulings over the years demonstrated a willingness to enforce the increasingly robust federal 

standards for desegregation compliance (when asked) but little desire to go beyond their bare 

minimums. From that standpoint, the judge’s willingness to allow the HISD school board a 

planning period beyond the time that already elapsed between Brown and the Ross filing was to 

be expected. But unlike some southern federal judges, e.g. his companions in Dallas, Connally 

                                                 
5
 Separated sections of the August 1959 report can be found in folder 2, box 1245; folders 1-2, box 1257; and folder 

2, box 1261, all in Ross Files. “Points Listed for Integration Delay,” Houston Chronicle, August 18, 1959, p. 1-2 

(373 pages on 1). Ben C. Connally to Joe H. Reynolds and Weldon H. Berry, April 8, 1960 (“inadequate” and “bad 

faith” quotations on 2); Ben C. Connally to Joe H. Reynolds, May 13, 1960 (“popularity contest” quotation on 2), 

both in folder 1, box 1257, Ross Files. “Motion for Extension of Time,” May 6, 1960, folder 2, box 1245, Ross 

Files. On the referendum law, see Brian D. Behnken, Fighting Their Own Battles: Mexican Americans, African 

Americans, and the Struggle for Civil Rights in Texas (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 53, 

59. 
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accepted that officially mandated segregation had to be dismantled—whatever might ultimately 

replace it—and he had granted Houston school officials their two-year reprieve expecting that 

they would actually use the time to devise a plan, not just to delay the inevitable.
6
  

The school board had in fact considered several plans over the previous few years—they 

just refused to endorse any of them, including two proposals they described in their August 1959 

report but claimed would do “irreparable injury to all the School District.”
7
 One of those was a 

gradual stair-step plan in which HISD desegregated one grade per year beginning with the first 

grade. “Desegregated” in this case meant that students could enroll at either the historically white 

or historically black school to which their residence was zoned, with the district promising to 

accommodate any students who wished to flee to a still effectively segregated campus should 

they desire. Submitted in May 1957, the stair-step proposal was the product of a citizen advisory 

committee on desegregation that the conservative-led school board appointed upon taking office 

a few months earlier. The committee recommended that the board postpone desegregation until 

after the completion of the district’s current building program but also stated the stair-step 

process should start no later than the fall of 1960. H. E. Lee, the group’s token African American 

member (who the board only invited as an afterthought), refused to sign the proposal and issued 

a minority report urging that desegregation begin the upcoming fall, a stand that drew praise 

from the Informer. Nonetheless, the board declined to adopt even the more conservative majority 

proposal. Indeed, the committee’s formation was undoubtedly little more than an attempt to 

                                                 
6
 Irwin Frank, “Connally Ponders Integration Case,” Houston Post, September 29, 1957, p. 1. Behnken, Fighting 

Their Own Battles, 200. Behnken overstates Connally’s liberality, but his remark that Connally was more “open-

minded” than many other district judges is reasonable, even if more liberal judges could likewise be found. Wilson, 

Rise of Judicial Management, 12-13, 22 (colleague remarks on 22). Ben C. Connally, interview with Louis J. 

Marchiafava, April 2, 1975, Houston, Texas, transcript (hereinafter Connally 1975 HMRC), Houston Metropolitan 

Research Center, Houston, Texas (hereinafter HMRC). On the farcical early years of Dallas’s desegregation lawsuit, 

see Peltason, 58 Lonely Men, 115-22. Connally’s general attitude toward desegregation was typical of southern 

federal judges. See ibid., 8-9. 
7
 “Plans of Desegregation Considered,” (“irreparable injury” quotation on 1), in “Report,” filed August 17, 1959, 

folder 2, box 1257, Ross files. 
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cultivate a record of “good faith” for the Ross suit, initiated just a week before the committee’s 

creation.
8
  

The school board’s second, even less effective, and ultimately preferred proposal was the 

“salt-and-pepper” plan. Though rarely if ever implemented (and not always known by its 

culinary moniker), the salt-and-pepper concept had come to prominence in Texas after Attorney 

General John Ben Shepperd advocated it to the U. S. Supreme Court in the state’s November 

1954 amicus filing in Brown II.  By this method, local or state officials offered to comply with 

Brown by maintaining schools with one of three types of student bodies: all-white, all-black, or 

desegregated, with the last type of school being as few in number as possible (a mere 3 of 

HISD’s 144 schools would be desegregated under their version). In other words, the vast 

majority of schools continued to be not just effectively but also officially segregated. For many 

white Texans, even that was an unacceptable breach in the wall of physical separation that 

undergirded educational white supremacy. But for those who admitted, however reluctantly, that 

at least some token gesture had to be made in response to Brown, few options were more 

palatable than the salt-and-pepper system. At the state level, Attorney General Shepperd 

continued to advocate such an approach in elementary, secondary, and postsecondary education 

after Brown II. Locally, support for such plans was likely stronger in larger school districts 

where the costs of a tripartite system of education might be more easily absorbed. In Dallas, for 

instance, editors at the Morning News heartily endorsed the concept in the years after Brown II. 

Scattered early support likewise emerged in Houston, but the first serious consideration of a salt-

                                                 
8
 HISD minutes, May 6, 1957, p. 1-25, esp. 1-5 and 11-12. Carter Wesley, “Dr H E Lee Refuses to Sign Group 

Report,” Houston Informer, May 4, 1957, p. 1, 20. “Quality Leadership is Changing,” Houston Informer, May 11, 

1957, p. 12. See discussion of the committee’s formation in chapter 2. 
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and-pepper plan by the school board only came during a December 1958 presentation by HISD 

attorney Joe Reynolds.
9
 

Few figures loom as large in the effort to thwart integration in the nation’s largest 

officially segregated school district as does Joe Hunter Reynolds. A 1947 graduate of the Baylor 

University School of Law, Reynolds first made a name for himself as an assistant state attorney 

general helping unsuccessfully fight black Houstonian Heman Marion Sweatt’s effort to enroll at 

the then all-white University of Texas (UT) law school. From there, Reynolds became what one 

local observer described as the “Perry Mason of the segregation set.” By the end of the 1960s, 

more than twenty Texas public school districts had enlisted Reynolds’s legal services in trying to 

ward off local desegregation lawsuits. A friend at the time insisted that Reynolds was “not a 

philosophical segregationist” so much as a “professional segregationist” whose job centered on 

stalling integration as long as possible. Reynolds more or less agreed, insisting in 1969, “I’m not 

a segregationist and I’m not an integrationist…I’m just an attorney.” To be sure, Reynolds was 

the literal definition of a professional segregationist. Between 1957 and 1968, HISD alone paid 

Reynolds’s firms more than $110,000 in legal fees just for “Civil Rights Matters,” virtually all of 

                                                 
9
 The underlying concepts of the salt-and-pepper plan seem to predate its culinary moniker. Calls for a tripartite 

system of segregated and desegregated schooling emerged shortly after Brown, but the earliest located references to 

either “salt and pepper” or “pepper or salt” plans come after Shepperd’s amicus brief, which did not seem to use the 

term. Kenneth Krahl, “Calls for Defeat of School Bonds,” letter to the editor, Houston Chronicle, July 19, 1954, p. 

10A. “Shepperd Brief Hits Integration,” Houston Chronicle, November 15, 1954, p. 1-2 (esp. 2). Dawson Duncan, 

“Integration in Texas School Seen Affecting Only Handful,” Dallas Morning News, July 31, 1955, p. 10. Dawson 

Duncan, “Shivers Group Warns Schools,” Dallas Morning News, August 21, 1955, p. 1, 4. “Here Are Some 

Editorial Stands on Integration,” Odessa (Tx.) American, June 26, 1955, p. 26. “No. of Schools,” notecard, n. d. (144 

schools), plastic brown index card box, box 26, Houston Independent School District Collection (hereinafter HISD 

Collection), HMRC. “Pilot Plan,” Dallas Morning News, July 11, 1955, p. 2. Alfred H. Brown, “Salt-and-Pepper 

Plan Questioned,” letter to the editor, Dallas Morning News, May 17, 1956, p. 2. Ruth Davidson Smith, “Racial 

Purity,” letter to the editor, Dallas Morning News, September 1, 1956, p. 2 (accuses paper of “trying to cram salt-

and-pepper schools down Texans’ throats”). “Negro Shifts in Dallas Plans,” Taylor (Tx.) Daily Press, June 24, 

1957, p. 2. “Wise Decision on Segregation,” Dallas Morning News, August 16, 1957, p. 5. Amilcarr Shabazz, 

Advancing Democracy: African Americans and the Struggle for Access and Equity in Higher Education in Texas 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 172-73, 196-98. In 1956, HISD board member Henry 

Petersen characterized a desegregation proposal from fellow trustee Walter Kemmerer as being “the so-called salt 

and paper idea,” but there is no indication that Kemmerer’s suggestion included still legally segregated schools, only 

that desegregation would eventually proceed solely through elective transfers. HISD minutes, April 30, 1956, p. 5-

11. Reynolds’s 1958 presentation is discussed more below. 
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which was dedicated to fighting integration. But the attorney’s support for segregation went well 

beyond his professional duties as a litigator. After failing to keep the Texas law school 

segregated, Reynolds and a group of Harris County UT alumni and parents sued the school’s 

board of regents in 1956 to try and prevent them from admitting black undergraduates. Closer to 

home, Reynolds came to be regarded as the behind-the-scenes leader of CSAE and, more openly, 

was a founding director of the Citizens League for School Home Rule (CLSHR), a Houston 

organization formed in late 1955 primarily to “oppose the integration of white and negro students 

in our schools by all lawful means.” An active member, the attorney made public appearances on 

the organization’s behalf, including at one HISD desegregation hearing where Reynolds insisted 

that African Americans supported desegregation because they sought “a forced co-mingling of 

the races,” not access to better education.
10

  

  CLSHR’s preferred approach to desegregation, aside from none at all, was the salt-and-

pepper plan, and it was hardly a coincidence that Reynolds pitched such a method to the board 

when given the chance at a closed meeting in December 1958. The particular version of the 

concept that he proposed to trustees and later submitted to Judge  Connally at the board’s request 

was an “area system” plan in which HISD would hold a public referendum asking voters whether 

they supported or opposed desegregation. In the neighborhoods where opposition was weakest, 

the district would desegregate all grades within a single school zone, i.e. one elementary, one 

                                                 
10

 Art Wiese, “Meet Joe Reynolds, Schools’ Counsel in Desegregation Cases,” Houston Post, September 7, 1969, s. 

4, p. 1-2 (“Perry Mason,” “philosophical,” “professional,” and “I’m not” quotations on 1). Perry Mason was a 

popular American television series that centered on its titular character, a skilled defense attorney. See Museum of 

Broadcast Communications, “Perry Mason,” http://www.museum.tv/eotv/perrymason.htm. J. E. Carlson to Gertrude 

Barnstone, January 15, 1969 (“Civil Rights” fees), folder 2, box 17, Eleanor Tinsley Co llection, HMRC (hereinafter 

Tinsley Collection). “Suit to Block Negroes from UT in High Court,” Dallas Morning News, September 15, 1956, p. 

14. “New League Fights School Integration,” Houston Chronicle, November 27, 1955, p. 1, 22. Fred W. Moore, 

Citizens League for School Home Rule newsletter, [December 19, 1955] (“oppose the integration” quotation), folder 

3, box 8, Paul C. Roemer Papers, HMRC (hereinafter Roemer Papers).  “Home Rule League Seeks Opinions on 

Segregation,” Houston Chronicle, February 3, 1956, p. 2. Ellen Middlebrook, “‘Pros’, 3 Trustees Walk Out,” 

Houston Post, February 28, 1956, p. 1, 9 (“co-mingling” quotation on 9). For one reference to Reynold’s alleged 

leadership of CSAE, see “School Board Slates—How They Sort Out,” Houston Chronicle, November 2, 1969, p. 1, 

8 (esp. 8). 
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142 

 

junior high, and one senior high school. Attendance at the three “desegregated” schools was 

governed by the same transfer policies as the stair-step plan, which made it easier to flee such a 

campus than to transfer into it. Students who wished to attend a desegregated school but who 

lived outside the designated school zone were prohibited from transferring until after the 

superintendent completed an unspecified study period to review the success of the desegregated 

schools. Perhaps the most crucial difference between the stair-step and area system plans was 

that the latter entailed no automatic expansion of desegregation’s footprint beyond the initial 

school zone. All other HISD schools would remain racially exclusive unless and until local 

demand for desegregation exceeded the capacity of the first three schools. It was a remarkably 

direct expression of a theme that permeated the struggle for school desegregation: African 

Americans’ constitutional right to a desegregated—and thus, they hoped, equal—education was 

rendered subject to white desire and prejudice.
11

 

  Reynolds’s area- and demand-based plan epitomized how the salt-and-pepper concept 

was intended first and foremost to keep segregation both a demographic and legal reality. And 

while courts in the 1950s and ‘60s approved numerous policies and plans that served that former 

end, salt-and-pepper proposals’ open countenance of continued, legally mandated exclusion of 

blacks from most white schools, with no end in sight, helps explain why they were the only form 

of desegregation policy that courts consistently struck down in this period. Judge Connally was 

among those who viewed such plans as inadequate to fulfill school districts’ obligations under 

Brown, and he informed Reynolds of as much in May 1960. “The stories in the press indicate the 

                                                 
11

 For CLSHR’s endorsement of salt-and-pepper, see comments from CLSHR members in various articles in 

Houston Chronicle, November 27, 1955, p. 1, 22. Ben Hawkins, “State Law Holds Key to Integration,” Houston 

Chronicle, March 16, 1959, p. 1, 4 (December meeting). My description of the area system / salt-and-pepper plan is 

based on two versions of Reynolds’s proposal: the one submitted to Judge Connally in August 1959, and another 

proposed the following year. See, “Program to Implement Desegregation,” in “Report,” August 17, 1959, folder 2, 

box 1257; and [Plan of Desegregation], June 1, 1960, folder 2, box 1245, both in Ross Files. 
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Board expects to file a plan whereby desegregation would be accomplished in certain areas 

where it found it to be least distasteful to the residents; and the present policy continued in other 

areas where desegregation met with less support,” Connally summarized before adding, frankly, 

“I think you should know now…that such plan will not be acceptable to the Court.” Whatever 

reports Connally had heard were true. While preparing to hold a state-mandated desegregation 

referendum, conservative trustees like Stone Wells openly warned/threatened that those 

neighborhoods which “don’t resist” desegregation using the ballot were “liable to get an 

integrated school right there….I’ll tell you that for sure.” Connally’s preemptive declaration that 

any such plan would fail to pass muster frustrated the board’s conservatives and earned the 

praise of liberal trustee Hattie Mae White, who highlighted the area system’s discrimination 

against children who lived outside the designated desegregation zone.
12

 

Soon thereafter, a glimmer of white supremacist hope appeared from a few hours north 

and appeared to blind conservative trustees to the otherwise unmistakable clarity of Connally’s 

warning. On May 25, 1960, T. Whitfield Davidson became the first federal judge to reject a 

board-proposed desegregation plan for being too effective when he refused the Dallas 

Independent School District’s proposed stair-step plan and ordered them to implement a salt-and-

pepper scheme similar to Houston’s. The unexpected ruling re-emboldened the HISD board’s 

segregationist majority, and within days word had spread that Houston was preparing to submit a 

version of Joe Reynolds’s original proposal similar to the Dallas order. At a May 30 special 

meeting, the board gathered, for the first time ever, to officially endorse a desegregation policy. 

To no one’s surprise, the evening concluded with a 5-1 vote in favor of submitting an area-based 
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salt-and-pepper plan for Connally’s consideration. Hattie Mae White offered the sole “no” 

vote.
13

  

Reynolds submitted the plan to Connally two days later, and the judge took more than 

two months to render a decision as brief as it was pointed. In a short two-page statement that 

captured the judge’s frustrations with HISD’s dilatory tactics, Connally declared on August 3, 

1960 that the district’s salt-and-pepper plan failed to comply with his directives or even 

“constitute a good faith attempt at compliance,” dismissing it as “a palpable sham and subterfuge 

designed only to accomplish further evasion and delay.” The judge ordered the district to 

implement the same sort of stair-step plan Davidson had rejected and to do so at the beginning of 

the 1960-61 school term roughly one month away, starting with the first grade and ending in 

1972-73 with kindergarten. HISD appeals to the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals and U. S. 

Supreme Court proved fruitless. The district’s sole consolation was a ruling from the Texas 

attorney general that, because a federal judge was forcing HISD to implement the plan, the state 

would not cut the district’s funding, even though Houston voters in early June rejected 

desegregation by a margin of 2-1. Citing federal law’s “obvious” priority over state law, Hattie 

Mae White lamented that the school system had apparently wasted “thousands of dollars for an 

election…when a 4-cent stamp would have brought an opinion from the attorney general.”
14
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  Houstonians’ reactions to Connally’s order and its implementation reflected the main 

dynamics in local educational politics that framed the city’s struggle over school desegregation. 

Short-term differences of opinion emerged between white conservatives and their more liberal 

counterparts. The former, expectedly, were aghast. One angry writer to the Chronicle spoke for 

many when she blasted the ruling as another step towards putting education “in the hands of a 

master national school board, presided over by Earl Warren.” The same day Tyronne Day 

entered Kashmere Gardens Elementary, some seven hundred people attended a Citizens’ Council 

of America rally at the Houston Music Hall, where they cheered national Council president Roy 

V. Harris as he called for “white folks willing to stand up for white folks’ rights” and blasted 

news of Day’s admittance along with the “weak-minded leaders” who compromised the integrity 

of segregation. Harris very well may have been thinking of Judge Ben Connally, who received 

months of threatening letters and phone calls in the decision’s wake and routinely found himself 

accosted by personal friends who demanded to know, “Why are you doing this to us? You’ve 

been our friend and you’re not a bad sort of fellow otherwise…why are you doing it?” Over the 

years, the judge came to expect similar harassment each time word broke of a new order or 

ruling that ever so slightly cracked open the door of integration, with critics on the right “not 

recognizing,” he later said, that he tried “to relieve the shock as best I could.”
15

  

Still, local whites eschewed any large-scale displays of resistance or violence in defense 

of segregation, a point that many moderate and liberal whites were eager to celebrate. City 

officials agreed to station plainclothes police officers in several schools and keep uniformed 
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officers on standby, but they otherwise seem to have let HISD take full responsibility for any 

desegregation-related “unrest” (they also may have been hewing to local leaders’ preferred tact 

of managing potential civil rights conflicts out of the public eye). Either way, Mayor Lewis 

Cutrer credited the city for its “tranquil” response to desegregation’s start, which was really to 

say that local whites had not rioted over a few black six-year-olds being allowed into their 

schools (and as had been the case in some other cities). President Abraham Abrams of the 

Houston Association for Better Schools (HABS) called the plan “the most reasonable [one] 

anyone could have come up with” and “the only plan that will work.” Rev. John E. Hines, a 

liberal-nominated member of HISD’s 1957 desegregation committee who became a leading a 

social justice advocate within the U. S. Episcopal Church, declared it to be parishioners’ “duty” 

to uphold the ruling of the courts, urging them to be understanding towards those who struggled 

to accept desegregation’s arrival and to, “Encourage your children to welcome all students, 

especially new students of a different skin color, whose loneliness can be ministered to and 

where such a ministry might prove decisive for their life.”
16

  

Hines likewise wrote a personal letter of thanks to Judge Connally, one of at least a few 

encouraging missives that the judge decided to keep amid the more negative ones. 
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Correspondents sympathized with the pressures the judge faced in coming to his decision and 

largely praised what they perceived to be a balanced and fair order. One thanked Connally for a 

“refreshingly decent and probably difficult ruling” “which ought [to have] been done long ago” 

(in one response, Connally similarly acknowledged the “onerous and unpleasant job which the 

law imposed upon us”). One writer complimented the judge for issuing an opinion that was “very 

considerate for the non-integrationists,” while an acquaintance of Connally commended the 

“workable plan that will bring about the least contention.” A local doctor especially praised 

Connally’s decision to begin the process in first grade as a wise choice that “will enable the 

intergration [sic] to proceed with as little violence as possible,” explicitly contrasting it with the 

chaos surrounding the integration of Little Rock’s Central High School.
17

 

 The correspondence to Judge Connally illustrated how most moderate and liberal white 

support for the ruling reflected their understanding of desegregation as being first and foremost a 

social problem to be solved with minimum disruption, e.g. physical violence or public 

demonstrations that might harm human bodies, the city’s reputation, or the educational process—

not as a potential means of securing educational justice for African Americans. Regardless of 

political affiliation, precious few whites were eager for any more intermixture of black and white 

pupils than was legally necessary. In that sense, Connally had struck a peaceable balance. 

Moderate and liberal whites could be content that “the race problem” was being solved in what 

they perceived to be a reasonable manner, and most conservatives who were not already aware 

soon realized that the plan facilitated very little actual integration. Indeed, Connally’s bold talk 
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of “sham and subterfuge” contrasted with the flaccidity of the order’s actual terms. Just a month 

earlier, the Third Circuit of Appeals had rejected a similar stair-step plan as being unnecessarily 

dilatory and ordered all Delaware schools to be desegregated by 1961, a point the black-owned 

Forward Times made while appraising Connally’s ruling.
18

 

Black Houstonians were also grateful that the beginning of desegregation did not prompt 

the sort of highly publicized confrontations that afflicted some other southern cities, but most 

also viewed mere social peace as a fairly low standard for “success.” “We can be both proud and 

ashamed of Houston,” LDF coordinating attorney Weldon Berry said in September before 

seventy-five people at a Houston NAACP meeting, explaining, “Proud because Houston wasn’t 

another Little Rock, Jacksonville, or Mansfield” but “ashamed because both our churches and 

our leaders have failed to stem the tide of racial bigotry.”
19

 Others expressed a similar mixture of 

gratitude that desegregation had at least started and obvious dissatisfaction at the meager form it 

was assuming. Hattie Mae White felt the ruling fell short of “the full meaning of the Supreme 

Court’s ruling” in Brown but was at least “far better than some of the plans previously 

proposed.” Like White, the Forward Times expressed hope that the ruling’s timeline could be 

accelerated at some point while putting a largely positive spin on its admittedly less-than-

desirable terms, insisting that “a foot in the door is better than a closed door.” Selected man-on-

the-street commentaries included on the same page indicate that the plan’s thirteen-year 

timetable was perhaps its most disappointing component for local blacks. Unsurprisingly, both 

the Forward Times and the rival Informer included critiques of the school board’s conservative 
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majority in their responses to Connally’s order. The former took a somewhat didactic tact, 

disclaiming “[f]ar it be from us to offer any comfort to the recalcitrant school board majority” 

before suggesting conservative trustees comply with the order and just “place all of the blame” 

for desegregation on Judge Connally as part of their requisite “show for the voters.” Another 

Forward Times writer was more abrasive, taunting HISD board president Henry Petersen as “a 

little man in a tight spot” who was probably formulating “all kinds of reasons why little seven 

year old colored children shouldn’t go to school with little seven year old white children.” The 

Informer was similarly confrontational, echoing and riffing on Judge Connally’s “sham and 

subterfuge” charge in a full-length-of-the-page editorial that blasted “the so-called ‘plan’ of the 

Houston School Board segregation majority.” But tellingly, the author offered no comment on 

the stair-step plan Connally ordered instead. Indeed, notwithstanding a few, more objective 

analyses of the appeals process, the weekly seemingly failed to print any editorial perspectives 

on the stair-step plan over the next few weeks.
20

  

Any number of factors might explain the Informer’s conspicuous and uncharacteristic 

reticence. Among the more likely were unresolved differences of opinion among the paper’s 

editorial staff or evident dissatisfaction with the plan’s limited scope nonetheless being 

sweetened by knowledge that black Houstonians’ had finally made at least one breach in the wall 

of segregation. That, after all, had been the main objective for years: simply to start 
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desegregation. Now that the process was underway and Connally’s order had, for good or ill, 

given definition to desegregation Houston-style, local African Americans had to shift tactics in 

their push for more integration and, hopefully as a consequence, more equitable educational 

opportunities. Despite the slow terms of Connally’s order, no push to drastically redefine the 

terms of HISD’s desegregation plan emerged until 1965. In the meantime, black families and 

their attorneys made more individualized efforts to expand their access to historically white 

nearby schools within the terms of Connally’s court order and fight back efforts by HISD to 

implement a minimally effective interpretation thereof. 

The primary means by which HISD sought to prevent black enrollment in white schools 

was by requiring all transferring students to meet certain criteria that, while racially neutral on 

the surface, gave the district a pretext for rejecting integrative transfers and discouraged black 

parents from completing a cumbersome application process. Texas legislators had vested this 

power in the Houston school board and all others across the state in their 1957 pupil placement 

law, one of the most common and effective devices that white southern leaders used to thwart 

integration in the decade following Brown. HISD officials had long placed certain criteria on 

student requests to transfer to a school to which a pupil’s residence was not zoned. However, 

under desegregation plans like HISD’s, once a grade became “desegregated,” a pupil’s home was 

now technically part of two school zones—one historically black, and one historically white—

meaning that enrolling at one school should have been no more difficult than doing so at the 

other. Pupil placement laws sustained school boards’ ability to ensure that that was not actually 

the case. Like similar statutes around Dixie, Texas’s placement law gave local school boards 

“full and final authority” over student assignments, and it directed trustees and administrators to 

consider some twenty different factors when a family requested a transfer to a school other than 
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the one to which their child was initially assigned. Many of the potential disqualifications made 

coded reference to racist assumptions about African Americans’ intellectual or moral capacities, 

e.g. “the suitability of established curricula for particular pupils,” “the scholastic aptitude and 

relative intelligence or mental energy or ability of the pupil,” or “the moral, conduct, health and 

personal standards of the pupil.” Yet others like “Available room and teaching capacity in certain 

schools” seemed perfectly reasonable from an administrative standpoint, and none made explicit 

reference to race, making it incredibly difficult to prove that a transfer request had been rejected 

for anything other than vague social, moral, intellectual, logistical, or psychological 

considerations.
21

 

To what degree HISD officials actually considered all the state’s qualifications is difficult 

to tell, but conservative leaders quickly took advantage of the state’s deferral of power to local 

authorities, approving a package of requirements for all transferring students at a special August 

1960 board meeting called to decide whether to appeal Judge Connally’s stair-step plan. 

Working with board attorney Joe Reynolds, HISD superintendent John McFarland proposed that 

all students requesting transfers to a new school now be required to officially state the reason for 

their transfer, and then obtain written recommendations from the principals at both the receiving 

and sending schools, as well as from the district attendance director. Such a rule was not 

uncommon in public school districts even before desegregation—indeed, it already applied to 
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HISD’s secondary students—but its extension to the elementary grades at this time exemplified 

how district officials did not simply innovate new policies to hamper desegregation but looked to 

preexisting procedures that could be repurposed towards racist ends. The same was true of 

McFarland’s decision to codify a previously unwritten district policy that provided for siblings of 

different ages to attend the same school. In addition, families now had to obtain and submit proof 

of a recent “thorough medical examination” for any children seeking to attend a new school. 

Exactly what those exams entailed is unclear, but it was more extensive than the customary 

vaccinations that students had to obtain only upon their initial enrollment in HISD. Furthermore, 

HISD reserved the right to revoke any student’s acceptance to a new school if they failed to 

“measure up to the achievement level of” their new class. Conservative trustees passed the 

stipulations by a vote of 4-2.
22

 

 Notwithstanding the hollow proviso that “No student shall be denied a transfer solely on 

the basis of race or color,” the new guidelines’ racist intent was apparent. Hattie Mae White 

condemned the provisions as “a mockery and an insult to all citizens of the Houston Independent 

School District,” while moderate white trustee Walter Kemmerer termed it a clear “evasion” of 

Connally’s order (as will be seen, the judge did not share that view). The liberal Houston Council 

on Human Relations (HCHR) similarly blasted the resolution as “a clumsy and ill-contrived 

device clearly designed to circumvent both the spirit and letter of the law,” while members of the 
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Houston Association for Better Schools (HABS) pledged to repeal the policies if elected in that 

year’s school board election.
23

  

In time, the regulations’ actual impact became equally clear. Of the 7,764 black HISD 

children in first grade in 1960-61, 12 (.15 percent) successfully enrolled in previously all-white 

schools. The desegregation of second grade in 1961-62 increased that number to thirty-three, and 

the opening of the third grade in 1962-63 pushed the total to seventy-seven, roughly .12 percent 

of Houston’s roughly 60,000 black students. Of course, most of those pupils were in grades that 

were still officially segregated, with desegregation only having begun to climb up its court-

ordered staircase. However, the district’s transfer provisions successfully stymied more than two 

hundred black families—nearly two-thirds of those who sought enrollment at white schools—

either by allowing officials to reject their application or discouraging parents from even 

bothering to submit a formal application after an initial rejection by a local principal. Indeed, 

transfer policies’ effectiveness derived as much from this latter function as from the official 

rejections they justified. Most if not virtually all black families were already somewhat 

ambivalent about enrolling their children at theretofore all-white schools, whether out of fear of 

white harassment or personal attachment to historically black schools. Requiring them to cut 

through layers and layers of red tape was a way of exploiting that ambivalence, so that when a 

black parent called or appeared at a white school to learn what they had to do to transfer their 

child, they would simply hang up or turn and walk away without ever bothering to submit a 

written application, judging the tedious process not worth their time.
24
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The discriminatory design and impact of HISD’s transfer provisions once again prompted 

local African Americans to seek legal recourse through the Ross v. HISD lawsuit. This time, 

primary responsibility for the plaintiffs’ case fell to local lawyer Weldon H. Berry. A north 

Texas native, World War II veteran, and, after a brief stint as an acclaimed local lounge singer, 

1952 graduate of the Texas Southern University (TSU) School of Law, Weldon Horatio Berry 

was a cooperating attorney with the LDF who had worked with the Houston NAACP since the 

early 1950s. As Berry once explained, although he interacted with local activists in the 1950s 

and participated in some political organizing, he “never had [the] fanatical devotion” of 

protestors and others who were willing to brave public beatings and violence—the relative safety 

of the courtroom suited the attorney’s temperament much better. Accordingly, in May 1959, 

Berry took over as lead local counsel for the plaintiffs in Ross v. HISD. As the LDF’s local 

cooperating attorney, Berry had fluctuating levels of responsibility in the Ross case over the 

years, sometimes assuming primary responsibility for the suit and sometimes serving as a local 

community liaison while the Fund’s New York-based attorneys spearheaded case strategy and 

conducted hearings. But while New York assigned a revolving door of its lawyers to the case 

over the years, Berry remained lead local counsel for two decades, the longest time that any 

attorney or judge was attached to Ross v. HISD. By the mid-1980s, when Berry finally exited the 
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case near its conclusion, the attorney had been involved in at least a dozen school desegregation 

and discrimination suits across Texas, including several others in the Houston area.
25

 

In September 1961 Berry filed suit against HISD on behalf of more than a dozen local 

black families, beginning what became a familiar legal dance over the next decade in which 

opposing counsel wrestled over whether the district was faithfully complying with the terms of 

Connally’s order. The named families in this case were among those who in the falls of 1960 and 

1961 had unsuccessfully attempted to enroll their first grade children at the historically white 

schools to which their respective homes were zoned. They charged that HISD’s transfer policies 

were little more than a “devious and subtle means” of preserving segregation, and much of 

Berry’s filing highlighted how HISD policies purposely subjected black constitutional rights to a 

arbitrarily stifling and exhausting bureaucracy. Subsequent filings and hearings expanded upon 

that theme, but the case that unfolded over the next two years ultimately came to center on a 

previously unwritten district policy governing the assignment of siblings to the same school and 

that came to be known as the brother-sister rule.
26
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As formulated in the policies passed in August 1960, the brother-sister rule held that “If 

there are two or more children in a family eligible to attend any of the seven grades of 

elementary schools, they shall all attend the same elementary school,” unless one child was 

assigned to special education courses not offered in a particular school. The same policy likewise 

applied to secondary schools, with additional exceptions for students who needed other 

specialized classes like foreign languages or vocational courses. At trial, HISD’s superintendent 

testified that versions of the brother-sister rule were regular policy in school districts across the 

country, and he offered a host of plausible motivations for keeping all siblings at a single 

campus: parents found it easier to familiarize themselves with school procedures and personnel 

(HISD, in turn, was able to keep families ignorant of differences between individual schools that 

might breed criticism and dissatisfaction); minimizing sibling conflicts based on loyalty to rival 

schools; ease of parent access to their children in case of an emergency; and the availability of 

older siblings on campus who could comfort a younger sister or brother at moments of crisis. 

Some of McFarland’s justifications were of debatable import or credulity, and most of them only 

demonstrated why it might be reasonable for parents to choose to send their children to the same 

school, not why they should be forced to do so. Still, even Weldon Berry at one point conceded 

without prompting that he believed the sibling policy was a “reasonable rule under a normal 

situation.” But, he insisted, this was not a normal situation.
27
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The brother-sister rule shows the potential intricacy of the procedural webs that school 

officials in Houston and elsewhere wove to keep black children out of white schools—in this 

case, using the staircase structure of HISD’s desegregation plan to penalize pupils for having 

sisters and brothers.  Because students had to attend the same campus as any other elementary 

age siblings (grades K-6), a black child whose grade was desegregated could not transfer to a 

white school if they had an older sibling whose grade was still segregated. For instance, plaintiff 

parent Jean Reader attempted to enroll her six-year-old daughter Shirley Marie in first grade at 

white Kashmere Gardens Elementary in September 1960, as was her right under Houston’s 

desegregation order. Her visit proceeded smoothly until the principal asked if she had any other 

children, and she informed him that, yes, she had another daughter, Helen Joyce, as well as a 

son, Willie Charles, who attended fourth and fifth grade at black Dogan Elementary. Citing the 

brother-sister rule, the principal then said that Shirley Marie had to attend Dogan with her still 

segregated siblings. Because of the age differences among the Reader children, Shirley, who 

should have been eligible for a desegregated education all twelve of her years in HISD, would 

have to wait until she was in fourth grade to exercise that right, because that would be the first 

year that neither of her siblings would be elementary students. As well, because the staircase 

plan began in first grade and not kindergarten, some black students were penalized for having 

younger siblings. Such was the case for Duane Phelps, a six-year-old whose father Robert 

attempted to register him for first grade at Kashmere Gardens in September 1961. Once the 

principal learned that Duane had a kindergarten-age younger brother, Michael, he refused to 

provide the boys’ father with an application, citing the brother-sister rule. Even more frustrating 

for the family was that the district’s various reasons why siblings should attend the same campus 

were completely irrelevant: Michael did not even attend an HISD kindergarten.
28
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The brother-sister rule was just one piece of one package of policies school officials used 

to mitigate desegregation, and the time and effort it took local African Americans to undermine 

the rule speak to the challenges that had to be overcome each time they sought to eliminate a 

device from the segregationist toolkit. For one, HISD officials made shrewd exceptions to the 

rule’s application that served to inoculate them from charges of discrimination. For example, in 

the fall of 1961, district administrators allowed black second grader Anthony Massey to enroll at 

white Kashmere Gardens Elementary, where he had attended first grade the previous year, after 

initially kicking him out of the school because his younger brother was now old enough to attend 

a segregated HISD kindergarten. As well, Weldon Berry’s presentations at trial a few months 

later prompted the school board to vote 6-0 to exempt kindergarten from the rule altogether 

(Hattie Mae White abstained after attempting to exempt any child negatively impacted by the 

rule, regardless of grade). School officials’ flexibility paid dividends in March 1962, when Judge 

Connally rejected plaintiffs’ claims that the brother-sister rule as well as the other transfer 

provisions were discriminatory, citing the rule’s pre-Brown origins; HISD’s willingness to accept 

some black transfer requests; the district’s decision not to apply the rule to kindergarten; and the 

fact that the rule would have the same impact on a white child seeking a transfer in similar 

circumstances.
29

 

Connally’s ruling exemplified the hurdles that desegregation attorneys faced in trying to 

strike down school district policies whose racial intent was masked by a façade of colorblindness 

and whose disparate impact upon black students could be justified as helping “ease” the 

                                                                                                                                                             
18, 1961, folder: Docs. 26-50, box 1245; Jean Reader and Robert Phelps, testimonies, January 22, 1962, p. 21-31, 

41-46 (see also 47-50 for black families in similar situations as the Readers), folder 1, box 1261, all in Ross Files. 
29

 “Only 11 Negroes Enter Integrated Public Schools,” Houston Chronicle, September 6, 1961, p. 1, 11. “City Public 

School Enrollment On Opening Day Totals 175,742,” Houston Chronicle, September 7, 1961, s. 6, p. 4. “Negro 

Attacks Admittance Rule,” Houston Chronicle, September 8, 1961, p. 1, 11. Connally order, March 19, 1962, folder 

2, box 1245; and John McFarland, testimony, January 22, 1962, p. 96-102, folder 1, box 1261, Ross Files. 



159 

 

transition away from segregation. Berry received vindication that December, though, when the 

Fifth Circuit reversed Connally’s decision on appeal. The Circuit court did not dispute the 

judge’s finding that Houston school officials evinced no discriminatory intent but argued that the 

rule’s “marked and frequently spectacular effect of preventing Negro children from enjoying 

their constitutional rights” so undermined the ultimate goal of HISD’s court order—i.e. 

desegregation—that effect must take priority over intent. The school board ultimately declined to 

appeal the ruling to the Supreme Court, yet even this single battle within the much larger and 

longer struggle was not yet won for integration supporters. The Circuit declined to strike down 

the brother-sister rule and instead remanded the case back to Connally for further consideration, 

who never issued a revised order. The school board took no action until the summer of 1963, 

when they approved a new set of transfer provisions that omitted the brother-sister rule entirely. 

It had taken nearly two years—and even then, the other transfer provisions remained in place.
30

 

The brother-sister policy’s removal coincided with other forces in the mid-1960s to 

trigger an uptick in black enrollment in previously all-white Houston schools. Black Americans 

around the nation were becoming more fervent in their demands for desegregation and racial 

empowerment in the mid’60s, and that collective emboldening undoubtedly inspired black 

Houstonians for the rest of the decade to make the at one point unthinkable decision of walking 

their child to a previously all-white school and requesting enrollment. Black Houston activists, 

many of whom were members of the Houston NAACP, worked to channel those historical winds 

by forming an ad hoc committee to convince more black families to exercise their right to enroll 

in their previously all-white nearby school. Media reports suggest that the group was a revived 
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and expanded version of the Houston NAACP’s public outreach teams that traveled around black 

neighborhoods in the 1950s seeking plaintiffs for Ross v. HISD. Some eighty black leaders came 

together to form the group in the fall of 1961 and offer financial and logistical assistance to any 

family who wished to enroll their child in white schools, while also publicly highlighting and 

condemning the transfer policies that stymied those who did. Within weeks of the brother-sister 

rule’s abandonment in July 1963, they claimed to have persuaded dozens of families to transfer 

their children come September. Ultimately, some 263 black pupils enrolled in white schools in 

1963-64, nearly three times as many who did so the previous year. Still, that number represented 

only an estimated 1.1 percent of eligible black students in first through fourth grades.
31

  

The abysmal numbers of black students who registered at theretofore white schools in 

1963-64 confirmed conservative trustees’ likely assumption that plenty of other factors would 

depress black enrollment even in the absence of the brother-sister rule. School officials were 

beginning to realize that, by putting the burden of dismantling segregation entirely on the backs 

of those African Americans desiring, willing, and capable of taking the initiative of transferring 

their child into a black school, the black flood that many whites feared desegregation would 

unleash on their segregated schools could be kept to a trickle. Indeed, in September 1963, only 

213 African American pupils requested new transfers into white schools, 195 of which were 

approved. Along with that knowledge, the conservative trustees’ who controlled the school board 

likely weighed any number of other considerations in deciding to drop the sibling rule, including 

doubt that the Supreme Court would overturn the appellate ruling; a cost-benefit analysis of 
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subsequent legal challenges, regardless of outcome; and the prudence of shifting their attention 

towards managing other emerging black efforts to chip away at segregation.
32

 

 The relatively small number of transfer applications submitted to HISD administrators 

failed to capture the full extent of black dissatisfaction with the narrow terms of the district’s 

court order, a point partly evinced by efforts in the early ‘60s to expand the scope of 

desegregation beyond those terms. In August 1963, Joe and Weddie Anderson attempted to 

accelerate the desegregation of HISD’s kindergartens when they and several other African 

American parents presented their children for enrollment at historically white Bowie Elementary. 

Access to public kindergarten was still something of a novelty for black Houstonians, for whom 

educational white supremacy in that grade had only recently “advanced” from a state of total 

black exclusion to segregation. As late as 1949, the Houston school system failed to maintain a 

single kindergarten for children who were African American. Fifty-five were open to the city’s 

white children, and it was only after the Brown decision that the district offered comparable 

numbers of programs to both blacks and whites. Still, that was hardly satisfying for families like 

the Andersons who, in their case, lived within a block and a half of white Bowie Elementary but 

had to send their five-year-old daughter Jo Ann three times further away to the nearest black 

kindergarten, located at Sanderson Elementary. Both of the Anderson parents worked, and 

neither they nor any public transportation was available to bring Jo Ann home when class ended 

at 11AM each day. After rejections from the Bowie principal, HISD superintendent, and finally 

the school board, the Andersons attempted to enter the Ross suit after enlisting the services of 

local attorney Ben G. Levy, a co-founder of the Houston American Civil Liberties Union 
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(ACLU) and the uncommon example of a local white attorney willing to represent plaintiffs in a 

desegregation case.
33

 

 The Andersons’ legal challenge yielded no victories in court, but it helped push the 

Houston school board to desegregate the city’s kindergartens some eight years ahead of 

schedule. Judge Ben Connally threw out the family’s complaint in a December 1963 ruling that 

dripped with annoyance at the plaintiffs’ tacit suggestion “that the program for orderly transition 

from a segregated to an integrated school system be junked, and that all of schools be subject to 

immediate integration.” Connally’s dismissive tone was likely attributable in part to Levy’s 

failure to file any accompanying briefs or accept an offer to submit additional evidence in court 

(a more robust presentation still probably would not have pushed the judge to tinker with what to 

him was an unbroken machine not in need of fixing). Levy appealed the ruling to the Fifth 

Circuit Court, but a June 1964 appellate ruling on desegregation progress in Savannah prompted 

Houston school officials to take action before the Andersons’ complaint received a new hearing. 

Along with a recent Supreme Court statement on Atlanta’s desegregation progress, the appellate 

decision signaled that staircase plans like Houston’s were unlikely to maintain judicial approval 

if at least eight years remained to completion. By voting on June 30 to desegregate kindergarten 

along with fifth grade in September, HISD’s plan now had seven years to conclude, thereby 
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squeaking beneath the probable line of federal scrutiny. The vote was 4-1, with Hattie Mae 

White absent from the meeting and conservative trustee Lois Cullen voting in opposition.
34

 

 Conservative trustees’ decision to abandon kindergarten segregation owed more to the 

prospect of federal scrutiny than to the Andersons’ legal challenge, but the family’s still 

lingering complaint presumably helped ease the otherwise resistant board majority’s choice to 

use kindergarten to reinforce the appearance of good faith compliance with Brown. One 

indication of that influence is that the board’s vote to desegregate kindergarten did not, in fact, 

reduce the stair-step plan’s time to conclusion. Few seemingly noticed at the time, but Judge 

Connally noted in his December 1963 ruling that the plan’s original provision—that “any grade 

or class not heretofore specifically referred to” would remain segregated until September 1972—

included not just kindergarten, but adult education, special education, and vocational education. 

Within a few years, local blacks would win more substantive accelerations from the board that 

made the point moot. But, viewed from the summer of 1964, recalcitrant school trustees could 

still theoretically try to stretch out segregation to the plan’s original date, albeit now on a much 

more limited scale.
35

 Yet even that limited scale was of concern for black Houstonians given its 

particular content—specifically, vocational education. 

 Southern African Americans had a complex historical relationship with vocational 

education, but Houston’s mid-century black leaders by and large embraced specialized, 
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employment-focused skill training as a tool for black empowerment, one they believed 

complemented but did not replace more traditional academic curricula.
36

 Groups like the 

Houston NAACP and Third Ward Civic Club as well as black school board candidates called for 

expanded vocational offerings for African American pupils in the 1940s and 50s. White school 

leaders were historically willing to provide blacks some school training as domestic servants or 

manual laborers, but black leaders in the 1940s and ‘50s increasingly demanded new and 

expanded programs that would provide pupils with the technical and professional skills for 

Houston’s booming wartime and postwar labor market, including metal shop, bookkeeping, 

stenography, welding, cosmetology, office training, automobile and aircraft mechanics, and 

others. To be sure, most African Americans recognized that skills alone could not guarantee 

success in the face of systemic racism within the local job market, whether due to discrimination 

by local employers, unions, or both. But that was a separate front in the broader struggle against 

white supremacy, and was likewise one where victory might mean much less if black job-seekers 

lacked the technical or professional expertise that might be gained from vocational training.
37

 

                                                 
36

 On African Americans and vocational education, as well as its older cousins, “industrial education” and “manual 

training,” see Adam Fairclough, A Class of Their Own: Black Teachers in the Segregated South (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 123-25, 248-51, 303-06; and James D. Anderson, The Education 

of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 33-79, 104-09. 
37

 On racial differences in vocational training in HISD in earlier years, see Karen Benjamin, “Progressivism Meets 

Jim Crow: Curriculum Revision and Development in Houston, Texas, 1924-1929,” Paedagogica Historica, vol. 39, 

no. 4 (August 2003), 457-76 (esp. 472-75). Ira B. Bryant, interview with H. J. Walker, August 7, 1939, p. 9, in reel 

7, Charles S. Johnson, ed., “Source Materials for Patterns of Negro Segregation, Houston, Texas” Carnegie-Myrdal 

Study of the Negro in America Research Memoranda Collection, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 

New York Public Library (hereinafter Johnson, “Source Materials”). “School Requests to Be Presented to Board,” 

Houston Informer, May 12, 1945, p. 1, 16. “NAACP Educational Group Confers with School Board Members,” 

Houston Informer, May 3, 1947, p. 1, 8 (see 8 for list of courses). The Houston NAACP’s call for equalization of 

school resources, including vocational education, earned the praise of the Informer. “NAACP Asks for Better 

Schools,” Houston Informer, May 17, 1947, p. 15. James Grigsby, the first African American to seek a position on 

the Houston school board, responded to a burning cross subsequently placed on his lawn in part by saying, “All I’m 

trying to do is to help my own people obtain better vocational training.” “Blazing Cross is Placed in yard of Negro 

Candidate,” Houston Chronicle, March 18, 1939, s. B, p. 6. Walter Mansell, “Socialism Issue Stirs Uproar at School 

Rally,” Houston Chronicle, October 29, 1952, s. B, p. 1 (black candidate K. C. Brown). “Apprenticeship and 

Industrial Training,” Houston Informer, July 6, 1957, p. 12. “Educator Claims Negroes Taught Better in Prison,” 

Houston Chronicle, February 24, 1963, s. 3W, p. 8. “Vigorous Effort Should Now Be Made for NASA ‘Spacecraft 

Center’ Jobs,” Houston Informer, January 20, 1962, p.2. 



165 

 

 Whereas the push to open up HISD’s kindergartens illustrated how concerns over 

inconvenient and potentially dangerous distances undergirded many African Americans’ support 

for desegregation, vocational education highlighted black hopes that access to previously denied 

white schools would provide their children with more and better material resources and 

curricular options. And more than most other aspects of Houston’s long struggle over school 

desegregation, this one had a well-defined geographical center: San Jacinto High School. Built in 

1914 as South End Junior High, then converted and renamed in 1926 for the decisive battle of 

the Texas Revolution (the grandson of triumphant General Sam Houston attended the school’s 

dedication), San Jacinto became a desegregation target in 1961 after becoming HISD’s flagship 

vocational campus. HISD trustees had previously voted to shutter the city’s main vocational-

technical high school for whites and relocate its resources to a new $1.2 million wing at San 

Jacinto, where students would now have access to modern technical training equipment, an 

expanded vocational curriculum (including newer programs like industrial chemistry and 

advanced business), and all the amenities of the district’s regular academic high schools, e.g. a 

regular liberal arts curriculum and athletics. As one local profile boasted, it was “the only school 

of its type in the Houston district and one of few such schools in the country,” and it was open to 

any HISD student who qualified for their preferred program of study—and who was considered 

“white.” Under the terms of the court-ordered staircase plan, African Americans would be 

completely barred from San Jacinto until 1969, when Houston’s tenth graders would initiate high 

school desegregation. Full access would only come in 1972, when the district would have to 

allow the integration of its adult vocational courses.
38
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  Bowing to local black pressure and hoping to dissuade families from transferring into 

white schools, school officials had over the last decade or so expanded the vocational offerings 

available in three black high schools. However, the expansion of San Jacinto erased any 

pretenses of parity. The new school offered at least eight different courses that were unavailable 

in any other HISD high school (but for which any white pupil could transfer), along with more 

than twenty different professional programs for adults. Some of the latter were apprenticeships 

conducted with still segregated local unions, a point that the superintendent cited multiple times 

to argue that admitting blacks to the school would be “wasteful.” Local black leaders offered few 

complaints for the three black high schools that housed vocational programs—two of them had 

just been rebuilt after years of dilapidation and overcrowding—but the modern equipment now 

located at San Jacinto, and the brand new wing that housed it, stood apart from anything HISD 

offered African Americans. “[I]t was a Cinderella,” local black activist Eldrewey Stearns said of 

San Jacinto years later, “the choicest school they had in all of Houston.” Longtime principal and 

vocational education supporter Ira B. Bryant stoked the fires of discontent in 1963 when he 

publicly criticized HISD’s vocational program and declared that black Texans’ best option for 

publicly funded technical training was the state prison system. The white liberal leaders of the 

Houston Association for Better Schools (HABS) publicly backed Bryant’s claims about the 

training offered local black students; the black Business and Professional Men’s Club lobbed 

their own critique soon after the principal’s speech and secretly backed a lawsuit to desegregate 

San Jacinto; and editors at the Informer praised the educator for eschewing vague accusations for 

bold frankness (owner Carter Wesley more or less took it for granted that Bryant would quit or 

be fired). Indeed, the Informer repeatedly blasted blacks’ exclusion from San Jacinto from the 
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moment the new wing opened in January 1961. Editors charged that black Houstonians’ 

exclusion from the school’s superior training and resources stymied African American ambition 

for self-improvement and doubly hampered the struggle against Communism by squandering 

blacks’ capacity for productivity and offering more evidence of American racism for red 

propagandists.
39

 

 African American Houstonians translated their frustrations into a series of early ‘60s 

actions that illustrate the often contingent and halting nature of grassroots desegregation 

activism, as well as the care that activists, particularly lawyers, had to take to mount effective 

attacks on segregation. Multiple African American students unsuccessfully tried to enroll at San 

Jacinto beginning in 1962, leading to two new filings in the ongoing Ross v. HISD case. The 

second motion was filed in late 1964 and simply languished after the plaintiff attorney was ruled 

ineligible to practice in federal court, while the first filing yielded a pyrrhic victory that, given 

the circumstances, was still more than might have been expected. LDF attorneys submitted a 

brief in May 1963 on behalf of Leallia Tezeno, a recent graduate of black Yates High School 

who was denied admission to San Jacinto’s pre-clinical nursing program. Local activist and 

lawyer Eldrewey Stearns—the disqualified attorney from the 1964 motion—accompanied 

                                                 
39

 The eight high school courses were commercial art, drafting, machine shop, photography, printing, refrigeration / 

air-conditioning, vocational nursing, and welding. HISD minutes, March 11, 1963, p. 25-30. Eldrewey Stearns, 

interview with Thomas Cole, October 22, 1985, tape 33, transcript, p. 69 (“Cinderella” and “choicest school” 

quotations), Eldrewey Stearns Collection, Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas (hereinafter Stearns Collection). For 

references to segregated apprentice programs, see HISD minutes, January 9, 1961, p. 58 (“wasteful” quotation), and 

“Houston Tech School Moving to New Home,” Houston Chronicle, December 14, 1960, s. 6, p. 2. The two rebuilt 

schools were Yates (1958) and Washington (1959). The third was Wheatley, rebuilt in 1950. See League of Women 

Voters of Houston, “H.I.S.D. School Facts,” 1975, p. 12-13, box 24, HISD Collection. Bryant interview, 9, in 

Johnson, ed., Source Materials. “Educator Claims Negroes Taught Better in Prison,” Houston Chronicle, February 

24, 1963, s. 3W, p. 8. Elmer Bertelsen, “School Board Chief Raps Principal,” Houston Chronicle, February 26, 

1963, p. 1, 5.  “Report Claims Negro Training Inferior,” Houston Chronicle, March 11, 1963, p. 11. “Houston 

Group Asks School Board to Study Negro Vocational Aids,” Houston Chronicle, March 7, 1963, s. 4, p. 2. Cole-

Stearns interview, October 22, 1985, tape 33, p. 68-70. “Principal Bryant Told Truth,” Houston Informer, March 2, 

1963, p. 2. Carter Wesley, “Ram’s Horn,” Houston Informer, March 2, 1963, p. 8. “Only Federal Court Cases Seem 

to Get Any Result,” Houston Informer, January 14, 1961, p. 2. “Segregation Won’t Permit ‘Total Commitment’ 

Upon Our Country’s Education,” Houston Informer, December 6, 1961, p. 2. Also see other examples of Informer 

coverage cited over the next few paragraphs. 



168 

 

Tezeno to the school, and the LDF lawyers used her rejection to seek the relatively limited relief 

that black students be allowed to transfer into a white school if the latter offered vocational 

courses unavailable at their assigned campus. HISD attorney Joe Reynolds shredded the plea, 

urging Judge Ben Connally to dismiss the complaint on the grounds that, as an HISD graduate 

(and thus, not a current student), Tezeno was not part of the Ross suit’s plaintiff class; she never 

actually applied to the school but was asked to leave after she and Stearns “became belligerent” 

when school officials said she would have to pass a routine skills test and interview; the LDF’s 

original motion failed to state which program she sought but instead listed several currently 

offered at San Jacinto that, like the nursing program, would be available in black schools that 

fall; and finally, that the staircase plan had worked smoothly thus far and should be not 

disrupted. How much Reynolds’s argument influenced Connally is unclear, but the judge was 

busy with a heavy court docket that summer, and the LDF’s motion never received a hearing. 

However, school trustees voted in July to grant Tezeno and her attorneys the relief they sought, 

with one crucial exception: African Americans could now transfer to San Jacinto if they desired 

a program not offered at their school, but only if it was also unavailable at every other black 

school in the district. The vote was 6-0, with Hattie Mae White the lone abstention.
40

 

                                                 
40

 “No Training Available at San Jacinto Voc, Negro Applicant Told,” Houston Informer, September 15, 1962, p. 1, 

8. “Motion for Further Relief,” May 7, 1963; and “Plea in Abatement,” May 16, 1963 (“became belligerent” 

quotation on 5), both in folder 2, box 1245, Ross Files. “Suit Filed to End All Segregation at S. J.,” Houston 

Informer, December 19, 1964, p. 8. “Father of Girls is ‘Surprised’ Court Drops Integration Suit,” Houston 

Chronicle, October 19, 1966, p. 16. In an admittedly extreme example of desegregation activism being subject to 

localized challenges, Stearns’s failure to find a new attorney for the 1964 filing may have been related to his 

deteriorating mental health, which culminated in early 1967, when he was declared legally insane. “Eldrewey 

Stearnes [sic] Ruled Insane; Committed for Care,” Houston Informer, March 18, 1967, p. 1, 3. See also Thomas R. 

Cole, No Color is My Kind: The Life of Eldrewey Stearns and the Integration of Houston (Austin: University of 

Texas Press, 1997), 155-76. However accurate HISD’s report of Tezeno’s demeanor may have been, Reynolds’s 

point about the interview and test, and their being standard procedure, was true. See, “Chance to Be Ministering 

Angel,” Houston Chronicle, April 25, 1957, p. 1. Despite conflicting reports over exactly which program Tezeno 

sought, nursing seems most likely. The day after LDF cooperating attorney Weldon Berry filed the suit, Berry could 

not even tell the press for sure which program Tezeno sought, saying he believed it was printing. Stearns said the 

same in an interview years later, but HISD’s contention that it was the nursing program seems more plausible and, 

frankly, less unflattering for the plaintiff attorneys. The Chronicle confirmed that Tezeno had already graduated 



169 

 

 The board’s decision to go on record allowing such transfers might be credited to the 

Tezeno suit, but the change in policy did not yield a single African American student at San 

Jacinto. This was by design. After weathering a year of criticism from local black leaders, 

conservative trustees voted in March 1962 to add vocational facilities to several area high 

schools, later earmarking the funds for Yates and Worthing, both of which were historically 

black, as well as white Milby and Sam Houston high schools. Officials awarded a contract in 

March of 1963, and the new buildings were mostly finished by the time school opened that 

September. Press reports from that fall touted how, for the first time in HISD history, the district 

offered the same vocational curriculum to its black and white students, the only exception being 

a few courses (e.g. cooking, laundry, domestic service) offered only at black schools due to their 

outdated perception as “‘nigger work’.” Technically, such reports seem to have been true—all of 

San Jacinto’s student programs were now available in at least one black high school. However, 

the new facilities and equipment used for those courses were in no way comparable to San 

Jacinto, which had taken years of planning and cost $1.2 million. It took six months to build the 

four new additions after the contract was awarded, and at a total cost of roughly $400,000. Hattie 

Mae White at one point recalled that the equipment for a single vocational program at San 

Jacinto had cost $100,000, the average amount now being spent on an entire school’s worth of 

upgrades. Resource equity was not her colleagues’ main concern, however. From the start, the 
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Yates and Worthing additions were aimed at equalizing vocational offerings in hopes of 

dampening individual black desires to attend San Jacinto. Indeed, school officials repeatedly 

cited their equalization efforts when African Americans challenged segregation at the school. By 

now offering all of San Jacinto’s programs in at least one black school in the district, the board 

could make its qualified concession in the Tezeno case, further bolster its façade of good faith 

compliance in the Ross suit, and render the plaintiffs’ out-of-court “win” completely 

meaningless.
41

 

 Conservative trustees’ maneuvering fooled few if any of Houston’s black leaders, who 

continued to demand that San Jacinto be desegregated.
42

 Yet by 1965, San Jacinto was just one 

piece of a broadening struggle for a more fundamental reformulation of HISD desegregation 

policy. After the district agreed to desegregate the city’s kindergartens along with, as previously 

scheduled, fifth grade, the percentage of eligible (K-5) African American children attending 

previously all-white schools tripled between 1963-64 and 1964-65, jumping from 1 percent to 

roughly 3.5 percent (1,416 of 39,000). The sixth through twelfth grades were still completely 

segregated, meaning that some 98 percent of HISD’s roughly 67,000 African American pupils 

remained in segregated black schools. Black Houstonians had given HISD and Judge Connally’s 
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1960 stair-step order a chance, but the paltry results had exhausted their patience. Speaking for 

many, one black activist declared to the press in December 1964 that “The stair step plan…is out 

of step.” A few months later, local black leaders consequently launched a new campaign that 

dispensed with piecemeal demands and instead advocated African Americans’ longstanding 

goal: immediate, total desegregation of all aspects of district operations.
43

  

  The protests that emerged in the spring of 1965 and continued into the summer 

ultimately proved to be the largest wave of pro-integration activism in Houston’s decades-long 

struggle over school desegregation, and they came on the heels of a series of national events that 

provided local activists with sources of inspiration and, more importantly, new legal weaponry 

for challenging Houston school officials. “Selma, Birmingham, St. Augustine, Little Rock have 

made their demands. We are next,” protest organizers proclaimed in one 1965 leaflet, identifying 

their struggle in Houston with other sites of black-led actions across the South. Dramatic 

confrontations in those cities captivated the national media, which provided unprecedented levels 

of public visibility to the most visceral expressions of southern racism—while simultaneously 

obfuscating racism’s hold outside the region—and helped spelled spur the enactment of the 1964 

Civil Rights Act. Signed into law on July 2, 1964, the Act laid the groundwork for major gains in 

southern school integration over the next decade, chiefly through provisions contained in Titles 

IV and VI. Title IV authorized the Department of Justice (DOJ) to initiate litigation against 

school districts suspected of violating the equal protection clause but, in a crucial concession to 

politicians from states where segregation existed in so-called “de facto” forms, explicitly 
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disclaimed that the Act empowered the government to seek “racial balance” through busing. 

Much less controversial at first was Title VII, which empowered the U. S. Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare (HEW) to withhold federal funds from still segregated school systems. 

This became one of the government’s most potent levers of influence but only after the April 

1965 passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Signed by President 

Lyndon Johnson at a one-room schoolhouse he once attended in the Texas Hill Country, ESEA 

was a landmark victory in the War on Poverty and the culmination of a century of efforts to pass 

substantial federal aid for education—in this case, some $1.3 billion.  In doing so, it also 

effectively supercharged Title VI of the Civil Rights Act.
44

 

 In the months after ESEA’s passage, a variety of local actors worked to bring the Civil 

Rights Act to bear upon the Houston Independent School District. Initiating the effort was the 

Houston NAACP, whose leaders telegrammed a list of resolutions to the school board in April 

1965. Their number one demand was total student desegregation that September, but the branch 

outlined other specific demands that spoke to local grievances as well as newly emerging federal 

guidelines for desegregation compliance, including job assignments made without regard to the 

color of the employee or students; desegregation of extracurricular activities like athletics; an 

end to the district’s segregative neighborhood construction policy; and acceptance of the glut of 
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federal aid now available under ESEA, a demand aimed at easing local tax burdens as much as 

inviting closer federal scrutiny on desegregation. A number of other groups quickly echoed their 

criticisms of the district’s desegregation plan in an open letter, including the black-led Harris 

County Council of Organizations (HCCO), the multiracial Houston Council on Human Relations 

(HCHR), and two all-black unions, the International Longshoremen’s Local 872 and the 

Construction and General Laborers Local 18.
45

 

  The NAACP and its allies received a chilly reception from the school board’s 

conservative majority. HISD already accepted some $190,000 in federal aid, chiefly for 

vocational education, but board president Bob Eckels drew a personal line in the sand within 

days of ESEA’s signing. He pledged to defend a 1961 board resolution that rejected the 

acceptance of any additional federal funding, thereby leaving an estimated $5 million in ESEA 

funds sitting on the table. Fellow conservative Joe Kelly Butler signaled a little more flexibility 

on the aid question but recoiled at the suggestion that anything was wrong with Houston’s 

desegregation plan. When national NAACP director Roy Wilkins blasted the district’s staircase 

plan while in town for a lecture, Butler told the press that “our segregated schools today are 

superior to those that have been desegregated.” The Association could accelerate desegregation 

in Houston “if they can raise enough hell in the courts,” he told the press before adding, “but 

we’ll let them spend some money first.” Trustee Lois Cullen told Wilkins to go back “up north” 

and “clean out his own house,” referring to high profile segregation clashes in northeastern and 

Midwestern cities.
46
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 Attempts at dialogue with conservative trustees unsurprisingly failed, prompting 

organizers to follow through on a threatened combination of political and economic pressure. 

The most dramatic action taken was a one-day boycott and picket of Houston’s black high 

schools on May 10, 1965, which climaxed with a three-mile march from the South Central 

YMCA in Houston’s Third Ward to the HISD administration building at 1300 Capitol Street. 

Spearheading the demonstration on behalf of the NAACP and quickly emerging as its public face 

was a charismatic young minister and Houston NAACP youth coordinator named William “Bill” 

Lawson. Born in 1928 in St. Louis, Lawson moved to Houston in 1955 with his wife Audrey to 

work as the director of the Texas Southern University (TSU) Baptist Student Union. In 1962 the 

Lawsons founded Wheeler Avenue Baptist Church, which came to be one of Third Ward’s 

leading institutions for social justice. The 1965 protests played an important role in sparking that 

history of activism. As a poem in a church yearbook put it a few years later, 1965 brought “the 

spring of our first major involvement in the struggles of the black man,” with the church’s role in 

the school demonstrations “labelling us forever as a radical congregation.” That Bill Lawson 

might help lead such an effort would have been unlikely just a few years earlier. In 1960 the 

minister unsuccessfully tried to dissuade his students in the TSU Baptist Union from risking 

arrest or worse by conducting sit-ins to protest segregated public accommodations in downtown 

Houston (“I was horrified by the idea,” he later recalled). Now, he was the one leading his 

NAACP cohorts—many of whom were unaccustomed to or generally wary of direct action—into 

bringing the struggle for school desegregation to the streets.
47
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 To recruit participants, Lawson and his fellow organizers engaged in wide outreach 

aimed at cultivating public enthusiasm and easing concerns among black families and school 

employees. Lawson met multiple times with African American students from across the city, 

giving them leaflets to distribute at school and home that called on “every high school student to 

join the movement” and that urged parents to “let your child get in on the movement to free us 

all of the chains of segregation.” Prior to the march, members of the Congress of Racial Equality 

(CORE) and Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) gave boycotting pupils lessons 

in non-violent resistance. Lawson worked to ease any repercussions boycotting students might 

face by writing local black principals and asking them not to discourage students and to excuse 

their absences, assuring principals, “We are not fighting you—but we are fighting the system 

which keeps you and me and our children sub-standard.” Indeed, no one’s support could be taken 

for granted, no matter how much they detested the endurance of segregation and black 

disempowerment in HISD. Rumors spread that participation might jeopardize students’ 

eligibility for graduation or scholarships, prompting even some sympathetic pupils to find their 

desks the day of the boycott. Parents undoubtedly forced others to attend class for similar reasons 

or, as in the case of one frustrated Wheatley High student, because they were an HISD employee 

worried about reprisals. Yet in other cases, pupils ignored organizers’ call to action because they 

doubted the protest’s chance of success or simply judged it was not worth a day away from class. 
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“You guys can stand around if you want,” a Washington High student said while walking past 

his school’s picket line, “but I’m going to get my education. That’s what I’m here for.”
48 

 

 Such students proved to be the exception, and it quickly became apparent that organizers’ 

outreach had paid off. Of the roughly 11,000 students in enrolled in Houston’s five black high 

schools, more than 9,000—some 85 percent—answered organizers’ call to action, emptying 

segregated classrooms and buses normally packed with African American pupils. In a testament 

to the protest leaders’ logistical legwork, participation was fairly even in all schools, which were 

located along a roughly fifteen mile stretch from Worthing High in the south to Washington and 

Kashmere Gardens High schools to the city’s north. Response was greatest at Fifth Ward’s 

Wheatley High School, where nearly 95 percent of the school’s 1,894 students skipped class. 

That afternoon, roughly 2,000 people made the sixty-two block walk from the heart of Third 

Ward to HISD headquarters. Half of them were boycotting African American students, while the 

remainder included some 150 whites, a cross-section of black and white clergy, and 

representatives of CORE and the American Friends Service Committee. Marchers carried signs 

that bore proclamations like “Grade a Year is Too Deliberate” and “Space Age Houston / Stone 

Age Schools,” the latter of which juxtaposed the city’s growing reputation as a center of 

technological innovation and progress with the separate and unequal schools provided its black 

citizens. Organizers had planned to continue the protest at a school board meeting scheduled to 

occur when they arrived, but Mayor Louie Welch pushed board president Bob Eckels to cancel 

the meeting after the two men drove past marchers earlier in the day (one black marcher 
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dismissed their stated concerns about safety as “poppycock”). When the crowd arrived and found 

Welch and Eckels standing before a locked gate partly wrapped with barbed wire, Bill Lawson 

climbed on top of a nearby automobile and rallied the crowd from a microphone before they 

dispersed for the evening.
49

  

 As a Chronicle reporter wrote a few days later, the demonstrations had rendered white 

claims of local black contentment a “shattered myth.” The black-owned Informer noted that the 

boycott turnout had exceeded most people’s expectations, while the Post credibly suggested the 

demonstration was “the largest, most carefully watched school desegregation protest in 

Houston’s history.”
50

  

 Coverage of the protests dramatized black demands and threatened to turn public 

sentiment against the school board, but the boycott was also part of a broader strategy of 

economic pressure. The amount of state aid a school district received was based off its daily 

attendance, and HISD officials at the time estimated they received roughly $1 per student, per 

day, meaning the boycott cost the district roughly $9,200. Much more worrisome for district 

officials was activists’ campaign against a $59 million bond issue proposed to fund a new school 

construction and maintenance program. Local opposition to the proposal predated the start of the 

protests and went hand-in-hand with calls for HISD to accept more federal aid; but, if the board 

failed to meet their demands, organizers threatened to add to and intensify the rumblings of 

criticism. During the march, Bill Lawson announced the creation of a new temporary group 
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known as People for the Upgrading of Schools in Houston (PUSH) that would continue to 

pressure the board in the days and weeks ahead. PUSH representatives eventually secured a 

meeting with the board to discuss their grievances, but the board’s conservative majority refused 

to cede any ground. As a result, PUSH followed through on their threats and urged black voters 

and others to reject the bond proposal. Group leaders instructed supporters at one meeting on 

how to register a “no” vote on the district’s voting machines before exhorting them to go out and 

work for the bond’s defeat. Speaking for many, local black realtor Sid Hilliard explained, “It’s 

not that we [the schools] don’t need the money, but I can’t see giving $59 million to a group of 

irresponsible people.” White liberal Rev. John Stevens echoed the sentiment and reminded the 

crowd that any new schools would be purposely located so as to reinforce the impact of the city’s 

segregated residential geography. Nonetheless, despite opposition from a host of other black-led 

groups, Mexican American organizations, and at least two school board members—as well as a 

black vote that was solidly ten-to-one against the issue—the bond cruised to victory by a count 

of 54,000 to 20,000, drawing a record turnout of voters.
51

 

 Citing the record voter turnout, Lawson tried to frame PUSH’s resounding defeat on the 

bond question as at least a moral victory for civic engagement. In fact, the success of the 
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Houston Chronicle, May 6, 1965, p. 7; “Negro Group Decides to Oppose Bond Issue,” Houston Post, May 10, 1965, 

p. 6; “LULACs Oppose, Allied Clubs OK School Bonds,” Houston Chronicle, May 15, 1965, p. 9; “Vote NO On 
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May 18, 1965, p. 1, 9; and “Voter Apathy Passes Bond,” Houston Informer, May 22, 1965, p. 1 (notes opposition of 

“virtually every Negro organization” in Houston). See the last source also for Informer commentary on low black 
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construction package was possibly one of the most damaging developments for local 

desegregation proponents in the long-term, in that it allowed conservative trustees to continue 

using neighborhood-based site selection to embed school segregation into Houston’s segregated 

residential geography. Confidence in that fact made it more palatable for conservative trustees 

soon thereafter to do what might appear to be a victory for demonstrators: accelerate HISD’s 

timetable for desegregation and alter the enrollment procedures used to accomplish the same. In 

a series of votes over the summer, the Houston school board voted to desegregate grades 6, 7, 

and 10 at the start of the 1965-66 school year; grades 8 and 11 in 1966-67; and, finally, grades 9 

and 12 in 1967-68. Trustees also eliminated the district’s racially dual boundary zones for 

elementary pupils (K-6) starting in September and instead opened them on a “freedom of choice” 

basis. Under this system, families’ options for enrollment were no longer limited to the white and 

black schools to which their home was historically zoned but now ostensibly included any school 

in the district. Tellingly, the board also voted to reaffirm its commitment to “the neighborhood 

concept for the choice of school sites.” The motions passed on a 4-3 conservative-liberal split, 

the latter of whom argued for immediate desegregation of all grades and called out the 

neighborhood policy as being aimed at sustaining the feedback loop of residential and 

educational segregation then termed and mystified as “de facto” segregation.
52

  

 The timing and content of the board’s policy revisions were auspicious and point to the 

influence of factors other than local black demonstrations—namely, the growing allure of federal 

aid and increasingly proactive desegregation enforcement by the executive branch. Just a few 

minutes before the first desegregation vote was taken on June 21, conservative trustees broke on 
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their longstanding opposition to federal aid and directed the superintendent to “pursue a course 

towards obtaining federal funds to supplement the budgeted revenues for the Houston 

Independent School District.” By early 1966, HISD had accepted more than $6 million in federal 

aid—still just a fraction of the district’s more than $100 million budget but roughly thirty times 

the amount they received from Washington a year earlier. Roughly $3.7 million came from the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, and nearly all of that was Title I funding specifically 

geared towards low-income schools. One long-time local education journalist described the 

shifted stance towards aid as “[t]he most significant step taken” by the board in all of 1965. The 

shift was a win for local liberal black and white activists, even though conservative trustees still 

resisted calls to participate in federal food aid programs and others that they judged were 

insufficiently relevant to education.
53

  

 Conservatives went out of their way to deflect criticism from the right and downplay the 

influence of local protests on their decision. The June motion included multiple promises to 

resist “federal control” of board activities, and one conservative trustee felt compelled to 

emphasize that the decision was not because she and her colleagues were flirting with “liberal 

thinking” but simply because “we need money to operate our schools, that’s all.” Indeed, 

notwithstanding conservatives’ desire for political cover (one critical observer dubbed their 

reversal the “great betrayal”), school officials had in fact warned for several years that district 

revenues were failing to keep pace with growing enrollments, and they had cautioned that certain 

programs and services were at risk of being cut. That context aided the black organizers who in 

1965 pushed the district to accept federal aid, and it had come about in part due to the actions of 

other African American leaders. Two years earlier, school officials asked voters to approve a tax 
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increase that, unlike a bond issue, would provide a regular source of district revenue. HCCO, the 

coalition of some sixty black civic groups that worked with the Houston NAACP in the 1965 

protests, pointedly refused to endorse the 1963 hike, citing the board’s “narrow and callous” 

refusal to seek federal sources of assistance. The measure failed, and local observers in 1965 

cited the defeat in framing the dire financial situation that conservative trustees invoked to justify 

their turn to federal coffers. White anti-tax activists played an equal if not greater role in the 

1963 outcome, but it was a victory for HCCO in the long run regardless.
54

  

 The Houston school board’s decision to drastically expand its fiscal ties to the federal 

government through ESEA made it imperative that the district not run afoul of Title VI of the 

Civil Rights Act. In the latter half of the 1960s, that largely meant maintaining good faith 

compliance with desegregation standards issued by the Department of Health, Education, and 

Welfare (HEW) and enforced by the Department of Justice (DOJ).
55

 In the midst of the May 

1965 demonstrations, a group of local black parents contacted DOJ to complain that the staircase 

plan kept their secondary school students segregated and was thus in violation of the Act. Many 

of the families lived in Houston’s East End and had to pay $.20 per day, per child to bus their 
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children between ten and twenty miles away to the nearest black high school, despite white 

Milby High School being within walking distance of their homes. Their complaints prompted the 

first DOJ investigation of school segregation in Houston, with assistant U. S. Attorney General 

John Doar traveling to the city in late May to meet with school officials, aggrieved African 

American families, Bill Lawson, and several local white leaders. Local African Americans 

relayed their demand for immediate, total desegregation through the establishment of a single set 

of non-racial school zones and requested relief from other lingering instances of inequality, 

including inadequate curricular offerings in black schools, particularly in vocational education. 

Meeting with board attorney Joe Reynolds and vice president Joe Kelly Butler, Doar warned that 

Brown II’s allowance for administrative delay of desegregation had passed, and the Department 

would be forced to intervene in Ross v. HISD if trustees did not voluntarily accelerate the 

staircase plan and meet other conditions. Butler informed the attorney that the district was 

considering an accelerated timetable and asked that DOJ refrain from intervening. Doar agreed, 

and local DOJ agents in the meantime began collecting evidence should the department 

ultimately join the case.
56

 

 The new desegregation policies that conservative trustees approved over the summer 

were less than what Doar requested but enough to keep HISD eligible for federal funding and 

temporarily shake loose of the Justice Department. HEW had released a new set of desegregation 
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guidelines in April 1965, just days after the Houston NAACP initiated their protests against the 

district.  HEW officials initially signaled that districts operating under court orders would not be 

as heavily scrutinized for compliance with the new terms, and the Office of Education concluded 

in May that HISD’s staircase plan complied with the Civil Rights Act. However, once the DOJ 

began applying pressure to the district, conservative trustees looked to some of HEW’s standards 

as a means of pacifying the department. Doar had pressed the district to desegregate all grades by 

September 1965 but deferred to conservatives’ insistence that administrative issues precluded the 

possibility of full desegregation before September 1967—the same deadline that HEW 

established for total desegregation in its April standards.
57

 

 Doar kept an eye on HISD for the rest of the year, but conservative trustees’ willingness 

to “only” stretch out student segregation until 1967-68 rather than the early ‘70s was enough to 

keep the attorney and his team at bay. However, local African Americans and the black leaders 

in PUSH immediately began organizing new challenges to the board’s proposal, which failed to 

meet their demands for desegregation’s completion date (the upcoming fall) and means (a single, 

non-racial zoning plan). Protest leader Bill Lawson proclaimed, vividly, that “the School Board 

has stuck a shiv in us” and dismissed the new plan as just “more bones of tokenism.” Some 2,000 

people gathered to renew calls for immediate desegregation at a PUSH rally held at Third 

Ward’s Emancipation Park, established in 1872 by former slaves as the city’s first park for 

African Americans. Speakers there announced that the NAACP would finance a new filing in the 

Ross suit, a promise fulfilled on July 2 when Weldon Berry and national LDF attorneys Jack 
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Greenberg and Derrick Bell moved to add more than one hundred new plaintiffs to the case, 

many of them the children of local activists and boycott leaders. Attorneys’ motion focused less 

on the board’s new timetable than on the policies’ continued sole reliance on voluntary transfers 

to effect desegregation. Highlighting the persistent overcrowding of black campuses and cases of 

black students still being zoned and bused miles past nearby white schools, the motion asked that 

HISD abandon its free choice plans and be compelled to “prepare a single set of school zone 

lines using the traditional criteria of proximity, school utilization, natural boundaries, and safety 

hazards.”
58

  

 Growing rates of residential segregation were diminishing the amount of integration that 

the sort of proximity-based zoning sought in the LDF brief would achieve, but the Fund’s 

requested policy aligned with most black Houstonians’ historical vision of desegregation 

policy—which, as Judge Connally eventually ruled, still exceeded the current requirements of 

federal law. In October, Connally rejected the Fund’s proposed new plaintiffs but invited 

attorneys to submit a shorter, more manageable list of complainants, noting that the selection of a 

(smaller) set of new plaintiffs was appropriate given that Delores Ross and Beneva Williams had 

since graduated from HISD (the LDF never followed up). The judge likewise rejected the LDF’s 

request for immediate, zoning-based desegregation, concluding that conservative trustees’ 

accelerated timetable easily met current federal requirements, with one exception. Recent court 
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decisions required that twelfth grade be desegregated as soon as possible, dictating that HISD do 

so at the beginning of the next school year in September 1966.
59

 

  Connally’s ruling had solidified the first significant reset of his original 1960 order, and 

while the policy change fell short of activists’ goals, the fact remained that Houston’s plan was, 

at least, less weak and ineffectual at the end of 1965 than it had been at the beginning of the year.  

Whatever the value of that difference, it was to be credited to local agitation and the growing 

weight of federal authority more than to any change in heart of the CSAE-backed trustees who 

dominated HISD policymaking. Over the next few years, attorneys with the LDF and Justice 

Department—the latter of whom Connally officially admitted to the Ross case in July 1967, over 

HISD’s objection—worked to expand upon that shift and press the judge to further update the 

district’s order to account for increasingly robust federal desegregation mandates. Between 1965 

and 1967, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals issued a series of rulings that repudiated the 1955 

Briggs dictum and established that school districts must take active steps to disestablish 

segregation other than simply “not discriminate.” Culminating in Jefferson II (1967), an en banc 

ruling in U. S. v. Jefferson County Municipal School District, the Fifth Circuit’s rulings 

established that a desegregation plan was only acceptable if it “works” and directed district 

courts to use a set of newer, increasingly controversial HEW guidelines to evaluate whether 

defendants on their docket were in compliance with Title VI. Though superseded in early 1968 

by the Supreme Court’s ruling in Green v. New Kent County, the Circuit’s ruling represented 

what one legal scholar describes as “the most important doctrinal change in interpretation of the 

equal protection clause, as applied to public education, since Brown itself.”
60

   

                                                 
59

 “Memorandum,” October 27, 1965, folder: Docs. 26-50, box 1245, Ross Files. See also Britton v. Folsom, 350 

F.2d 1022 (5th Cir. 1965). 
60

 Read, “Judicial Evolution of the Law of School Integration Since Brown v. Board Education,” 15-27 (“doctrinal 

change” quotation on 20). Ravitch, Troubled Crusade, 163-64. 



186 

 

 LDF and Justice Department attorneys successfully petitioned Connally to update his 

order before the start of school in September 1967—and with that, all grades and schools in the 

Houston Independent School District were desegregated on a “freedom of choice” basis. 

Technically, as one oft-cited Houston historian notes, HISD “completed desegregation” the 

previous year. In 1966–67 two black families working with ACLU lawyers successfully took 

advantage of special provisions in HEW guidelines and pressured HISD to allow their children to 

enter ninth grade at white McReynolds Junior High a year ahead of schedule.
61

 Nevertheless, 

someone who glanced inside most Houston public schools then and over the next few years 

could have been forgiven for suggesting that the “desegregated” HISD did not look much 

different from the “segregated” one. Although only 33 percent of HISD’s 242,711 pupils were 

black in 1967, nearly 93 percent of them attended schools that were majority African American, 

likely the highest percentage of any major Texas school district. An even starker portrait is 

available for the following year. In 1968-69, student bodies at 90 of HISD’s 231 schools were 

still either completely black or completely white. Some 80 percent of whites and 82 percent of 

African Americans attended one of the 180 schools (78 percent) that were at least 95 percent 

“one race.”
62
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 No shortage of people in Houston—primarily, African American—looked upon 

Houston’s schools at that point and judged, reasonably, that desegregation had thus far failed. 

Yet, when judged by the goals of those who controlled HISD policy, the district’s desegregation 

policies had proven a smashing success. Technically speaking, trustees and administrators had 

opened up every grade in the Houston school system to all students regardless of color and yet 

kept integration so low that, with few exceptions, the most that white school patrons had had to 

“deal” with was a few new black students around campus. Order, of both the social and racial 

sorts, had prevailed. Board members’ central tools in that endeavor—freedom of choice and 

segregative school construction—are discussed more in the following chapter, as are the efforts 

by the LDF, Justice Department, and others to undermine those tools and their effects. Yet even 

aside from their long-term implications for the success of integration in Houston, the CSAE-led 

board’s approach to desegregation in the 1960s had only further alienated the overwhelming 

majority of black Houstonians. Beneath the façade of “good faith” legal compliance and peaceful 

desegregation, most African Americans correctly perceived a calculated effort to keep their 

children away from the city’s white students and the generally superior resources and 

opportunities offered them. While that did little more than confirm most blacks’ established 

distrust of CSAE, conservative trustees’ broader management of school affairs towards the end 

of the decade soon came under new scrutiny from white Houstonians. The result was what at the 
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time was perceived as a monumental power shift in HISD educational politics and the 

solidification of a centrist desegregation policy, the underlying philosophy of which came to 

define Houston’s approach to student desegregation for the remainder of the Ross v. HISD 

lawsuit: proximity-based student assignment and voluntary, integrative transfers.
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CHAPTER 4 

  

The Ascendance of the Biracial Coalition 

 

and the Establishment of Centrist Desegregation Policy in Houston Schools 

 

 

The basic arc of chapter 3 is a familiar one in the historiography of school desegregation: 

a public school board advocates policies aimed at thwarting integration, and African American 

integration supporters respond with legal challenges and protests. Yet integration supporters did 

not assume a strictly reactive posture to how school boards marshaled their institutional power 

on the question of integration. They also actively worked to seize that institution and the power it 

brought over desegregation policymaking by using the ballot to alter its human makeup. The 

ability of trustees backed by the Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE) to pursue a 

strategy of practical segregation in the 1960s was not automatic but the product of a recurring, 

contingent struggle with Houston’s tenuous biracial coalition that continued to define local 

educational politics throughout the decade. Segregationists’ power over district desegregation 

policy was constant, but it was also constantly contested. 

This chapter examines the intra-institutional conflict that unfolded beneath the seemingly 

rote succession of anti-integration policies promulgated by the Houston Independent School 

District (HISD) board of trustees in the 1960s. Its first half focuses on the board career of Hattie 

Mae White, who after her historic election in 1958 spent all eight years of her trusteeship as part 

of a politically marginalized liberal minority. White struggled to influence district desegregation 

policy and spent much of her career pressing the more politically feasible goal of equalizing the 

resources offered in black and white schools, an aim that often coincided with conservative 

trustees’ strategy of practical segregation. Despite her lack of influence over district policy, 

White became one of Houston’s most prominent African American leaders in these years, 
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assuming a symbolic but potent role as black Houstonians’ voice against white racism and 

segregation in public education. As empowered conservative trustees continued to thwart 

demands for more robust desegregation policies and clashed with Hattie Mae White, they further 

alienated themselves as individuals and CSAE as an organization from the black electorate, 

strengthening the contingent bonds of coalition between liberal white and black Houstonians. 

Nonetheless, white Houstonians generally supported CSAE’s management of district affairs as 

well as their efforts to minimize integration using a “freedom of choice” desegregation policy 

while tightening the knots of residential and educational segregation through a campaign of 

segregative, neighborhood-based school construction.  

The second half of this chapter focuses on the late 1960s, when significant shifts occurred 

in the district’s struggle over desegregation and in the constant battles for control of the school 

board. Near the end of the decade, HISD’s desegregation policies came under renewed legal 

scrutiny in the Ross v. HISD lawsuit, as the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People - Legal Defense Fund (LDF) began a more focused attack on so-called de facto 

segregation, and the Department of Justice (DOJ) ramped up the enforcement of federal 

desegregation standards. The LDF continued to work with their local counsel in Houston, but the 

Fund’s New York-based attorneys spearheaded this new effort, which proceeded with less 

coordination with local African American activists than had earlier legal challenges. After 

federal Judge Ben Connally rejected the LDF’s proposed “busing” plan in May of 1970, the legal 

struggle for integration in HISD reached its high water mark when the United States Fifth Circuit 

Court of Appeals granted an LDF appeal of Connally’s ruling.  

That climax coincided with what at the time was perceived to be an historic shift in 

power in the Houston school system, when CSAE lost majority control of HISD to a barely two-
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year-old rival organization known as Citizens for Good Schools (CGS). Founded in the wake of 

the 1967 school board elections, CGS was the latest in a series of attempts by local white liberals 

and moderates since the early 1950s to challenge CSAE’s dominance of HISD politics using 

formal organization and slate-based campaigning. However, CGS was the first to solidify a wide 

enough coalition to install a biracial “liberal” majority on the HISD board, the first non-CSAE 

board majority in nearly fifteen years. That year, CGS endorsees benefited significantly from 

growing dissatisfaction among white Houstonians over conservative trustees’ management of 

district finances, which culminated in the politically disastrous decision to eliminate HISD’s 

system of free kindergarten. Indeed, issues largely unrelated to desegregation were critical to 

expanding the biracial coalition enough to achieve African Americans’ long-running goal of 

ousting segregationist trustees. 

Nonetheless, CGS’s victory also stemmed from careful political maneuvering around the 

issue of desegregation. The ongoing proceedings in the Ross v. HISD lawsuit indelibly shaped 

the terms of the late 1969 board elections after news broke in early 1969 that the LDF was 

developing a “busing” plan to be implemented in Houston. CSAE had successfully injected 

“busing” into its 1967 campaign against Hattie White, but the 1969 election was the first in 

which a party to the Ross suit was in fact actually proposing to use district-sponsored 

transportation to reassign students across Houston’s segregated residential landscape. As in the 

past, CSAE candidates cast themselves as the city’s last line of defense against more demanding 

desegregation policies that, in the coded rhetoric of the time, would undermine the integrity of 

the “neighborhood school.” Unlike in earlier years, that strategy failed, as CGS endorsees 

successfully either downplayed desegregation’s significance as an issue or convinced voters of 

their own support for the “neighborhood school.” 
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Once in office, CGS advocated a moderate approach to desegregation, the basic facets of 

which came to define HISD desegregation policy for the remainder of the Ross suit: proximity-

based student assignment, voluntary integrative transfers, and integration of all school faculties 

according to district-wide racial and, eventually, ethnic ratios. At least in regard to students, this 

was largely a fulfillment of the promises the group had made on the campaign trail and 

approximated the desegregation policies which historically held the most currency among local 

black leaders. Remaining chapters explore those policies’ shortcomings as a means of integration 

as well as the dissatisfaction that some of them soon invoked from local African Americans and 

Mexican Americans, the former of whom especially faced difficult questions as to whether to 

continue supporting the group that had helped wrench control of HISD from CSAE. Yet for 

black Houstonians in the late 1960s, those were still considerations for another day. The short-

term priority was securing a seat of power from which they and their allies could then debate 

how to wield said power. And that meant ending conservative domination of the Houston school 

board. 

 

Hope soon deflated among African Americans that Hattie Mae White’s 1958 election 

signaled the rise of a more moderate, pro-desegregation order in Houston educational politics.
1
 

The first test of any such prospects came in the fall of 1960, just a few months after HISD began 

the grade-a-year staircase desegregation plan Judge Ben Connally ordered that August. 

Expectedly, segregation was once again the central issue in that year’s races, which featured a 

return to the slate-based campaigns that had driven HISD board politics in the 1950s until the 

Houston Association for Better Schools (HABS) refused to endorse White’s candidacy in 1958. 

HABS had since regrouped and now fielded their first official slate of endorsees: Steve Wilson, a 
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researcher at Texas Instruments; housewife Edythe Fulton; Baylor University medicine professor 

Phil Davis; and Episcopal Reverend John F. Stevens. HABS had praised Judge Ben Connally’s 

court order shortly after its announcement, and the organization’s preferred candidates, all of 

whom were white, continued to support the plan as the best means of achieving desegregation 

without triggering violent discord. Yet they also advocated steps that would allow greater 

integration within the order’s basic framework—specifically, by eliminating the discriminatory 

transfer provisions conservative trustees passed before the start of the school year. Speaking 

before a black civic and business group, Davis at one point went so far as to express support for 

faculty desegregation—then still several years away from beginning—and then later reaffirmed 

that support when questioned in front of a white audience. Especially among white voters, 

though, the four HABS candidates typically followed the example of their liberal predecessors 

from the 1950s and tried to downplay desegregation’s significance in the campaign, instead 

emphasizing their support for federal aid, equalization of school resources and curriculum, and 

securing raises and academic freedom for the district’s teachers.
2
 

Accepting even a desegregation policy as weak as the staircase plan would have been 

politically bold just a few years earlier, and at least one candidate in the 1960 races—a charter 

member of the Houston White Citizens’ Council—still publicly refused to accept the Brown 

                                                 
2
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decision.
3
 However, the 1960 elections revealed how quickly many segregation supporters were 

coming to view acceptance of the staircase plan as a more practical path of resistance than 

continued defense of legally mandated segregation. Leading the way was the school board’s 

CSAE-backed majority, who just two months earlier had warned that Connally’s staircase order 

threatened to unleash chaos in local schools. Such disorder had not come to pass, nor had much 

actual integration. Whether the conservatives were quick studies of the plan’s impotence after the 

fact or had merely been posturing in their earlier declamations, they now recognized that 

Connally’s order was not only workable but offered a winning bargain in the long-run: official 

federal sanction for a desegregation policy that yielded little to no integration.
4
  

Accordingly, CSAE candidates portrayed themselves as the guardians of HISD’s new 

desegregation status quo, tasked with warding off those who conservative trustee Joe Kelly 

Butler described as “part-time social reformers” looking to use Houston schools for 

“experimentation.” CSAE ads touted the board’s oversight of “controlled integration under the 

sensible, successful program put into effect with no incidents, no strife or bitterness.” Such 

claims appealed to pervasive concerns that desegregation would trigger the sorts of highly 

publicized violence that rocked other southern cities while simultaneously disregarding African 

Americans’ persisting frustration—indeed, “bitterness”—towards segregation’s endurance. Yet 

equally important as highlighting desegregation’s peacefulness under conservative management 

was convincing voters that HABS threatened to undo the same, a strategy that became a 

mainstay of CSAE campaigns for the next decade. Indeed, when it came to the staircase plan’s 

acceptability as a basic framework for desegregation, CSAE and HABS candidates largely 

                                                 
3
 The openly segregationist candidate was Lee Barnett [Mrs. John R. Barnett]. “Barnett for Segregation,” Houston 

Chronicle, October 23, 1960, s. 6, p. 2. For reference to her first name, see Morrison & Fourmy’s Greater Houston 

City Directory, 1955 (Dallas, Tx., 1955), 93. 
4
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agreed. The differences emerged in the details, and CSAE endorsees worked to convince voters 

that many devils lurked therein. Conservative Dallas Dyer at one point claimed that their rivals’ 

pledge to relax transfer provisions threatened the district’s “controlled integration situation” and 

that new board leadership would leave HISD vulnerable to “full integration.” Dyer made similar 

claims before several dozen parents at an appearance with other CSAE candidates at Burbank 

Junior High in Houston’s Northside section and which prompted the Chronicle headline, 

“Conservative School Slate Pins Fight on Integration Program.” There, candidates cited the votes 

of the board’s two minority liberals to insist that faster desegregation would result from HABS 

victories. Conservative Bob Eckels made an even more targeted appeal, warning that elementary 

schools in the less racially isolated, largely working class Northside would be among the first to 

feel the effects of the more robust desegregation policies that HABS victories would inevitably 

produce.
5
  

Few black voters and presumably even fewer black leaders gave any real consideration to 

pulling the lever for CSAE candidates, a reality that the conservatives themselves freely 

acknowledged.
6
 Instead, the question was whether African Americans should throw their votes 

behind the white liberals endorsed by HABS, and sustain the biracial coalition, or back any of 
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the available black candidates. Two African Americans ran that year: twenty-three-year-old Rev. 

Herman L. West, who campaigned primarily in favor of teacher raises, fiscal efficiency, and 

acceptance of select federal aid; and contractor K. C. Brown, a previous aspirant to the board 

now running for immediate, total desegregation. Despite Hattie Mae White showing two years 

earlier that victory was at least plausible for a black candidate, neither man seems to have 

received much organized support from local African American leaders. The Harris County 

Council of Organizations (HCCO), an alliance of dozens of black civic groups, publicly 

endorsed the HABS slate, including Phil Davis and Edythe Fulton over Brown and West in their 

respective races. Carter Wesley even viewed White’s presence on the board as a reason not to 

choose a black candidate over the white liberal slate, apparently judging it better to empower 

White’s voice by supporting stronger white campaigns than expending political capital on, in this 

case, K. C. Brown’s bid. Indeed, Wesley cited Brown’s advanced seventy-two-years of age and 

his lack of prior success in running for the board to urge him to drop out before the HABS slate 

had even been announced.
7
 

Any worries that Brown’s and West’s candidacies would undermine HABS’s effort to 

assemble a black and white coalition proved moot. Largely riding popular anxiety over 

prospective changes in the district’s staircase plan, CSAE trustees cruised to a sweeping victory. 

The closest margin of victory was some 15,000 ballots that separated CSAE candidate John 

Robinson’s 65,000 votes from HABS endorsee Steve Wilson. Incumbent conservatives Joe Kelly 

Butler and Dallas Dyer each won more than 90,000 votes in their races, nearly doubling the 

ballots cast for each of the second place HABS candidates. Bob Eckels’s 71,000 votes provided a 
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30,000 ballot cushion between him and second place Edythe Fulton, who barely edged out well-

known Mexican American restauranteur Felix Tijerina, an independent with by far the best 

showing among non-slate candidates. Most black voters had apparently made similar judgments 

as the HCCO and Wesley in weighing Herman West’s and K. C. Brown’s prospects. Brown 

received fewer than 3,000 votes and placed last out of seven candidates, and West finished fifth 

out of six in his race with slightly more than 4,600 votes. The results preserved CSAE’s 5-2 

majority on the board, a margin that expanded to 6-1 when conservatives appointed accountant 

James (“Red”) McCullough a month later to fill a seat abruptly vacated by liberal Walter 

Kemmerer. Indeed, from Kemmerer’s and Hattie Mae White’s 1958 wins to 1964, only a single 

person won another Houston school board race without CSAE’s endorsement: Hattie Mae 

White.
8
 

For nearly four years, Hattie Mae White was the board’s only African American and its 

only liberal, a position that severely limited her ability to influence HISD policymaking but 

allowed her to provide an otherwise absent voice of protest to the conservative majority. Any 

time a desegregation-related matter came before the board, White spoke in support of measures 

that would expand opportunities for integrated education, and she blasted the board’s refusal to 

advocate and implement a plan that went beyond the narrow terms of the 1960 staircase order.
9
  

Such protests rarely yielded actual policy changes, but White had more success pressing her 

fellow trustees to provide more equitable resources and curricular opportunities within the 

segregated status quo. During White’s first year on the board, the Informer praised her for 

                                                 
8
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“exposing” HISD’s decision to contract with Rice Institute to operate a whites-only summer 

program for gifted high schoolers without either pressing the school to admit African Americans 

or setting up a comparable segregated course for black pupils (Rice was itself still segregated). 

After multiple protests, the board agreed to develop a similar program for black students in 

partnership with nearby Texas Southern University, opened in 1947 as a segregated black public 

university.
10

 In other cases, White secured improvements for individual black schools that, while 

doing little to address the deeper disparities of power in HISD, provided tangible resources that 

were meaningful to individual schools. At one point she secured an additional $2,500 for planned 

improvements to chronically overcrowded E. O. Smith Junior High and successfully reversed 

plans to leave the school without a choir room. After noticing worn-out stage curtains while 

attending a program at Wheatley High School, White pushed conservative trustees to add 

Wheatley to a list of schools slated to receive replacements. Begrudgingly, they agreed, and the 

Informer judged the decision significant enough to give it front page coverage.
11

  

White was able to convince her colleagues to agree to such proposals in large part 

because they served the CSAE-backed trustees’ broader strategy of practical segregation. 

Equalizing or at least improving the offerings of Houston’s black schools was aimed at making 

African Americans’ isolation more palatable in the moment and, as the staircase plan brought 

desegregation to new grades, dampening black desires to transfer into white schools. 

                                                 
10
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Nonetheless, White’s intervention on behalf of black students and parents was the trigger that 

most immediately secured such gains which, however small they might have been, signaled that 

black Houstonians had a reliable advocate on the school board who was willing and at least 

sometimes able to remedy the inequities that pervaded the city’s black schools.   

White’s clashes with her conservative counterparts centered on more than desegregation 

and resources for black schools, and it was especially on these other, less identifiably “racial” 

issues that she won the admiration of local white liberals. Of greatest significance were her 

challenges to CSAE-backed efforts to privilege conservative political causes within schools. 

CSAE’s reliance on the politics of the Red Scare had diminished in the wake of Senator Joseph 

McCarthy’s public disgrace and the Brown decision, the latter of which had made segregation a 

higher ideological priority and a more potent political tool for their broader conservative agenda. 

Nevertheless, conservative trustees and administrators in the ‘60s still worked to promote their 

rightwing vision of “Americanism.”
12

  

Like most local black leaders, White had no problem lambasting, as she once put it, “the 

ruthlessness and horrors inflicted on the world by the Soviet Union.” Rather, she and other local 

liberals opposed CSAE’s use of anticommunism as a vehicle for rightwing ideology, expressed 

most often in hostility to federal authority. When HISD required all high school history and 

economics teachers to take district-run in-service courses on Communism, White joined several 

liberal Democratic groups in protesting administrators’ decision to allow teachers to obtain 

partial credit by attending a series of private lectures given by a local engineer that, by his own 
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admission, were “aimed at strengthening conservatism.”
13

 When the Houston American Civil 

Liberties Union (ACLU) shortly thereafter asked to host a lecture in a district auditorium, 

conservative trustees responded by, first, rejecting the request, and then prohibiting the use of 

district property by any organization whose “activities are not in keeping with the feeling of the 

people of Houston” and requiring anyone who wished to use HISD property now sign a loyalty 

oath pledging they were not a member of any Communist or subversive organizations. White 

voted against the new policies and backed the ACLU as they unsuccessfully appealed the 

decisions, invoking her colleagues’ ire when she charged them with tramping on the right to free 

speech.
14

 When White later suggested that certain board actions might have “given the 

impression that we were anti-American or at least anti-federal government,” one reporter 

described the “open warfare” that ensued between White and the conservatives as the “the most 

serious at the board table in several years.” Conservative trustees demanded an apology and 

suggested White resign. She refused the former and suggested they take their own advice on the 

latter. The Houston NAACP telegrammed her a message of support, and a biracial group of local 

liberals soon thereafter organized a “thank you” reception in White’s honor. Thousands of 

admirers reportedly attended, including possibly one person who wrote to the Chronicle praising 

White’s service on the board and encouraging her fellow voters “to provide [White]…with other 

like-minded men and women who will be a match for her competence and integrity.”
15
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 The outpouring of support from white liberals in the wake of the highly publicized 

confrontation spoke to White’s exceptional ability to maintain a biracial base of support in 1960s 

Houston. Indeed, she was the only prospective school board candidate through two elections that 

managed to cobble together enough votes without CSAE’s backing to win. During the HABS 

slate’s ill-fated 1960 campaign, one CSAE supporter even tried to appropriate some of that 

support by distributing handbills in black neighborhoods that showed White’s face alongside the 

board’s four conservatives and bore the message, “Let’s Vote the Right Direction – Let’s Vote 

Conservative.” Two years later, CSAE again tried to manipulate White’s public image, this time 

in order to rally white voters to the polls to defend segregation. During the 1962 campaign, 

CSAE ran a television advertisement that falsely characterized White as an official 

“representative” of the NAACP. After the ad triggered a wave of complaints, White’s opponent 

Howard Moon claimed the misidentification was a mistake and denied the organization was 

pandering to racist hostility towards the NAACP. Tellingly, though, Moon also told the press the 

NAACP’s “stated objective…of forced integration of the public schools” was still an issue 

Houstonians should consider when casting their ballots. CSAE’s ads that year included “sensible 

segregation” as one of the reasons to vote for Moon and conservatives Lois Cullen and Red 

McCullough. The tactics failed Moon, and White won reelection over him and four other 

challengers with some 54,000 votes—not a majority, but a comfortable plurality over the 44,000 

ballots cast for Moon. One analysis partly credited White’s win to a stronger than expected 

showing in some of Houston’s traditional conservative strongholds in the city’s affluent and 
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white southwest, a trend that likely owed less to evolving attitudes among conservative boosters 

than to the growing influx of more moderate residents to the city’s growing suburbs. 

Nonetheless, CSAE remained firmly in control of the board and district policymaking, with 

White once again at the decidedly low end of a 6-1 conservative-liberal split.
16

 

 The board’s majority members used their power over the next two years to continue 

fighting attempts by local African Americans to expand desegregation policy beyond the narrow 

terms of Judge Connally’s 1960 court order.
17

 Ultimately, even if there had been a liberal sweep 

in the 1962 elections, CSAE endorsees would have still have retained a slim but potent 4-3 

majority. But, even just one additional liberal victory in 1962 could have potentially set up a 

significant change in district desegregation policy in 1964.
18

 That fall, Houston had what might 

have been the quietest school board election since World War II. No issues, not even integration, 

evoked the same outward emotional intensity as in years past, a point that CSAE incumbents 

touted as evidence of their sound management of the district. Nonetheless, CSAE’s campaign 

rhetoric still pandered to popular white anxiety over integration, albeit in increasingly coded 
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terms. Fealty to “controlled integration” and “sensible segregation” was reframed in 1964 with 

language that was less explicitly racial but equally anxious. Arguing first that HISD was one of 

the nation’s best school districts and second that such excellence was “because you”—the 

voters—“have maintained local control” through CSAE candidates, Committee ads warned that, 

“There are always those, however, who would capture control while Houston voters’ attention is 

diverted. If they ever are elected, you may never regain control of your outstanding school 

system!” Invocation of unnamed alien forces was effective partly because it could trigger any 

number of social and political anxieties in the white electorate, but fear of federally mandated 

deviation from HISD’s “successful” desegregation policy was paramount in white minds in 

1960s Houston. Yet the relative civility of the year’s race reflected a lack of organization among 

the city’s liberals as much as it did satisfaction with the conservatives’ policymaking and 

messaging. HABS had become dormant, and no other comparable group emerged to take their 

place, making it the first election in more than a decade that featured neither a liberal slate of 

candidates nor an active Hattie Mae White. That made it all the more surprising when two CSAE 

incumbents lost in November to thirty-two-year-old black lawyer Asberry Butler, Jr., and thirty-

nine-year-old white housewife Gertrude Barnstone, victories that members of the local black- 

and white-owned press reasonably termed upsets.
19
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 Despite significant tactical differences between their two campaigns, Butler’s and 

Barnstone’s pitch to voters had at least one theme in common: a vote for them was a vote against 

CSAE control of the board and would provide Hattie White with an ally who, at the very least, 

could second her motions and permit freer discussion of board affairs.
20

 Their victories provided 

that much, but it still left the board with a 4-3 conservative-liberal split that, while occasionally 

subject to intraparty disagreements, nonetheless remained intact when it came to desegregation. 

As a result, CSAE-backed trustees continued their practical segregation campaign of minimum 

legal compliance with Connally’s court orders and the evolving standards being promulgated by 

officials in the executive department.  

Two policies were increasingly central to that effort. The first and older of the two was 

HISD’s policy of segregative, neighborhood-based school construction. First codified in 1956 

during the school board’s brief liberal interregnum, CSAE-backed trustees eagerly continued 

their rivals’ effort to “mitigate the impact” of desegregation in order to thwart integration in the 

long-term. Between 1955-56 and 1966-67, the number of HISD schools increased from 148 to 

215, with virtually all of them being built in racially homogenous neighborhoods. Of the 133 
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elementary schools built or enlarged between 1950 and 1965, 129 of them opened with student 

populations that were 90 percent or more one race. Nearly 92 percent of the elementary age 

African Americans in HISD in 1965 attended one of the forty-two black schools included in that 

figure (there were only two other black elementary schools). Although white liberal and 

conservative trustees in the 1950s freely admitted such schools were located with the intent of 

limiting the amount of integration that would result from desegregation, school officials in the 

1960s now insisted that sites were chosen on a completely color- and desegregation-blind basis, 

with schools simply being built “where the children are.”
21

 

Hattie Mae White and editors at the Informer occasionally criticized the construction 

policy’s discriminatory impact during her first few years on the board, but the first substantial 

challenge to the practice only began to take shape in 1965. An end to the policy had been one of 

the goals of that year’s spring protests, and, in a sign of the policy’s importance to conservative 

trustees’ long term vision for desegregation, it was also the one on which CSAE-backed board 

members yielded the least ground. Over the protests of the board’s three liberal members—who 

decried the policy as a blatant attempt to reinforce so-called de facto segregation—the four 

conservatives reaffirmed the neighborhood construction policy at the same time as they agreed to 

accelerate the staircase plan and begin transitioning to a freedom of choice assignment policy.
22
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As the board planned the $60 million construction program funded by that May’s bond 

election, the three liberal board members challenged proposals to place new schools in the 

middle of predominantly black neighborhoods, managing to keep the issue alive but not much 

else. At one point, Hattie Mae White distributed the details of the building program to eight 

Houston-area academics and solicited statements concerning the likelihood that it would 

reinforce residential segregation as well as its impact on children attending the proposed schools. 

The consultants concluded that the plans would reinforce “de facto” segregation in HISD and 

Houston, and they cautioned that continued isolation of black pupils would hamper their 

educational achievement and foster tension and alienation between Houston’s black and white 

communities. White’s presentation of the reports failed to impress the board’s majority, who 

rejected her motion to rescind the building program so as to develop a plan that would not 

reinforce residential segregation. White informed the board that her respondents were willing to 

help devise an alternative construction plan should the board pause the current program, but 

conservatives blasted the consultants—and by proxy, White—for not offering a fully formed 

proposal to accompany her motion.
23

 

CSAE-backed board members’ dismissal of White’s proposal was hardly surprising, but 

her work found a new use a few months later when several of her contacts submitted affidavits in 

Onesephor Broussard v. Houston Independent School District, the second major lawsuit to 

challenge segregation in HISD. Filed before federal judge Allen Hannay by a team of local and 

New York-based LDF attorneys on behalf of several local families, the initial Broussard 

complaint was a recapitulation of the presentation and charges that White made before the board 

several months earlier. Now, however, integration supporters sought to bring federal authority to 
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bear on school officials in order to force them to halt all aspects of the building program until a 

new plan could be devised. Frustrated with their inability to influence desegregation policy 

through their service on the board, White and her allies Asberry Butler and Gertrude Barnstone 

wrote Hannay before the trial and disavowed the defense that HISD attorney Joe Reynolds would 

be making of the neighborhood plan—technically, on their behalf—hoping at least to throw the 

authority of their titles as trustees behind the plaintiffs. Reynolds vehemently denied the 

plaintiffs’ charges that schools were located in order to thwart integration and insisted that, since 

HISD was already legally desegregated through freedom of choice, the complainants’ true goal 

had to be “racial balance,” a remedy not granted them under federal law. In disputing plaintiffs’ 

characterization of desegregation in HISD as a “hollow mockery,” Reynolds wrote, with general 

accuracy, that “the so-called plan of mockery was established by this Court and all of the acts of 

the Defendant with regard to complying with desegregation have been presented to this Federal 

Court.” Hannay ultimately ruled in HISD’s favor, finding no discriminatory intent behind the 

neighborhood site policy, and a three judge panel rejected the LDF’s appeal in May 1968 in a 

split 2-1 decision, with Judge John Minor Wisdom dissenting.
24

 

One issue that stimulated dissent among the appellate judges was the acceptability of the 

second policy that conservative school officials had made central to their desegregation program: 

freedom of choice. Such plans became common in southern states in the mid-1960s as school 

officials sought to be legally certified as “desegregated” without actually fostering integration 

within schools. Under freedom of choice, school officials removed the racially dual boundary 
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lines that had kept black and white students apart under segregation but did not replace them 

with a single set of racially integrated school zones. Instead, enrollment was now completely 

open, with students ostensibly being able to attend any school in the district they desired. A host 

of factors served to limit freedom of choice’s effectiveness as a desegregation policy, the most 

basic being that it placed the burden of integration almost entirely on those black families who 

voluntarily elected to transfer their children to a white school, potentially risking harassment and 

intimidation as well as a loss of support networks and sense of community identity provided by 

local black schools. Yet among those black families who sought to transfer their children despite 

such considerations, still other factors limited their ability to exercise their supposed freedom to 

choose. Indeed, the Justice Department criticized HISD in the late ‘60s for failing to conform to 

federal regulations for free choice plans, accusing the district of insufficiently publicizing local 

families’ enrollment options and failing to provide transportation for black students who wished 

to transfer to white schools. In the latter case, blacks’ ability to enroll their child in a white 

school was thus further restricted by patterns of residential segregation. In that sense, freedom of 

choice was an ideal partner to HISD’s neighborhood-based construction policy. Together, the 

two policies helped keep some 84 percent of HISD’s African American students in black schools 

as of early 1968.
25
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 While the LDF failed to stop HISD’s segregative construction program, developments in 

federal case law were providing Fund attorneys with new tools to make their most ambitious 

attack yet on school segregation in Houston. Free choice plans had come under growing judicial 

scrutiny in the mid-‘60s, first through a series of rulings by the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals 

and finally in the Supreme Court decision Green v. New Kent County (1968). In Green, the Court 

ruled that freedom of choice and other desegregation policies were only acceptable if they led to 

demonstrable gains in integration, i.e. school boards had to do more than simply “not segregate.” 

These rulings effectively invalidated the passive interpretation of Brown enshrined in the Briggs 

dictum and that had undergirded weak desegregation policies like those in HISD. With new 

precedents at hand, LDF attorneys in September 1968 called for a new trial in the Ross case, 

highlighting how no hearings had been held in the suit since 1961. In February 1969 the Justice 

Department submitted their own filing in the case, arguing that freedom of choice “has failed to 

disestablish the dual system” and demanding that HISD use a mixture of zoning and pairing to 

achieve student integration. Connally granted a new trial and set the start date for July.
26

 

 Reaction to the DOJ filing among Houston school board members was predictable. 

Conservative Bob Eckels once again leaned on Judge Connally’s accommodating jurisprudence 

over the previous decade and proclaimed HISD would “do what the court tells us to do, not what 

some liberal in the Justice Department tells us to do.” Conversely, Gertrude Barnstone hailed the 

filing, blasting the “tokenism” offered black families under freedom of choice and judging that 

board conservatives “only do what they’re forced to do by the federal government.” Yet by the 

time the LDF and DOJ reinvigorated their cases against the district, Barnstone was the only 
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liberal trustee who might praise the development. A month earlier, Barnstone’s fellow liberal 

victor from the 1964 board elections, Asberry Butler, Jr., resigned from the board after a 

tumultuous four years of service. During that time, the young attorney received multiple 

indictments of felony theft and perjury and was briefly jailed and convicted of inducing a client 

to commit perjury, all from matters unrelated to HISD. Butler admitted he had made some 

oversights in managing different cases but insisted that the charges were the product of a witch-

hunt aimed at removing him from the school board. The black-owned Forward Times came to 

the same conclusion and ran an explosive expose in the fall of 1967 alleging that the trustee had 

undergone a “legal lynching” in which local conservative activists had worked desperately to dig 

up incriminating information on Butler’s past, including reaching out to contacts in California to 

investigate his time living there and even flying to Puerto Rico to speak with the attorney’s ex-

wife. For those who thought the weekly’s story too incredible to believe, the editors insisted they 

only had to remember three basic points: “1. Butler got elected to the school board. 2. He is a 

Negro. 3. He votes with what has been the called the liberals on the board.” Barnstone later 

suggested another factor behind the supposed witch hunt: “having a black woman on [the board] 

was one thing, but a black man….”
27

  

 Whatever the validity of the Forward Times’s claims, the weekly’s insistence that 

Butler’s board service was enough to trigger this sort of alleged attack is a grave reminder of 

                                                 
27

 “Officials Answer U.S. Motion: Schools as Integrated as Can Be,” Houston Chronicle, February 12, 1969, p. 1, 15 

(“some liberal” quotation on 1, “tokenism” and “only do” quotations on 15). Barbara Strong, “Trustee Asberry 

Butler Indicted,” Houston Chronicle, November 24, 1965, p. 1, 4. Barbara Strong, “Asberry Butler Jr. is Indicted 

Again,” Houston Chronicle, December 13, 1965, p. 11. “A. Butler Indicted Third Time” Houston Tribune, January 

27, 1966. “Houston Attorney Convicted,” Corpus Christi Caller Times, July 24, 1966, p. 11. “Legal Lynching,” 

Houston Forward Times, September 9, 1967, p. 44-45. Barnstone HMRC 1974 (“having a black man on there” 

quotation). In an interview years later, former activist Eldrewey Stearns similarly insinuated in a passing remark that 

Butler was targeted out of a sense of racial-sexual anxiety from local whites. Eldrewey Stearns, interview with 

Thomas Cole, October 10, 1985, tape 34, transcript, p. 21, Eldrewey Stearns Collection, Rosenberg Library, 

Galveston, Texas (hereinafter Stearns Collection). For a useful discussion of the Butler controversy, see Chandler 

Franklin Davidson, “Negro Politics and the Rise of the Civil Rights Movement in Houston, Texas” (Ph. D. diss., 

Princeton University, 1969), 203-06. 



211 

 

how the HISD school board was considered a pivotal seat of power in 1960s Houston. Another, 

albeit more conventional reminder of the board’s importance and the contentiousness it often 

nurtured was the 1967 school board elections. That year’s campaign was the first to follow a 

series of significant changes in state and local election law, including the elimination of the poll 

tax as a voter registration requirement in early 1966 and more specific revisions to HISD’s 

election procedures.
28

 Two days after Gertrude Barnstone and Asberry Butler won a plurality of 

votes in their respective 1964 races—a result that local observers partly attributed to high turnout 

for Lyndon Johnson’s presidential bid—CSAE-backed school trustees began calling for HISD 

races no longer to be held during national elections and to require runoffs if no candidate 

received a majority of votes on the first ballot. Six months later, conservative local state 

representative Henry Grover successfully shepherded a bill through the Texas legislature that 

accomplished both of those goals, moving elections to odd-numbered years and thus bumping 

the next campaign back to 1967. Liberal Houston legislator Bob Eckhardt blasted the bill as 

threatening to “crush” African Americans’ ability to win at-large election to the board. Grover, it 

so happened, was also an HISD history teacher, and shortly after the bill’s passage, the board’s 

conservative majority promoted him to a new administrative position that nearly doubled his 

annual salary. Hattie Mae White publicly derided the promotion as a bribe given for Grover’s 

help in protecting conservatives’ place on the board, charges that he and school officials 

denied.
29

 Conservative trustees disclaimed any ill-intent behind the election changes, some of 
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which Barnstone had even reportedly endorsed while on the campaign trail. Yet one scholar of 

voting rights and Houston politics identifies the revisions as part of a wave of efforts after the 

Brown decision to dilute minority voting power.
30

   

 The 1967 school board elections were the first test of those new laws. They were also 

possibly the bitterest that Houston had witnessed at least since World War II. After the relatively 

subdued 1964 elections brought HISD to the brink of liberal governance, CSAE apparently 

learned their electoral lessons and in 1967 reinvigorated the politics of white anxiety. That year, 

the organization backed incumbent conservative trustees Lois Cullen and Red McCullough along 

with newcomer Ed Franklin, a thirty-two-year-old local dentist. A siege mentality reminiscent of 

HISD elections at the height of the Red Scare pervaded CSAE’s campaign that year, which 

organization leaders promoted with the ubiquitous slogan, “Save Our Neighborhood Schools.” 

Newspaper ads and mailers proclaimed candidates’ support for “local control of an orderly 

desegregation process,” which as in earlier years was code for preserving the peacefully 

ineffective status quo of local desegregation policy. Likewise, proclamations of the slate’s 

support for “Neighborhood schools for neighborhood children” were defined as much by race as 

by proximity and could just as easily have read “white schools for white children”—or, at least, 

“almost entirely white children.”
31
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  Attending the school nearest one’s home was of course desirable for any number of 

reasons other than racial homogeneity, including basic convenience and a sense of 

“neighborhood” identity that, while virtually always at least partly racial, could nonetheless also 

be premised on additional factors. Indeed, that sort of multivalence is often part of what makes 

racially coded rhetoric like “neighborhood schools” (or “freedom of choice” or “busing”) so 

effective. Nevertheless, the racist intent behind such sloganeering is evident from the campaign 

that CSAE and other conservative activists waged against Hattie Mae White, the person they 

identified as the primary threat to Houston’s “neighborhood schools.” Supporters of her 

opponent, Ed Franklin, falsely wrote in a mailer that White “has publicly stated her support for 

bussing of children across town to insure artificial racial balance” and warned that the election of 

a liberal majority—which was just one more member away from a reality—“would certainly 

unleash vindictive acts aimed at punishing a majority of our children.” Franklin disclaimed any 

knowledge of the letter but nonetheless embraced the same sort of tactics, and when White at one 

point publicly challenged him to produce evidence for the claim, the dentist simply ignored her. 

Elsewhere, Franklin found proof of White’s hostility to “the neighborhood school idea” in her 

support for the Broussard plaintiffs, whose complaint tellingly centered on the segregated results 

of that “idea.” Facing growing scrutiny, Franklin at one point offered the absurd but undoubtedly 

effective qualification, “I am not saying that she will bus children out of their neighborhoods, but 

I don’t know that she won’t.”
32
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 CSAE’s slogan implicitly tagged all their opponents as enemies of the “neighborhood 

school” (why else would they need “saving”?), but no one received as much scorn from 

conservatives as did White, who by virtue of her being black as well as her steadfast opposition 

to CSAE trustees was most easily framed as seeking to “bus” Houston’s children. More explicit 

invocations of White’s race indicate as much. CSAE literature took care to point out that Ed 

Franklin was running against “the Negro liberal woman” school board member without even 

obliquely referencing Cullen’s and McCullough’s leading opponents, both of whom were white. 

Even more egregious was a fake newspaper printed under the banner of the “Houston Educator” 

that was distributed in white precincts and entirely devoted to White’s race. The various 

“articles” in the document accused White of only being interested in the welfare of the city’s 

black children, warned that African Americans were planning a large turnout, and damningly 

identified her with “the Martin Luther King theory [of] civil disobedience.” Most revealing was 

an illustration of a white mother in “Sharpstown,” a predominantly white community in 

southwest Houston, weeping as her young son boarded a “Kashmere Gardens School Bus,” a 

reference to either the city’s almost 100 percent black high school or the 75 percent black 

elementary school then transitioning from all-white to all-black.
33
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Figure 1 – After the 1967 board election, the black-owned Houston Informer obtained a copy of the “Houston 

Educator” pamphlet distributed in the white neighborhoods of southwest Houston. The weekly printed the 

pamphlet in full in its next issue under the banner, “‘In Times Like These’ Would You Believe This Could 

Happen?” Houston Informer, November 25, 1967, p. 16-18. 

   

  A fairly late entrant to the 1967 campaign, White formally announced her candidacy just 

a month before the election, after some 150 supporters from a host of local black organizations 

gathered at a public meeting in early October to persuade her to run (her final decision may have 

been motivated as much by reports that more than two dozen HISD teachers had been pressured 

during school hours to contribute funds to the CSAE slate, with most solicitations being for 

White’s opponent Ed Franklin). White struck a largely defiant tone in a lengthy statement 
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announcing her candidacy, denying the various “busing”-related charges leveled at her and, 

responding to those who accused her of frequently using her trusteeship to grandstand, said, 

“Submission and looking the other way are not characteristics which American[s] generally 

appreciate. And I for one will not adopt either silence or submission.” Unsurprisingly, she 

continued to invoke the same broad-based message that had defined her campaigns since 1958, 

asking support from and tacitly identifying with those “who are concerned about ALL of the 

children of Houston.”
34

 

 The 1967 campaign revealed the extent to which White’s increasingly acrimonious 

relationship with conservative trustees had endeared her to local African Americans and 

intensified black hostility to CSAE.
35

 Indeed, despite White’s struggles to effect substantive 

policy changes in HISD, for many she had become a potent symbol of black resistance to white 

racism, one capable of inspiring an unusual (though never total) degree of unity among black 

Houstonians. Numerous black establishment organizations were among those who initially 

pushed White to run, including the HCCO, Houston Business and Professional Men’s Club, 

Houston Real Estate Association, and Houston Lawyers Association. Exemplifying White’s 

politically diverse appeal, the local chapter of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
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(SNCC) likewise emphatically endorsed White in a press release that elsewhere expressed tacit 

support for violent political resistance and declared Houston’s three mayoral candidates “aren’t 

worth 15 cents worth of lizard meat on a pork salad leaf.” By contrast, the group declared, “We 

know that Mrs. White is OUR candidate,” and they praised her “long and hard fight in the behalf 

of black people.” Election-time coverage of White in the black-owned Informer and Forward 

Times defended her from conservative attacks, referring to her in glowing terms like “the first 

lady in Houston’s educational circles,” “our champion of the little people,” and “the greatest 

fighter we have in this neck of the woods.”
36

   

 The Informer over the previous fifteen years had run many editorials critical of the 

conservative trustees who opposed White, but few if any expressed as much anger and 

exasperation as did October 1967’s tellingly entitled, “How Much Longer Will We Take 

Insults?” “If there is ever rioting and bloodshed in Houston, Texas,” the weekly wrote, “the 

investigators who try to search for the cause will find the answer without too much looking. It 

will be the so-called ‘conservative’ faction of the Houston School Board and the ignorant rich 

men who put up the money for them under the name of the ‘Committee for Sound [American] 

Education’.” The Mississippi Ku Klux Klan could drop acid and “not produce a more frightful 

nightmare” than CSAE’s “busing”-obsessed campaign, the paper colorfully stated, framing the 

group’s attacks on White as targeting local African Americans as a whole.
37

 

  Local blacks’ vigorous defense of White may have reflected a sense that her trusteeship 

was particularly vulnerable that election cycle. If so, such worries received validation on 
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November 18, when CSAE endorsee Ed Franklin defeated White by a comfortable 12-point 

margin, garnering 71,677 votes to her 56,511.
38

 Several factors contributed to White’s loss, but 

CSAE’s attempt to “busing”-bait White was undoubtedly among the most influential. One 

Chronicle analysis estimated White’s best performance outside of Houston’s black enclaves 

came in southeastern Magnolia Park, a heavily Mexican American area where she won slightly 

less than 36 percent, or a mere 517 votes. Turnout was highest in Houston’s affluent, white 

southwestern neighborhoods, where Franklin racked up thousands more votes than his opponent, 

securing as much as 80 percent of the vote in some neighborhoods. To be sure, much of the 

biracial coalition White had assembled in the past remained intact, as the majority of her votes 

still came from local Anglos. However, some of the same old tensions and lack of confidence 

from white members had manifested themselves to White during the campaign. She later recalled 

hearing people “who had been ardent supporters” of her in the past wondering if she could really 

be trusted not to support “busing” should the opportunity arise. As well, a close white friend 

approached White during the campaign and, prematurely counting chickens, suggested she 

decline the board presidency should a liberal majority be elected and instead support one of the 

incoming white candidates for the position. White was confident that the issue had been 

discussed more widely among local white liberals, and while she appreciated the strategic 

considerations that informed it (she later acknowledged that a black president would probably 

alienate most local whites), she also refused to agree to such an arrangement.
39
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 Probably the only reason Anglos constituted a majority of White’s vote total was low 

turnout among local African Americans. On the one hand, those African Americans who made it 

to the polls are estimated to have given White a commanding 94 percent of their votes. On the 

other, turnout among the roughly 76,000 registered black voters in HISD was a mere 36.5 

percent. By comparison, more than 75 percent of Harris County African Americans voted in the 

national elections held three years earlier, when liberals came within an inch of controlling the 

HISD board and prompted successful conservative efforts to change school board elections to 

off-years. Indeed, the role the new election law played in depressing black turnout may have 

been equally if not more important to White’s loss than lower than usual support from Anglos. 

Editors at the Informer, at least, had not forgotten the statute’s passage in the wake of White’s 

defeat. In a post-election commentary that declared, “Bigotry Rules in Houston,” the weekly 

called Grover’s law “the single most important thing which will keep minorities from ever being 

elected to that Board.” Ominously, they said of White’s defeat and the tactics used to accomplish 

it, “if Houston ever had to look out for racial violence, THE TIME IS NOW.”
40

 Indeed, the 1967 

school board election likely inspired more frustration and outrage among local African 

Americans than any single moment in the city’s long struggle over school desegregation. In the 

race’s immediate aftermath, even the candidate herself could not help but comment with what 
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supporters likely viewed as refreshing and frank bluntness, and opponents probably saw as an 

indecorous lack of grace. “Under ordinary circumstances, the loser of a political campaign 

smiles, congratulates one’s opponents, and wishes him well,” she said to supporters the night of 

her loss, before declaring that this “was no ordinary campaign” and refusing to go through the 

political motions. Instead, she blasted “the massive appeals to fear and prejudice” and “the 

massive repetition of untruths” her opponents used to defeat her, and “which I did not believe 

could work in Houston,” the latter point contrasting sharply with the message of hope and civic 

pride she had offered upon her first election in 1958.
41

 

 With three positions open that year, White’s loss alone did not guarantee that CSAE-

backed trustees would retain control of the board and, thus, district desegregation policy. The 

results of the other two races did. Conservative incumbent Red McCullough won more than 60 

percent of the vote for position 5 to crush three challengers, while Lois Cullen won a runoff 

against Mexican American newspaperman John Coronado, garnering 59 percent of the vote. 

Coronado had won a mere 4,000 votes (3 percent) in the regular election and only appeared in 

the runoff because second place finisher George Oser was ruled ineligible. A thirty-year-old 

physicist who worked as a researcher for Shell Oil, Oser was a native Houstonian who recently 

moved back to the city and joined a protean network of young, middle class white education 

reformers who hoped to end conservative domination of the HISD board. Oser and his supporters 

tapped into the deep pockets of Houston’s white liberal circles and mounted the highest-spending 

campaign of the season, raising nearly $10,000. Oser and Cullen virtually split the race for 

position 7, the former winning 53,950 votes to the latter’s 58,727.
42

 However, controversy began 
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brewing in the weeks leading to the election when it came to light that, under the terms of a new 

state law passed after Oser returned to Houston in early 1966, the physicist might not have been 

properly registered to vote, a prerequisite for office holding. Oser appealed the eventual 

cancellation of his registration to the Texas Supreme Court and obtained a hearing on November 

25. The school board was originally scheduled to determine the runoff ballot on November 27, 

but they moved the decision forward to just a few hours before the Court hearing in Austin, and 

conservatives voted to exclude Oser from the ballot. Because the election was now technically in 

progress, the Court was compelled to reject Oser’s appeal, effectively ending his campaign.
43

  

 Oser supporters were outraged at what they perceived to be a calculated effort by 

conservative trustees to protect their grip on power by killing Oser’s formidable bid before the 

courts had a chance to rule on his appeal. Ultimately, the incident galvanized the network of 

reformers who had backed Oser’s bid and led them in February 1968 to formally organize under 

the banner of Citizens for Good Schools (CGS), described in the group’s first newsletter as “a 

new organization which will be dedicated to good schools through research and through 

informing the public of the strengths and weaknesses of our school system.” Evidence-based 

policymaking and community engagement had likewise been central themes in the Oser 

campaign, and CGS aimed to put them into practice by sponsoring a speakers bureau established 
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to address local civic groups and by creating six different fact-finding committees tasked with 

developing legislative proposals, attending board meetings, and proposing improvements to 

curriculum, faculty recruitment, physical plants, and physical education. Like the conservative 

Committee for Sound American Education, CGS also planned to assume an active role in local 

electoral politics, supporting and backing candidates for the HISD school board. Yet CGS’s full-

time operation made it a more constantly visible presence in educational politics than CSAE, 

which, while always at least indirectly present through its preferred school trustees, only became 

active as an organization during election season.
44

  

 CGS was part of a longer line of liberal education reformers in Houston, going back at 

least to the Parents Council for Improved Schools and continuing through the Houston 

Association for Better Schools, which faded away sometime in the mid-1960s. Like those other 

groups, CGS aimed to remove control of HISD from a conservative machine that they viewed as 

a corrupt and stagnating influence on local public education. Organization leaders argued for 

greater accountability in district finances, including improved bookkeeping and increased 

openness to federal resources that might ease mounting economic strains. Calls for more 

systematic management of district affairs were also undoubtedly informed by the broader 

influence of educational progressivism on the group’s agenda. Notoriously difficult to define, 

progressive education generally emphasized a “child-centered” approach to schooling that valued 

pupil freedom and creativity over rigid discipline and competition, and elevated curricular and 

pedagogical experimentation over a strict adherence to traditional subject matter and instruction, 

like rote memorization. Previous local organizations had advocated similar principles, but CGS 
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proved to be the first in Houston since before World War II that eventually secured the power to 

attempt to inscribe them on district policy.
45

 Different CGS members prioritized different 

policies, but reform of district management and instructional offerings were ultimately the 

group’s central aims. Yet to gain the ability to pursue those goals through election to the school 

board, the group had to navigate the troublesome political waters of district desegregation policy.  

 After the changes to HISD’s court order in the summer of 1965, attorneys with the Justice 

Department and NAACP Legal Defense Fund focused on pressuring HISD to keep up with new 

federal desegregation benchmarks. Beginning in 1968, LDF attorneys took their case a step 

further and started developing what proved to be the most ambitious plan ever proposed to 

desegregate Houston schools, and one they hoped would be a groundbreaking model for 

accomplishing integration in the urban South. By that point, oversight of the LDF’s case had 

shifted to New York-based attorneys like Conrad Harper, Franklin White, and Jack Greenberg, 

with local counsel Weldon Berry assuming more of a support role. Acknowledging the difficulty 

of devising a workable and effective integration plan for a district the size of HISD, Fund 

attorneys in early 1968 contracted with a Massachusetts-based consulting firm to craft a proposal 

that would replace freedom of choice and overcome the impact of Houston’s segregated 

residential geography. Using a large batch of district data on school locations, plant capacity, and 

neighborhood racial demography, researchers wrote a computer program for the cutting edge 

IBM 360/50 mainframe, which then compiled the data and “proposed” three assignment 
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schemes. Attorneys then evaluated the plans based on the amount of integration each achieved 

and the cost of “busing” entailed. Indeed, minimizing the amount of transportation had been one 

of the chief goals of what might be called the LDF’s computerized policymaking, which they 

hoped could be used to devise remedies for other sprawling southern cities where residential 

segregation was not yet as tightly packed as in many urban areas outside the region.
46

 

 By the term’s conventional usage, the LDF’s proposal was indeed a “busing” plan, but 

that alone tells us little more than it involved school buses. Fund attorneys’ ideal goal was to 

bring the “black-white” student ratio of every school into balance with district-wide 

representation. However, they recognized the logistical challenges such would entail, so they 

initially allowed for a ten point variance in which each “integrated” school would be between 57 

percent white and 43 percent black, and 77 percent white and 23 percent black. Upon further 

review, attorneys again relaxed their target to ensure only that no school was majority African 

American. Out of the different computerized proposals, attorneys eventually settled on one that 

again compromised on their initial aim and was projected to leave four elementary schools 99 to 

100 percent black and dozens of schools completely “white,” which at that point still included 
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both Anglos and Mexican Americans. Overall, though, the LDF’s plan was projected to achieve 

more actual integration than any of the other desegregation policies eventually submitted to 

Judge Connally. Roughly 30 percent of black elementary and junior high students and less than 

12 percent of black high schoolers would attend majority black schools; under freedom of 

choice, roughly 90 percent of African Americans at each grade level attended such schools. To 

accomplish those results, HISD would transport an estimated 34,000 white (22 percent) and 

10,000 black pupils (13 percent) within five assignment districts, each of which would have a 

roughly one-third black enrollment. Pupils would be transported a maximum distance of ten 

miles at an estimated annual expense of $1.3 million, with an initial capital outlay between $2.2 

and 2.8 million to purchase nearly 400 new school buses. By comparison, HISD spent $950,000 

transporting 13,800 students in 1967-68, a year before making significant cuts to transit services. 

LDF attorneys justified the increased district-sponsored transportation in part by noting that an 

estimated 50,000 pupils actually already used some form of non-family transportation to get to 

school (e.g. HISD buses and station wagons, city buses, private franchisees), meaning their plan 

might actually reduce the amount of “busing” in HISD.
47
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 White Houstonians’ fears of “busing” had been mounting with each new development in 

the Ross case and national desegregation policy, but the LDF plan was the first attempt to give 

that haunting specter a bodily form in Houston’s public schools. While the Fund did not formally 

submit the plan until Judge Ben Connally conducted a new trial in July 1969, Houstonians 

learned of its central features months earlier, after HISD attorney Joe Reynolds and a CSAE-

backed school trustee traveled to Boston to depose members of the LDF’s research team. Local 

media quickly reported that the Fund sought to “bus” tens of thousands of white students for the 

sake of integration, and most local whites reacted with unsurprising shock and horror. Letters 

poured into the office of Congressman Bob Eckhardt from anxious parents who variously 

pledged to “eat beans” to send their children to private school; agreed to go to jail rather than 

“see my children carted half-way across town, just so some NAACP man stand up and sing ‘We 

Shall Overcome’”; and, in one case, expressed worry about being able to reach an elementary 

age child with a kidney disorder should he be transferred far from home.
48

 A history teacher at 

north Houston’s Fonville Junior High had a class of students write Eckhardt to protest the plan, 

effectively marshaling his or her authority as an agent of the state to thwart integration. The 

teacher apparently coached students to argue that any desegregation policy other than freedom of 

choice was undemocratic, inconvenient, and would lead to rioting, dropouts, and drug abuse. 

Less politically correct concerns sometimes slipped out. “I do not want to have to mix with 

colored people anymore than I have to,” one young girl wrote, adding, “So far we only have four 
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colored people in our school and that’s the way I like it.”
49

 Elected officials including Houston 

Mayor Louie Welch, U. S. Representative George H. W. Bush, and conservative members of the 

Houston school board all soon weighed in with their own public denunciations of any such 

“busing” proposal, with the last group appropriating $25,000 for their attorneys to “resist with 

vigor” any challenge to HISD’s freedom of choice policy.
50

 

  Compounding the local anxiety surrounding the LDF plan was a renewed legal challenge 

from the Department of Justice (DOJ). Just days before news broke of the LDF’s “busing” 

proposal, federal attorneys filed a new suit against HISD alleging that freedom of choice had 

failed to disestablish Houston’s segregated school system. They called for the adoption of other 

“educationally sound alternative methods of student assignment,” like geographical zoning and 

pairing, and pressed the district to balance all school faculties according to district-wide “black-

white” teacher ratios. The Department did not include an alternative plan with their motion, so 

“zoning” and “pairing” at that point could have meant virtually anything. That did not stop 

school officials from vigorously denouncing the motion, with board president Bob Eckels 

declaring HISD was “as integrated as it can be.” Ultimately, DOJ attorneys enlisted the director 

of a Florida desegregation consulting center to recommend possible desegregation policies for 

the district, which included a combination of geographical zoning, pairing, and transportation 

between neighborhoods. However, the Department and its consultant did not submit a fully 

formed plan so much as a menu of possible approaches that would be more effective than 
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freedom of choice. The “plan” consequently failed to address factors like the number of students, 

distance, and cost entailed in its “busing” components, and its elementary school proposals failed 

to account for more than half the schools in the district.
51

 

 The DOJ and LDF proposals received a full airing in July 1969, when attorneys gathered 

for a weeklong trial to determine the constitutionality of HISD’s freedom of choice policy. After 

hearing attorney arguments as well as testimony from a slew of witnesses that included everyone 

from sociologists to bus drivers, Judge Ben Connally gave counsel his “tentative views” on the 

case in a July 23 oral statement. Upon the trial’s conclusion, Connally realized he faced a heavy 

schedule of upcoming cases that would delay a full examination of the information presented in 

court, making the judge doubtful that he could return an informed ruling by the beginning of the 

school year. Given that, as well as the unlikelihood that any alternate plan could be fully 

developed and planned by September, Connally allowed HISD to continue operating under 

freedom of choice in 1969-70. However, in a finding that gave the judge no pleasure, he ruled 

that he expected the district to implement “a complete zoning and/or pairing plan” in September 

of 1970. Connally made it clear that, personally, he still believed freedom of choice was a 

constitutional desegregation policy, even if, as in the case of Houston, it yielded little actual 

integration. Indeed, to him, “there [was] much to be said” still for the 1955 Briggs dictum, which 

interpreted Brown as only prohibiting active segregation, not requiring actual integration, and 

which the Supreme Court had effectively repudiated in the 1968 Green decision. Equally clear, 

though, was the judge’s recognition that his personal view was out of step with recent court 
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rulings that measured a policy’s constitutionality by the amount of integration it achieved. “That 

is the law as I understand it and as I expect to apply it here,” he said before concluding that, by 

that standard, freedom of choice had failed to pass muster in HISD and had to be abandoned. The 

judge declined to order either the LDF or DOJ proposals at that time and instead directed school 

officials to seek help crafting a new plan from the Texas Educational Desegregation Technical 

Assistance Center (TEDTAC), a federally funded agency housed at the University of Texas, 

founded in 1968 to help local school districts address instructional and administrative challenges 

stemming from desegregation. The new proposals were to be submitted for Connally’s review by 

January 1, 1970.
52

 

 By effectively placing HISD’s desegregation struggle into a state of suspension, 

Connally’s ruling confirmed what likely everyone already knew: integration would play 

prominently in the 1969 school board elections. Four board seats would be contested that year, 

and CGS leaders quickly decided to parlay co-founder George Oser’s growing name recognition 

into another bid for office. For the other three positions, CGS recruited potential candidates by 

placing advertisements in local newspapers and interviewing as many as two hundred applicants. 

The only candidate chosen from those opens interviews was Leonard Robbins, a local Jewish 

doctor from southwest Houston. Hoping to recruit someone with a strong reputation as a 

community volunteer, CGS likewise endorsed Eleanor Tinsley, the president of a PTA-like 

organization known as the Parents League of Houston that supported schools in southwest 

Houston. Finally, CGS leaders recognized that they stood little chance of winning without 
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uniting the city’s biracial coalition of liberal white and African American voters. To that end, the 

organization made several unsuccessful overtures to local black leaders before eventually having 

their hand forced by Rev. David Leon Everett II, a minister at Third Ward’s Jerusalem 

Missionary Baptist Church. Everett was the first candidate to file with the board services office, 

announcing his bid alongside dozens of black leaders at the local Astroworld Hotel. CGS leaders, 

anxious about alienating African Americans if the group opposed the minister while also warm 

to Everett’s professed support for education reform and desegregation, offered their backing. He 

accepted, and while the four candidates meshed well on the campaign trail, a mutual pragmatism 

undergirded their alliance. As the minister later put it, “With them, I got white votes. With me, 

they got Black votes. That’s politics.”
53

  

 At least since the beginning of the year, Citizens for Good Schools had worked to frame 

itself as a “moderate” or “centrist” voice on desegregation policy in Houston, a positioning the 

group’s candidates likewise ultimately pursued. In early 1969, organization leaders made a series 

of public statements blasting efforts by conservative school officials to manipulate integration for 

political gain by failing to distinguish between the broad terms of the new DOJ suit and the 

LDF’s “busing” plan. CGS president Vic Samuels dismissed Joe Reynolds’s trip to Boston as 

seeking only “to dig up this bogus bussing issue” as part of “a calculated effort to divert public 

attention from the real problems our district faces.” George Oser made similar points while 

                                                 
53

 George Oser later explicitly highlighted the importance of Houston’s biracial coalition, stating in a 1974 interview 

that the group realized “there is not enough [support] in the liberal to moderate white community to be successful. 

They had to have a coalition group, and the way you build a strong coalition of course is to have candidates who 

reflect the groups that you’re trying to bring together. It was clear that Citizens for Good Schools would have one or 

more black candidates on its slate.” Oser 1974 HMRC (quotation). Samuels 2007 HMRC. “Interviews Set in School 

Race,” Houston Chronicle, September 20, 1969, p. 3. “Two More File for School Board Posts,” Houston Informer, 

October 11, 1969, p. 13. HISD minutes, September 23, 1968, p. 2. “2 Baptist Ministers Seek School Posts,” Houston 

Chronicle, September 10, 1969, s. 7, p. 11 (Everett as first to file). “Prof’s Wife Seeks Trustee Seat,” Houston 

Chronicle, September 22, 1969, p. 5. “Houston Negro Candidates,” Houston Informer, September 27, 1969, p. 1. 

“Will Rev. Everett Be First Black Board President of HISD?,” Houston Forward Times, December 23, 1972, p. 2A 

(“I got white votes” quotation). 



231 

 

challenging conservative trustees who had apparently made public statements implying he 

supported “busing,” calling the issue a “red herring” meant to “camouflage the real problems of 

our schools.” The physicist argued that other southern school districts had implemented 

workable “neighborhood school” attendance plans that met federal guidelines and exemplified 

the range of policy options conservative trustees ignored in their foolhardy dedication to freedom 

of choice. Appearing before the school board the night that conservative trustees directed 

Reynolds to challenge the DOJ filing and LDF plan, CGS representative Stephen Kaufman 

argued that HISD should be more receptive to the Department’s general (and “busing”-free) 

request for a more effective replacement for freedom of choice. Otherwise, Houston risked 

giving the courts no choice other than its constitutionally dubious free choice policy or the LDF 

“busing” plan. Samuels had similarly argued that the best way to “maintain local control” was to 

find a middle ground between freedom of choice and “busing.”
54

 

 CSAE’s bifurcation of desegregation into a decision between freedom of choice and 

“busing” was just one piece of a much broader discursive minefield through which CGS-

endorsed candidates had to tread cautiously. In general, the group’s endorsees followed the 

example of previous liberal aspirants to the board and tried to downplay desegregation’s political 

significance. “I think that we must recognize that this is a very difficult issue to handle in a 

public campaign,” CGS director Hines Baker, Jr. explained to a voter who accused the group’s 

candidates of deflecting the issue, arguing that, rather than get wrapped up in intricate (and 

potentially alienating) policy details, it would be more advantageous to elect “intelligent, fair-
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minded people who would handle these issues wisely.” “Integration is a matter in Judge 

Connally’s hands,” George Oser similarly responded at one point to a question regarding 

desegregation, adding that “We need to settle this integration question so we can focus our 

attention on the serious educational problems of our schools.”
55

  

 The notion that desegregation was an administrative and policymaking distraction that 

needed to be defused was a common one for Oser and other CGS leaders, and it was one they 

shared with many other local white moderates and liberals. Many of them personally had no 

qualms with HISD’s freedom of choice policy and the lack of integration it achieved but were 

weary of the issue’s “politicization” and the intense polarization it bred on the school board. “I’m 

tired of having the subject of integration used as a stalking horse,” wrote an editorialist in the 

southwest island suburb of Bellaire, who endorsed the full CGS slate and criticized how CSAE 

used desegregation to oppose “the inroads of time, progress in educational thinking and just 

normal human upgrading of human instincts.” When asked his view of integration, one 

independent candidate for the board tapped into Houston’s burgeoning identity as an aerospace 

hub and replied he wished that every student could just wear a spacesuit to school so no one 

would know what color they were. After attending a campaign coffee meeting featuring Eleanor 

Tinsley, one woman wrote to the candidate, “Most of all, people are tired of hearing and reading 

about the ‘Liberal’ and ‘Conservative’ factions of the school board.” Indeed, CGS and its 

candidates actively worked to distance themselves from being tagged as “liberal,” with president 

Vic Samuels blaming the label on the press and declaring “our board is probably dominated by 

Republicans who would cringe if you called them liberals.” Speaking before a local women’s 
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Republican group just before the election, Leonard Robbins argued that CSAE was wrong for 

HISD not because they were conservative, but because they had made “conservative equal 

racist.” Advertisements for the slate implicitly acknowledged the candidates’ affiliation with 

Citizens for Good Schools by including the organization’s board of directors with a list of 

endorsements but still nonetheless framed endorsees as “qualified, independent candidates” 

[emphasis mine].
56

 

 As in years past, CSAE and its preferred candidates worked to gin up white anxiety by 

casting the new “liberal” slate as determined to sacrifice their children on the altar of 

integration—or, this time around, “busing.” Advertisements for the CSAE slate listed their 

number one priority as “neighborhood schools supported by neighborhood parents” and 

emphasized their opposition to “busing” and “any plan of zoning or pairing which would require 

such busing.” Houstonians heard radio ads claiming that, if “the liberals get in, your children will 

be bused to school.” Earl Lairson, running against Oser for position 3, falsely charged that CGS 

had publicly declared its support for the LDF’s integration plan. Barbara Brightwell highlighted 

her opponent Eleanor Tinsley’s professed openness to pairing and zoning and claimed, again 

falsely, “Well, you must bus to zone and pair.” Looking to stain CGS with the more generally 

racialized brush of civil rights activism, CSAE candidate Jack Dale produced what he meant to 

be a damning editorial supposedly written by Vic Samuels that mentioned Samuels’s work with 

CORE, SNCC, and other civil rights groups. He also highlighted references to CGS research on 

how “to help the independent thinkers,” the final point being aimed at conservative anxieties 
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over social deviancy and youth anti-authoritarianism.
57

 Residents in overwhelmingly white 

southwest Houston also received an updated issue of the “Houston Educator” used two years 

earlier to attack Hattie Mae White, and which included a similar “busing” cartoon to attack CGS 

and had been updated to tie George Oser to Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).
58

 

 CSAE’s attacks on CGS illustrate the basic rules that structured local political discourse 

surrounding desegregation: support for anything other than “neighborhood schools” and 

“freedom of choice” could and probably would be connected to “busing,” which was politically 

poisonous. Indeed, none of the twenty-five candidates that year—five of whom were African 

American or Mexican American—came out in support of “busing,” and the vast majority 

explicitly denounced it. CGS endorsees largely followed these rules, and their stated positions on 

the issue often differed little from CSAE’s, i.e. they were committed to “neighborhood schools” 

and would fight “busing.” At one point they even indulged popular confusion (or denial) over 

Judge Connally’s invalidation of free choice and promised to “save ‘Freedom of Choice’ to the 

maximum extent allowed by law,” that final qualification being crucial. Beyond simply checking 

off those rhetorical boxes, CGS slate members distinguished themselves from conservative 

candidates by vaguely claiming that integration in HISD had been inadequate or, in the cases of 

Leon Everett and Eleanor Tinsley, even going so far as to express explicit support for “zoning” 

and “pairing.” Indeed, the injection of “zoning” into local desegregation discourse especially 

highlighted the underlying absurdity and racism of much integration talk. CSAE members and 

candidates celebrated the “neighborhood school” but vigorously opposed “zoning,” and even 
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CGS endorsees were hesitant to communicate too much support for the latter. Yet if 

“neighborhoods” and the schools that served them were defined by who lived nearest them, then 

“zoning” should have posed no threat. Indeed, “zoning” would have been a much surer way of 

guaranteeing the “neighborhood” character of schools than the freedom of choice policy which 

actually prevailed in HISD—unless, of course, something other than general proximity defined a 

“neighborhood school.” Like “freedom of choice,” “neighborhood schools” to many listeners 

communicated, if not “white, segregated schools,” then at least “as little integration as 

possible.”
59

 

 CGS’s conformity to the rhetorical rules above helped convince white moderates that 

they only sought to shift district desegregation policy far enough to ease federal pressure and 

defuse the issue, not take drastic steps to promote “racial balance,” another toxic trope. But what 

of the African American voters whose support was essential to any “liberal” candidate for public 

office? As an organization, most CGS members, especially the leading and active ones, were 

white and middle or upper income. Yet the organization also counted African Americans and 

Mexican Americans among its members and, more so than previous “liberal” school groups, 

even its board of directors.
60

 How much actual influence they held is unclear, but, at the very 

least, the moderate desegregation policy that the organization and its candidates endorsed was 

not cause for concern to most local blacks. Some understood that, regardless of their or CGS 
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members’ personal opinions of desegregation policy, fealty to the “neighborhood school” was 

virtually mandatory for anyone wanting to secure an HISD board seat. As well, as discussed in 

chapter 6, the sort of geographically based zoning policies that “neighborhood schools” 

ostensibly connoted had long been the primary desegregation policy goal among black 

Houstonians. Indeed, when news broke of the LDF’s “busing” plan in early 1969, Houston 

NAACP leaders, who were caught completely off-guard by the proposal, complained to the New 

York office that the filing threatened to undermine their current membership drive since, 

“Unfortunately, a large percentage of our Negro community does not agree with [“busing”], say 

nothing of the white community.” By contrast, branch leader C. Anderson Davis publicly praised 

the Justice Department’s motion calling for new tools like zoning and pairing.
61

  

 As much as any other factor, though, CGS won black support simply by virtue of 

representing a viable alternative to CSAE. Even in 1967, the Informer heartily endorsed George 

Oser along with Hattie Mae White and, articulating the widely felt frustration with board 

conservatives, asked its readers, “Doesn’t the sound of the phrase ‘Liberal Majority’ ring a good 

note in your ears?” With even more anxious enthusiasm, the paper wrote in November 1969 that 

the CGS-backed candidates “are our only hope for the education of our children.” Illustrating the 

importance of school board control within many black Houstonians’ vision of how to achieve 

greater equality and power in local schools, the weekly declared, “We cannot sit back and rely on 
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public opinion, or wait for the courts of justice to interpret the law of the land, to insure the 

children of Houston, Texas an adequate education.”
62

 

 Given African Americans’ deep distrust of CSAE, winning their support was not a 

significant challenge for CGS. However, simply striking a non-threatening posture on 

desegregation policy was not enough to convince whites who traditionally voted for 

conservatives either to switch their vote or stay home. Indeed, integration could easily lose the 

election for the “liberals,” but it was not going to win it for them. Instead, CGS hammered 

conservative trustees for what they claimed was a record of chronic mismanagement of HISD 

finances. Despite agreeing to accept some additional forms of federal aid in 1965, the HISD 

board had indeed struggled to keep district revenues in line with expenses. Voters in 1967 

approved a $46 million bond package to finish air conditioning all HISD schools as well as a 

hike in the tax assessment ratio to attract more teachers to the district by bringing salaries in line 

with national averages. When the board returned in May of 1969 to request another bond issue—

this one for school construction—and yet another assessment increase, voters rejected it by a 2-1 

margin. The board had already made a series of unpopular program cuts after the 1967 increase 

failed to match growing expenses, but none triggered as much public outcry as the elimination of 

HISD’s free kindergarten system, approved shortly after the failed 1969 tax election.
63
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Publicly managed kindergarten was still a relative novelty in Texas in 1969, and the 

availability of a tuition-free program had been a point of distinction for HISD, with one south 

Texas editorialist going so far as to call HISD’s kindergarten “the best example” of the 

program’s feasibility, saying it “[stood] virtually alone among the more than 1,350” school 

systems in the state.
64

 Locally, HISD’s free kindergarten enjoyed wide support, but, as CGS and 

others highlighted, the board’s decision appeared even more questionable in light of other recent 

financial actions. Most immediate was the decision just a few weeks earlier to appropriate an 

extra $25,000 to defend freedom of choice.
65

 Yet many if not most white Houstonians 

undoubtedly viewed that as money well-spent. More dubious was the conservatives’ decision in 

1966 to spend $6 million on a new administration building—or, as it came to be known, the “Taj 

Mahal on Richmond.” Liberal trustees and others assailed the building as an extravagant waste 

of district resources, blasting their colleagues’ approval of costly accoutrements like Italian 

marble bathroom counters, rosewood handrails, and walnut-finished doors. They likewise 

criticized the decision to locate the site at the intersection of Richmond and Wesleyan streets 

near the affluent and white River Oaks and Westheimer neighborhoods, arguing the location 
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disadvantaged poorer, typically minority parents who needed to file paperwork or wished to 

attend board meetings but lived further away.
66 

 

Between May and the November board election, CGS established themselves as free 

kindergarten’s most prominent advocates, calling for its restoration at public events and rallies, 

appearing before state legislators to request funding, running advertisements, and collecting 

petitions with thousands of signatures and submitting them to the school board. Still being 

constructed when the board began cutting programs and, most controversially, eliminated 

kindergarten, the Taj Mahal served to heighten the sense that CSAE-backed trustees were not, 

perhaps, as “conservative” on some matters as they claimed to be. CGS leaders and candidates 

debated the extent to which they sought to use the building as a cudgel (“It was like beating a 

dead horse,” Eleanor Tinsley later said), and it mostly served to complement their more forceful 

defense of free kindergarten. Conservative trustees eventually recognized their kindergarten 

decision was, at the very least, politically foolish, and in August they tried to ease popular 

backlash by reopening the program on a tuition basis, a decision that only served to stoke local 

anger. The Chronicle called the elimination of free kindergarten “a deplorable mistake” for 

which a tuition-based option was “no satisfactory substitute.” “The children who most need 

kindergarten—those from poorer homes,” the paper editorialized, “are the ones who get left out 

in the cold.” Indeed, attorneys with the Houston Legal Foundation soon filed a class action 

lawsuit for a local woman on behalf of her granddaughter, alleging the system created an unfair 

economic burden on her family and violated the equal protection clause. As the local Space City 
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News noted, the new economic hurdle also had a disparate racial impact. Nearly half of the 

20,000 students who used HISD’s free kindergarten the previous year were African American or 

Mexican American, but only 600 of the 6,000 enrolled in the tuition program were.
67

  

Possibly nothing better illustrates the significance of the kindergarten controversy to the 

1969 elections than CSAE candidates’ last-minute scrambling to contain the issue’s political 

fallout. Mere days before the election, the organization’s endorsees—none of whom were 

incumbents—wrote trustees and asked them to restore the free system. The measure passed by a 

3-2 vote, with liberal Gertrude Barnstone, the only consistent supporter of the free system, 

joining with CSAE endorsees Ed Franklin and Lois Cullen to support the motion. Their 

colleague Red McCullough continued to support the pay system, judging that the district was in 

no better shape financially than it had been when trustees concluded they had to charge tuition. 

Elvin Smith, a conservative appointee who had already developed a surprising independent 

streak from his erstwhile allies, focused on the vote’s patently obvious political intent. “I am 

ashamed of them” he said of the new candidates who wrote what he called “a raw political 

letter.” In what was neither the first nor last occasion someone compared the Houston school 

board to the Third Reich (but perhaps the first time that the board’s villainy was deemed greater, 

rather than just equivalent), he said of his former supporters in CSAE, “Hitler and Mussolini 
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never pulled anything like this.” Expectedly, CGS candidates joined Smith in decrying the 

political intentions of the vote. Eleanor Tinsley criticized “how far [CSAE] will go in playing 

politics with our children,” while Leon Everett touted his and his colleagues’ months of support 

for free kindergarten and cautioned voters that just one successful CSAE campaign would give 

the slate the four votes necessary to reverse themselves and once again require tuition.
68

 

While many parents were undoubtedly pleased that kindergarten had been resurrected, 

the failure of CSAE’s gambit became evident four days later. Every CGS-backed candidate was 

the top vote-getter in each of their races, with Eleanor Tinsley and George Oser securing 

majorities on the first ballot, winning by nearly 15 and 20 percent, respectively. More than 57 

percent of voters in predominantly black precincts cast their ballots for Tinsley, compared to a 

mere 2.5 percent for Tinsley’s CSAE-backed opponent, who ran strongest in southwest 

Houston’s white enclaves. Leon Everett and Leonard Robbins won comfortable pluralities but 

were forced to runoffs. Noting the bitterness of the general election and voter fatigue with “the 

continuous bickering and partisanship of the present board,” the Chronicle urged the remaining 

contenders to conduct the runoff “with dignity and fairness.” A week later, teachers in at least 

thirteen schools alleged that administrators were pressuring them to vote in favor of CSAE’s 

remaining candidates, in many cases attempting to blackmail teachers by threatening to transfer 

them for the sake of faculty integration (“I have never seen or heard of this type of political 

activity in a public school district in which I have had experience,” said the director of one of the 
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city’s two teacher associations).
69

 Two weeks later, Robbins and Everett each won runoffs 

against their CSAE opponents by margins of 15 and 13 percent. In a possible sign of just how 

much CGS benefited from Leon Everett’s presence on the slate, he and Leonard Robbins each 

claimed over 90 percent of the local black vote, which included a huge turnout far greater than 

for two white runoff challengers to conservative city councilmen. When the new board members 

were sworn into office on January 5, 1970, it was an historic moment in local educational 

politics: for the first time, a biracial, “liberal” alliance was in control of HISD policymaking. To 

what extent that would lead to policies that were different from previous boards remained to be 

seen.
70

 

Before the new board took office, HISD still had to comply with Judge Ben Connally’s 

January 1, 1970 deadline for a zoning or pairing plan to replace freedom of choice. Attorney Joe 

Reynolds ultimately submitted two proposals for Connally’s consideration: a primary one that 

called for the current freedom of choice policy to be retained, and an alternative “neighborhood 

zone” proposal. Reynolds assured the judge that HISD was not ignoring his directive to propose 

a replacement for freedom of choice but believed that more recent demographic data 

demonstrated the policy to be working effectively enough to meet compliance with Green, citing 

the presence of nearly 20,000 African Americans—approximately 25 percent of all black 

pupils—attending previously all-white schools (he failed to mention that several of those schools 

had transitioned to being completely black). If freedom of choice was in fact completely out of 
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the question, the district’s alternative “neighborhood zone” policy proposed to assign students to 

schools near their homes with “consideration…given to natural barriers, hazardous crossings, 

distances involved, and available classroom space,” while also promising to “give top priority to 

increased desegregation as a goal.”  Defining an “integrated” school as one in which majority 

race pupils made up no more than 90 percent of the student body—a standard Connally had 

previously accepted—district officials reported nine secondary and twenty-eight elementary 

schools to be “integrated” under free choice. The zoning plan was projected to yield twenty-eight 

integrated secondary schools and forty integrated elementary schools. HISD operated some 227 

schools at the time, meaning that, under the more effective zoning plan, 70 percent of schools 

would remain between 90 and 100 percent one race. “Under the neighborhood zone plan,” 

Reynolds assured the judge, “the only segregation which would exist would be de facto.”
71

 

Filed just days before the board’s new members took office and would presumably chart 

their own policy path, Reynolds’s filing elicited little fanfare. Still, in the context of the struggles 

over HISD desegregation policy, the proposal was a notable one. For the first time, the Houston 

school system signaled a willingness to establish a single, non-racial system of student 

assignment that, in a broad sense, approximated the sort of proximity-based zoning historically 

sought by most local black activists. Despite conservative school officials’ continuing professed 

dedication to freedom of choice, it showed that they (or at least, Reynolds) realized there was 

nowhere else to go. Yet just because the policy represented a break from the past did not mean 

its results also would. Indeed, while residential patterns would have kept at least some schools 
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effectively segregated under a zoning plan even at the time of Brown, conservative officials had 

over the last decade actively worked to reinforce residential segregation through their 

neighborhood-based construction program, which Reynolds had defended in court. Free choice 

was certainly still their and most white Houstonians’ number one desegregation policy 

preference, but a “neighborhood”-based plan was the next best option.  

Within the first few months of taking office in January 1970, the new board majority 

worked to assume a less obstructionist posture towards district desegregation policy than had 

prevailed under CSAE. Just a few days after the runoff, George Oser told the press that longtime 

segregationist HISD attorney Joe Reynolds “should be fired” if he fails to back the new board, 

adding, “Frankly, I hope he resigns.” Oser got his wish two days later, though Reynolds 

continued to work the Ross case until February. At that time, the board hired a new firm that 

delegated the district’s desegregation matters to attorney W. James Kronzer, who oversaw the 

desegregation of the Houston Bar Association in 1965. After consulting with Kronzer on 

February 5, 1970, the board directed administrators to rezone Reynolds’s neighborhood plan to 

increase elementary school integration; continue periodically to make revisions as new census 

info became available; eliminate discrimination in any extracurricular activities; and make 

recommendations on the possibility of closing under-enrolled schools. Most controversial was an 

order to reassign principals and teachers to boost district-wide faculty integration in fall 1970. 

With the exception of that final point, the new directives did not signal a significant shift in 

desegregation policy so much as evince a generally greater willingness to implement such 

policies without direct federal command. Even that was too much for some Houstonians. Within 
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two weeks, anonymous callers were phoning George Oser’s home and telling him, “Your 

children will never grow up to be adults in this town.”
72

  

After retooling Reynolds’s zoning proposal, the new school board filed its own 

alternative integration plan with Connally’s office in March 1970. Technically, the board filed 

four different plans. Undoubtedly hoping to save political face, they directed Kronzer to keep 

both of Reynolds’s January plans before the court, including freedom of choice. Along with 

those, Kronzer filed two new, separate proximity-based zoning proposals: an equidistant zoning 

plan and a geographic capacity plan. 

While still bounded by proximity, the differences between the equidistant and geographic 

proposals illustrate the potential variation that could exist within “zoning” desegregation 

policies—or “busing” or “pairing,” for that matter. Under the equidistant zoning plan, which 

Kronzer called “the absolute neighborhood plan,” attendance zones were to be drawn equidistant 

between each school, and students would be assigned to whatever school was closest to their 

home, irrespective of physical barriers like highways or bodies of water. Should the zones as 

drawn push a school’s enrollment over capacity, the boundary lines would be adjusted to 

reassign excess students into the nearest under-enrolled school. The geographic capacity plan 

was likewise based on proximity, but it accounted for natural boundaries and made student 

assignments by first determining the capacity of a given school and then drawing a zone large 

enough to fill the school. In both plans, zones were to be drawn non-discriminatorily, and 

students could only transfer out of their assigned school as part of a majority-to-minority 
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transfer, in which they voluntarily agreed to enroll in the next closest school where they would 

be in the racial minority. The district would provide free transportation to all students choosing 

such an option, and, if the school to which they sought to transfer was already filled, the district 

would force the student of the majority race who lived “fartherest away from the school nearest 

his residence but closest to another school” to transfer to that other school.
73

 

Unlike every other plan before Judge Connally, HISD’s included no long-distance 

reassignment of students (i.e. “busing”) to promote integration, nor did their proposals 

recommend any schools be paired with one another. No substantive steps were proposed to 

counter Houston’s lingering legacy of residential segregation. Each of HISD’s new plans would 

certainly increase integration, but, as Kronzer accurately emphasized after explaining each to the 

public, “The salient point of these two plans” was there would be “no forced transportation 

between zones” and the “preservation of the neighborhood school concept.”
74

 

Contrary to Connally’s directions the previous July, none of HISD’s plans had been 

crafted in cooperation with TEDTAC. Although district officials met with TEDTAC 

representatives, the agency ended up submitting a separate desegregation plan crafted essentially 

without any HISD involvement. Agency officials visited every HISD school in the fall of 1969, 

meeting with principals and reviewing school attendance and capacity data; but, since the district 

apparently failed to maintain adequate records on individual student ethnicity and residence 

under freedom of choice, the agency could not make any confident zoning recommendations. 

Nonetheless, they submitted their own zoning and pairing proposal with the primary aim of 

eliminating all majority black schools. The plan’s pairing and zoning recommendations still left 
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thirteen elementary schools entirely black, which the agency suggested be remedied by pairing 

and “busing” them with all-white schools located in southwest Houston. They also recommended 

the closure of under-capacity schools and the conversion of all but one of the district’s 

combination junior-senior high schools into either junior highs or senior highs.
75

 

HISD’s new board majority joined their conservative predecessors in opposing the 

TEDTAC proposal, but, as was true before, the cause of greatest concern was the LDF’s 

“busing” plan. Echoing a common argument among school district attorneys in desegregation 

cases, Kronzer privileged the value of local expertise and dismissed the proposal as “purely a 

computerized undertaking by persons with no actual knowledge or experience” of Houston.
76

 

The antagonism was mutual. In what was one the boldest briefs ever filed on behalf of the Ross 

plaintiffs, LDF lawyers attacked both of HISD’s new proposals (to say nothing of freedom of 

choice or Reynolds’s zoning plan) as ineffective and disingenuous. The LDF criticized particular 

facets of each HISD plan, but the basic thrust of their argument was that school districts were 

legally required to ensure that the makeup of individual student bodies approximated the ratio of 

blacks to whites in the district as a whole, which in the case of HISD students was 67 percent 

white and 33 percent black. While the Fund had previously conceded that logistical issues made 

this impossible in HISD, they nonetheless argued that the court was obligated to select the 

components from each of the plans under consideration—not just the LDF’s—that would bring 

the district closest to this goal. Green required school districts “to disestablish every vestige of 

school segregation,” including so-called de facto forms based on patterns of residential 
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segregation that, in the case of Houston, they argued were partly sustained and shaped by official 

board policy. “If the equal protection clause does not enjoin those who discriminated in the past 

(through school site selection, state encouraged if not mandated housing segregation and 

compulsory racial segregation) to undo the effects of such discrimination,” they wrote, “then the 

right assured black children rests on quicksand.” Students previously were bused past schools 

located closer to their homes to preserve segregation, so now using that same means to undo that 

segregation was not just permissible but “particularly appropriate.” In a passage that cut through 

the inherent limitations of the “neighborhood school” system supported by the new board 

majority, the LDF dismissed both of HISD’s new plans as “nothing more than an attempt to 

engraft a purportedly non-racial pupil assignment system upon a school system which has never 

escaped the taint of the dual school approach.” The only way to overcome that taint and ensure 

that families would not simply relocate to another part of the city to live in a different, less 

integrated school zone was “to destroy the incentive” through a student assignment policy that 

transported students into different neighborhoods.
77

 

Connally had none of it. “If the premise on which this plan is accepted,” the judge wrote 

of the Fund’s argument that every student body must resemble the ethnic makeup of the entire 

district, “then the plaintiff’s plan affords a reasonably efficient way to achieve this result. I am 

unable, however, to accept this premise,” he stated, emphasizing that he was “unalterably 

opposed” to requiring such a ratio unless a higher court directed him to do so. Educational 

quality was determined by more than “the body count” at a student’s school, and the annual 

expenses demanded by such a plan would be better spent on recruiting more talented teachers 

and upgrading facilities than, in what could fairly be described as a minimization of the plan’s 
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projected effectiveness, “increasing ever so slightly the Negro-to-white ratio in a few specific 

schools.” Busing children as many as ten miles away when they have a school within two blocks 

of home would not only anger white and black families alike, the judge argued, but the plaintiffs 

had failed to specify how the district was to select those students who would have to be 

transported (Connally wondered if their names might be “drawn in public from a goldfish 

bowl”). Despite initially expressing favor towards the Justice Department’s proposal in his July 

1969 statement, the judge also discarded the DOJ proposal as too incomplete and similar to the 

better-developed TEDTAC proposal and Reynolds’s neighborhood zoning plan as no longer 

being advocated by any party in the case. Out of professional obligation, he also ruled out 

freedom of choice.
78

  

This left the TEDTAC proposal and HISD’s equidistant zoning and geographic capacity 

plans. TEDTAC’s plan would achieve the most integration of the three, but Connally argued that 

pairing and busing respectively carried the serious disadvantages of disrupting the established 

grade structures and curriculum within schools and the previously described inconveniences and 

financial and logistical burdens of long-distance transportation. The geographic capacity plan 

eliminated these issues but, in allowing for boundary lines to be adjusted for natural barriers, 

potentially gave school boards the means to diminish integration through ostensibly race-neutral 

gerrymandering. In HISD’s case, Connally was more concerned that such a plan would leave the 

district vulnerable to charges of such duplicity, not that the board would actually use it to such 

ends. Nonetheless, the equidistant zoning plan, which did not take barriers into account, did not 

carry this liability and achieved virtually the same amount of integration. Displaying the sort of 

familiarity with local circumstances that both the previous and new board majorities appreciated, 

Connally noted that he understood the equidistant plan as proposing boundaries be drawn “as the 
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crow flies,” and he expressed concern that downtown Houston’s winding Buffalo Bayou would 

inhibit the accessibility of certain schools for students. Noting that children are “not required to 

swim or fly to school,” he specified that exceptions could be made for children zoned into a 

school on the opposite side of the bayou but for whom actual road travel would be longer than to 

the nearest school on the same side as their home. Likewise, he declared that the school board 

still had authority to grant transfers for “entirely legitimate reasons,” such as a need for special 

facilities for handicapped children or a particular course of study, like vocational or “gifted” 

programs, not found at a student’s assigned school. Consequently, Connally ordered Kronzer and 

HISD to devise an equidistant plan to be implemented in September and ordered the district to 

staff every school faculty at no more than a 5 percent variance of the overall district 

representation of 68 percent white and 32 percent white. This policy, discussed more in chapter 

6, became known as the Singleton Ratio.
79

 

Given the invalidation of freedom of choice and the legal imperative that a desegregation 

plan was constitutional only if it was reasonably effective, Connally had given HISD one of the 

most lenient integration orders for which the district could have hoped. Locally, though, the most 

vocal critics of the plan were not integration supporters but white conservatives, including the 

CSAE-endorsed board minority, who unsuccessfully pushed to appeal the decision to the Fifth 

Circuit Court.
80

 Despite the CSAE-endorsees’ failure, white conservatives soon got their wish for 

an appeal, though it came from LDF lawyers who unsurprisingly filed one on June 15. In what 

might have been a crucial road not traveled for school desegregation in Houston, the LDF also 

unsuccessfully appealed Connally’s rejection of a Fund motion to determine the extent to which 

“governmentally required and encouraged housing segregation” was to blame for segregation in 
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HISD. Regardless, with irony that testified to CGS’s success, for good or ill, in navigating 

desegregation to a political middle ground, the conservative Tribune weekly took some heart that 

the LDF refused to let the case die: “Strangely enough, it may be that it is a good thing the 

NAACP took this appeal.”
81

 

 

As the final two chapters illustrate, the Fifth Circuit did not completely affirm Connally’s 

order, and judges and school officials over the next decade periodically made adjustments to 

district desegregation policy, some of them significant. In the end, though, the judge’s May 1970 

ruling had solidified HISD’s basic approach to school desegregation for the remainder of the 

Ross lawsuit. In Houston, desegregation would be accomplished through a mixture of proximity-

based student zoning, voluntary integrative transfers, and statistically integrated faculty 

assignments. How African Americans responded to those policies was inseparable from the 

calculations black leaders made concerning their loyalty to the liberal biracial coalition, which, 

after nearly two decades, had finally defeated CSAE and installed a biracial majority to the 

school board. Memories of CSAE’s campaign of practical segregation and their bitter rivalry 

with Hattie Mae White remained at the fore of many blacks’ consciousness, even as they began 

to question the new CGS-led board and some of the desegregation policies they advocated. Still, 

the beginning of HISD’s first reassignment-based student desegregation policy triggered a much 

more immediate reaction from “white” Houstonians. That was to be expected. Yet the beginning 

of school in the fall of 1970 raised an issue that had received scant attention from most 

Houstonians over the previous fifteen years and which probably few residents expected to 

explode with such fervor. Were the city’s Mexican American residents, who were more likely to 
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live near African Americans and be integrated into black schools than Anglos, “white”? Legally, 

the answer had always been “yes.” But beneath that formal whiteness lie a more complicated 

historical reality, one which now moved to the center of HISD’s struggle over desegregation.
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CHAPTER 5 

 

Mexican Americans, Whiteness, and Desegregation Policy 

 

in the Houston Independent School District 

 

 

The desegregation policy that the Houston Independent School District (HISD) 

implemented in 1970 was a milestone in the city’s decades-long struggle over how to dismantle 

its dual system of legally “black-white” education. For the first time, district administrators 

actively reassigned students to new schools rather than simply open up campuses to those pupils 

who were historically excluded from them. The school board was not controlled by allies of the 

conservative Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE), who for years had worked to 

undermine integration through a careful campaign of practical segregation. Yet possibly most 

significant of all was how HISD’s 1970 integration plan prompted the entry of a new group into 

the public debate surrounding Houston’s desegregation policies: the 150,000 Houstonians of 

Hispanic descent, the vast majority of them Mexican Americans.
1
  

As others have shown, the desegregation policies HISD implemented in 1970 brought 

Houston’s decade-and-a-half long struggle over integration into a direct collision with the 

burgeoning Chicano movement.
2
 A socially diverse surge in political activism and ethnic 
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consciousness among Mexican-origin people in the United States, the Chicano movement was 

part of a long line of efforts to obtain greater political, social, and economic security for Mexican 

Americans. Though shaped by those earlier efforts (and in many ways, still pursuing the same 

basic goals), many Mexican American activists rejected earlier generations’ belief that 

assimilation into mainstream (white) American society and culture offered the best path to 

community empowerment. Through political action and artistic production, activists and 

supporters worked to oppose the historical denigration of Mexican culture and ethnic Mexican 

people in the U. S., celebrating and demanding respect for the use of the Spanish language; 

rejecting Anglo-defined norms of physical beauty; and, particularly in schools, calling for more 

and fairer representations of ethnic Mexican historical figures. As new activists rose to 

prominence and many traditional middle class leaders became more militant, the Chicano 

movement manifested in forms like protests against the Vietnam War and police brutality, 

successful propulsion of Mexican Americans to public office, and campaigns for fair 

employment. As is true of any social movement, the Chicano movement was defined not by total 

unanimity of its participants but a fruitful relative unity that prevailed despite lingering 

disagreements and divisions along lines of class, gender, skin tone, and political ideology. By the 

new 1970s and ‘80s, that activism had helped secure new rights and public visibility for Mexican 

Americans, who became an increasingly powerful political force in the American Southwest.
3
  

                                                                                                                                                             
factual inaccuracies and mischaracterizations and should not be trusted. Also, rather than attempt to draw 

chronological or ideological distinctions between who did and did not constitute a “Chicano” activist, I use the more 

broadly applicable term “Mexican American” to refer to movement participants and other people of Mexican 

descent. However, because the ideals and actions that have come to be known be associated with the Chicano 

movement inevitably influenced even those who may not have identified with the label “Chicano,” I retain the use of 

“Chicano movement” to describe this period of Mexican American activism in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
3
 On the Chicano movement generally, see F. Arturo Rosales, Chicano!: The History of the Mexican American Civil 

Rights Movement (Houston: Arte Público Press, 1996), and Juan Gómez-Quiñones, Chicano Politics: Reality and 

Promise, 1940-1990 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1990). 
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In Houston, one of the earliest and most significant manifestations of the political 

militancy undergirding the Chicano movement occurred in the fall of 1970, in what at the time 

was perhaps the largest, best-coordinated political mobilization in the history of Houston’s ethnic 

Mexican community. A cross-section of Mexican American activists, families, students, and 

others joined together to challenge the classification of Mexican Americans as “white” for 

integration purposes in the Houston school system, with their central target being the “pairing” 

of some two dozen mostly African American and Mexican American elementary schools under 

the pretenses of “black-white” integration. Spearheaded by an upstart organization known as the 

Mexican American Education Council (MAEC), the centerpiece of the protest was a two-week-

long boycott of local schools in which some 3,500 students participated at its peak. Boycotting 

students attended a series of makeshift community schools known as the huelga (“strike”) 

schools, or huelgas. There, local people volunteered time and resources as part of an effort to 

pressure HISD to devise an alternative integration plan and implement broader reforms aimed at 

empowering Mexican Americans throughout the Houston school system, be they students, 

aspiring teachers or administrators, or otherwise.
4
  

This protest, which continued sporadically for the next two years, has already received 

detailed examination elsewhere, much of it influenced by Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr.’s definitive 

2001 work, Brown, Not White: School Integration and the Chicano Movement in Houston. The 

present chapter benefits greatly from these useful considerations of local Mexican American 

activists and their tactics, goals, divisions, and relative successes and failures. Rather than 

recapitulate these largely useful examinations of Mexican American activism in Houston in these 

years, this chapter offers a more thorough consideration of the desegregation policies that 

                                                 
4
 Frank Davis, “Schools Open Calmly; 3,500 Latins Absent,” Houston Post, September 1,1970, p. 1, 9.  San Miguel, 

Brown, Not White. 
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spurred that protest, as well as their place within a longer history of Mexican American 

segregation and desegregation in Houston.
5
  

The desegregation policies that HISD implemented in 1970 and Mexican Americans’ 

reaction to them cannot be fully understood apart from Mexican Americans’ historically liminal 

position within the racial hierarchy of twentieth century Houston. In the wake of the Civil War, 

white Houston leaders created a legal architecture of white supremacy that reflected the city’s 

legacy of black chattel slavery. Continued subjugation of people of African descent—i.e. those 

considered “black”—was the paramount concern within this system, which rested partly on the 

restriction of certain public spaces to those considered to be “white.” Today, Mexican Americans 

and people of Hispanic descent more broadly are an ever-present part of Houston’s social and 

cultural fabric. As of 2016, more than a million (45 percent) of the city of Houston’s 2.3 million 

residents are estimated to be of Hispanic descent, including 134,000 school age children who 

comprise more than 62 percent of students enrolled in HISD. Yet while people of Mexican 

extraction have been present in Houston since the city’s founding, their prevalence relative to 

Anglos and African Americans is a more recent phenomenon—indeed, census records indicate 

more Harris County residents in 1880 had been born in Scandinavia than in Mexico. Compared 

to communities in South and West Texas, where Tejanos and Mexicans were much more 

prevalent, Houston’s historically small Mexican-origin population made the segregation and 

                                                 
5
 Though not without limitations (which the rest of this chapter addresses), Brown, Not White’s portrait of local 

Mexican American activism in the late 1960s and early ‘70s is still unmatched. San Miguel is especially adept at 

highlighting the evolving relationships among local Mexican American activists, and his evaluation of the protest’s 

accomplishments and shortcomings is generally insightful. Brian Behnken situates Houston’s Mexican American 

protest within a thoughtful comparative study of the extent and limits of Mexican American and African American 

cooperation in Texas during the civil rights movement. While portions of this chapter are critical of Behnken’s 

account of HISD desegregation policy, his overall work has proven very helpful to this entire project. See works 

cited at footnote 2 above. Other, briefer accounts of this moment in Houston’s school desegregation process to 

which this chapter especially is credited, even despite some interpretive differences, include Richard R. Valencia, 

Chicano Students and the Courts: The Mexican American Legal Struggle for Educational Equality (New York: New 

York University Press, 2008), 64-66; and de León, Ethnicity in the Sunbelt, 185-91. 
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oppression of ethnic Mexicans a relatively lower priority for white city leaders. Consequently, 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Houston were considered “white” for segregation 

purposes, providing them at least theoretical access to public spaces otherwise cut off from black 

Houstonians, including the legally white schools of the Houston Independent School District. 

Yet beneath legal whiteness was a more complicated reality in which ethnic Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans were still subject to racism, discrimination, and, indeed, segregation, 

including in HISD.
6
 

The first portion of this chapter thus overviews the development of “Anglo-Mexican” 

segregation in the Houston school system to provide context for the debates over desegregation 

that ensued in the 1970s. Given that racially based segregation of Anglo and Mexican-origin 

pupils was illegal in Texas, public schools officials often failed to articulate explicitly what if 

any practices served to keep these two groups of students apart. As a result, untangling the 

policies and forces that served to separate the two groups is often difficult, especially in places 

like Houston, where Anglo-Mexican separation was a decidedly secondary priority to Anglo-

black separation. Indeed, compared to the dual system of “black-white” segregation that Houston 

school officials methodically constructed and maintained for the better part of a century, Anglo-

Mexican segregation emerged on a more ad hoc and fluid basis. The vast majority of Mexican 

                                                 
6
 Roughly 33 percent (751,000) of Houston’s population in 2016 was estimated to be specifically of Mexican 

descent, accounting for 73 percent of all Hispanics. 2016 American Community Survey (1-year estimates), Total 

Population; Hispanic or Latino; and Hispanic or Latino by Specific Origin, in Houston City (of Houston-The 

Woodlands-Sugar Land), prepared by Social Explorer (accessed September 19, 2017). Houston Independent School 

District (HISD), Facts and Figures, 2015-2016, available online. United States Census Bureau, Place of Birth 

(Foreign Born Population), Harris County, Texas, 1880, prepared with Social Explorer (accessed November 14, 

2017). The best account of how Mexicans and Mexican Americans negotiated legal and customary racism in pre-

World War II Houston can be found in Tyina L. Steptoe, Houston Bound: Culture and Color in a Jim Crow City 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2016), one of the chief strengths of which is Steptoe’s 

concern for contextualizing ethnic Mexicans’ experiences with those of other people not considered “white.” For 

other useful works that focus exclusively on Houstonians of Mexican-origin, see de León, Ethnicity in the Sunbelt; 

F. Arturo Rosales, “Mexicans in Houston: The Struggle to Survive, 1908-1975,” Houston Review, vol. 3, no. 2 

(Summer 1981), 224-48; and Thomas H. Kreneck, Del Pueblo: A History of Houston’s Hispanic Community 

(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2012). 
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and Mexican American students schooled in HISD through the 1960s received abbreviated 

educations from poorly trained teachers in facilities that were worse-equipped than the average 

Anglo “white” school. At the same time, legal whiteness sometimes provided Mexican American 

children the chance to be educated alongside Anglo children when it intersected with other, 

typically intertwined factors that influenced the political economy of local Mexican Americans, 

including skin tone, class, English-speaking skills, and residence.  

The last of these, which was virtually always bound up with the others, was likewise 

especially crucial for how Mexican Americans in Houston experienced desegregation. Historians 

have rightly highlighted how the desegregation policies HISD implemented in 1970 placed a 

disproportionate, unjust, and counterproductive share of the “white” portion of “black-white” 

integration on local Mexican Americans. Less useful is the prevailing narrative that that reality 

resulted from little more than local school officials’ plotting to thwart federal desegregation 

mandates by exploiting Mexican Americans’ legal whiteness. Instead, the impact of the 1970 

integration plan was rooted in the intersection of multiple currents of power, some of them 

operating with greater but still potent subtlety than has normally been acknowledged.  

The foundation of the desegregation policies that HISD proposed in 1970 and federal 

judges consistently approved was the same sort of proximity-based (“neighborhood”) zoning that 

school districts across the American South advocated in the late 1960s and early ‘70s in order to 

avoid “busing,” i.e. the use of district-sponsored transportation to break the connection between 

segregated residential demography and local school populations. Like countless other school 

systems in the urban South, HISD promoted such policies knowing they would likely achieve 

significant integration gains only in schools located between legally black populations and 

legally white ones. In Houston as elsewhere, such borderlands were typically found in lower or 
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middle income areas in older sections of the city. Though legally “white,” Mexican Americans 

were nonetheless subject to a history of racism and discrimination in local housing, employment, 

and education, which made them far more likely to live in such borderlands than Anglos. The 

legal whiteness that masked that history and diminished concerns for HISD’s desegregation 

policies’ impact on Mexican Americans was rooted in the much deeper black-white binary of 

local racial discourse that had prevailed since slavery and informed the first fourteen years of the 

Ross v. HISD lawsuit. In that sense, HISD officials in 1970 knowingly proposed a weak 

desegregation policy, but the factors that made it weak were far less innovative than has 

normally been suggested. 

 

When Texas leaders gathered in 1875 to replace the state constitution passed six years 

earlier under the influence of Radical Republicans, the vision of white supremacy they enshrined 

in the new document centered on the subjugation of people of African descent. In the realm of 

education, this impulse was translated into section 7 of the document’s seventh article: “Separate 

schools shall be provided for the white and colored children, and impartial provision shall be 

made for both.”
7
 Segregation statues passed over the next few decades repeatedly confirmed that, 

at least legally, “whites” referred to anyone not of African descent, including ethnic Mexicans. In 

that sense, even by the standards of Texas’s white supremacist constitution, segregation of 

Mexican-origin pupils on the basis of “race” or national origin was unconstitutional.
8
 However, 

                                                 
7
 Constitution of the State of Texas Adopted by the Constitutional Convention Begun and Held at the City of Austin 

on the Sixth Day of September, 1875, Official (Galveston, 1875) (“Separate schools” quotation on 14). On education 

and politics in Reconstruction Texas, see Carl. H. Moneyhon, “Public Education and Texas Reconstruction Politics, 

1871-1874,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly, vol. 92, no. 3 (January 1989), 393-416. 
8
 Neil Foley, “Becoming Hispanic: Mexican Americans and the Faustian Pact with Whiteness,” in Neil Foley, ed., 

Reflexiones 1997: New Directions in Mexican American Studies (Austin: Center for Mexican American Studies, 

University of Texas at Austin, 1998) 53-70 (esp. 61-62). 
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anti-Mexican racism was still a fixture among most Anglo Texans, and the segregation of 

“white” and “Mexican” pupils became pervasive at the local level. 

Usually, the stated basis for that segregation was language. When Texas began 

developing its first formal public school system in the wake of the Civil War, there was no 

detailed or enforceable statewide policy relating to whether and how educators might use 

languages other than English to instruct a widely dispersed student population that included 

concentrations of German, Czech, Polish, and Mexican immigrants. Local educators and officials 

were thus left to use other languages as a pedagogical tool however they saw fit. As a result, 

ethnically separate and locally operated schoolhouses that utilized a protean form of bilingual 

education cropped up across the state in the mid and late nineteenth century. From the 1880s 

through 1920s, a combination of factors led to bilingual instruction being de-emphasized (and 

eventually, criminalized) in Texas schools and replaced by “English-Only” education. As 

historian Carlos Blanton notes, this shift was partly an outgrowth of new pedagogical theories 

that the best means of learning a new language was to refrain from any use of one’s native 

tongue. Yet this shift came about just as American nativism was ascendant in the lead-up to 

World War I and as Texas’s ethnic Mexican population underwent rapid growth. Consequently, 

for Mexican-origin pupils, English-only instruction became the centerpiece of a curriculum that 

emphasized a subtractive form of “Americanization” over any other educational goal. As 

Blanton notes, “Education…perpetuated the existence of a predetermined and racially defined 

underclass by identifying language difference as the focus of all schooling.”
9
 As language 

differences nurtured white racialization of ethnic Mexicans, so too did the purported need for 

                                                 
9
 Blanton borrows from historians Guadalupe San Miguel and Richard Valencia to describe subtractive 

Americanization as aimed at replacing all traces of an immigrant’s native culture with purportedly “American” 

values and practices, as opposed to more positive forms of additive Americanization that accepted partial retention 

of an immigrant’s culture. Carlos Kevin Blanton, The Strange Career of Bilingual Education in Texas, 1836-1981 

(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2004), 13-89 (“Education here perpetuated” quotation on 69). 
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specialized English-only instruction become a cover for school districts that wished to promote 

“white-Mexican” segregation for non-pedagogical reasons. As one University of Texas 

researcher observed of Mexican segregation in 1930, “Public sentiment rather than pedagogical 

wisdom seems often to be” the real reason for “segregation and the inferior school facilities 

frequently—though not always—associated with it.”
10

  

Local conditions ultimately determined the extent of “white-Mexican” segregation in a 

given community. To be sure, most districts maintained at least some degree of white-Mexican 

segregation, even if it was limited to certain grades or implemented at the classroom rather than 

campus level. Nonetheless, a look across the vast Lone Star State and its then nearly 1300 school 

districts and roughly 250 counties in the first half of the twentieth century would not find a 

single, rigidly defined structure of “white-Mexican” segregation analogous to the dual black-

white system, but a range of local policies and practices that determined what public educational 

spaces would be available to Mexican-origin pupils. In some cases, Mexican-origin students 

were kept apart from whites through every grade and given schools as poorly equipped as the 

state’s worst black schools. In others, there was no evident white-Mexican segregation 

whatsoever. One researcher found a district that assigned Mexican students to the legally black 

school if they lived further away from the white school. In those districts that provided 

segregated “Mexican” schools only up to a certain grade level, particular students might be 

allowed to matriculate into white secondary schools, or Mexican-origin education might just 

effectively end at that point.
11

  

                                                 
10

 Wilson Little, Spanish-Speaking Children in Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1944), 60-61. Herschel T. 

Manuel, The Education of Mexican and Spanish-Speaking Students in Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1930), 61, 76-77 (“public sentiment” quote on 76). 
11

 Guadalupe San Miguel Jr., “Let All of Them Take Heed”: Mexican Americans and the Campaign for Educational 

Equality in Texas, 1910-1981 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1987), 54-55. Blanton, Strange 

Career of Bilingual Education, 70-71. For two useful portraits of the range of practices used to separate “white” and 

“Mexican” pupils, see Manuel, Education of Mexican and Spanish-Speaking Children in Texas, 10, 70-75, 82; and 
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White-Mexican segregation emerged in the Houston public school system over the first 

half of the twentieth century, to the point that roughly a dozen of HISD’s 144 schools at the time 

of Brown were identifiably Mexican American.
12

 However, whereas school officials in the wake 

of the Civil War systematically created and maintained an artifice of total “black-white” 

separation in local schools, Mexican-origin students came to be segregated from Anglos through 

a more gradual and multi-causal process that reflected their intermediate position within 

Houston’s racial hierarchy. Identifying the particular policies or practices that fostered instances 

of white-Mexican separation, and the relative influence of each, is markedly more difficult than 

is true of white-black separation.
13

 To the extent that HISD had any “white-Mexican” 

segregation policy, it was a generally fluid and haphazard one. To be sure, Anglos, including 

school officials, were hardly eager to have white children attend the same school with Mexicans 

and Mexican Americans. Nonetheless, keeping their children apart from ethnic Mexican pupils 

was a lower priority than was keeping them away from African Americans. 

The clearest example of Mexican segregation in HISD unfolded at Lorenzo de Zavala 

Elementary, a school that unsurprisingly attracted more anti-segregation protest over the years 

than any other identifiably Mexican American school. In 1920, adjacent Harrisburg school 

                                                                                                                                                             
Little, Spanish-Speaking Children in Texas (school districts and 254 counties on 11-13). Texas had 249 counties in 

1912 and 254, the current number, as early as the 1940s. Galveston-Dallas News, Texas Almanac and State 

Industrial Guide for 1912 (Galveston and Dallas, 1912), 249. Cal Jillson, Texas Politics: Governing the Lone Star 

State, 5
th
 ed. (New York: Routledge, 2015), 244. 

12
 Very little data on Mexican American enrollment in HISD is available prior to 1968, especially at the campus 

level. The approximation here is based off broad comments from district administrators in 1956 and 1963. Marie 

Dauplaise, “Schools Give Children Too Little, Too Late,” Houston Chronicle, December 3, 1958, p. 1, 19 (esp. 19). 

“Need for Second Language Pointed Up,” Houston Chronicle, October 20, 1963, s. 6, p. 1. The 144 schools comes 

from one reference to the number of schools in 1954-55, the first school year after Brown. See “No. of Schools,” 

notecard, plastic brown notecard box, box 26, Houston Independent School District Collection (hereinafter HISD 

Collection), Houston Metropolitan Research Center, Houston, Texas (hereinafter HMRC).  
13

 For one, Rangel and Alcala highlight how traditional documents like board meeting minutes and official school 

records often failed to acknowledge when school officials used district policy to segregate an ethnic Mexican school. 

Even explicit references to “Mexican schools” could be interpreted to mean a school located in a Mexican American 

neighborhood and thus “naturally” had an all-Mexican American student body. Jorge C. Rangel and Carlos M. 

Alcala, “Project Report: De Jure Segregation of Chicanos in Texas Schools,” Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties 

Law Review, vol. 7, no. 2 (March 1972), 307-91 (esp. 357). 
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district established the “Mexican School” that became de Zavala, situating it across a set of 

railroad tracks from nearby white Magnolia Park Elementary, later renamed Franklin 

Elementary. A fragmentary and at times unclear source base indicates that Mexican families who 

lived near the proposed school site had requested a new school for their neighborhood, but 

Harrisburg school officials, concerned that Spanish-speaking students were retarding the 

progress of white students, decided to open it as a segregated Mexican school focused on 

language instruction (while Harrisburg had one hundred Mexican pupils at the time, none of its 

teachers spoke Spanish). Mexican parents who lived closer to the Magnolia Park school 

protested and refused to enroll their children at the Mexican School, prompting a stand-off that 

reportedly led to the involvement of the local Mexican consulate. Several ethnic Mexican 

families ultimately transferred their children to nearby private schools out of protest, but roughly 

fifty students attended the Mexican School by 1922. After HISD annexed the Harrisburg district 

in 1927, they renamed the school for the Texas Revolution icon Lorenzo de Zavala, who had 

lived in the Harrisburg area, and continued to operate the school as, in the words of an official 

1930 district report, “an elementary school for Mexican children.” A history of the school from a 

few years later notes that HISD staff at the school emphasized “oral English, health, and 

citizenship,” a reflection of how traditional educational concerns often took a backseat in such 

schools to Americanization, as well as possibly racist preoccupations with the hygiene of dark-

skinned people.
14

  

                                                 
14

 My description of the events surrounding the creation of the Harrisburg Mexican School is basically an attempt to 

reconcile two different versions, found in an official HISD history of the school and later interviews conducted with 

local residents. Lynne W. Denison and L. L. Pugh, Houston Public School Buildings – Their History and Location 

(1936) (“oral English” quotation), available at Houston Public Library; Juan Carlos Hernandez, interviews with Juan 

Torres, March 21, 1980 and November 29, 1978, translated by Holly Vernon, transcript, p. 1-2, 33-34, HMRC; 

Refugio Gómez, oral history interview, March 24, 1980, transcript, HMRC; “Citizens Protest Against Building of 

Mexican School,” Houston Chronicle, March 1, 1920, p. 2; “Schools of Houston District Show an Increase of 2200 

in Attendance on Opening Day,” Houston Chronicle, September 18, 1923, p. 1. “The Building Program of the 

Houston Independent School District,” in Houston Independent School District, A Review of Work and Progress in 
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HISD took control of de Zavala on the eve of a period of civic and social maturation in 

Houston’s ethnic Mexican community, when a new generation of native-born leaders emerged 

from the city’s small but growing Mexican American middle class. More than their predecessors, 

this generation prioritized integration into mainstream American society and culture and 

embraced a bicultural identity as “Mexican American” or “Latin American,” as opposed to 

strictly “Mexican.”
15

 One manifestation of that impulse was multiple efforts by local Mexican 

American leaders in the 1930s and ‘40s to integrate de Zavala. Six months after its November 

1934 founding, the local Council #60 of the League of United Latin American Citizens 

(LULAC) asked the board to allow Anglos to attend de Zavala, arguing that doing so would 

promote the Americanization of the school’s students. The school board responded that de 

Zavala “had never been restricted to any particular nationality by any action of the Houston 

School Board,” and the superintendent said Anglos were free to attend the school. A year later, 

the de Zavala PTA renewed the protest, complaining to the board that segregation and the 

material inequities it had fostered were the root cause of their children’s “slow progress” in 

school, while also demanding more facilities and playground space on what even district officials 

acknowledged was a small campus. In 1937 the local Latin American Club (a LULAC offshoot) 

protested what board minutes summarized as “the district lines of the de Zavala school” among 

other unspecified instances of discrimination against Mexican pupils. Similar dissatisfactions 

continued to linger in 1946 when dozens of de Zavala parents, led by the local “Good Citizens 

League,” chartered a bus to another school board meeting to demand more playground space for 

their children; a male principal to better address discipline problems; bilingual teachers; and that 

                                                                                                                                                             
Houston Schools (Houston, Tx., 1930), 58, 88-90 (see “for Mexican children” quotation on 58). “Costs and Pupil 

Statistics of the Houston Schools, 1924-30,” in Review of Work and Progress, 32 (Harrisburg annexation). 

“Harrisburg,” Houston Chronicle, April 22, 1928, p. 12, c. 2. On Lorenzo de Zavala, see Margaret Swett Henson, 

Lorenzo de Zavala: The Pragmatic Idealist (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1996). 
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 de León, Ethnicity in the Sunbelt, 45-94. 
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“discrimination against the Latin-American children be dropped by forcing those Anglo-

American children living in the de Zavala district to attend the school instead of being allowed to 

attend Franklin Elementary.” The final demand, one League leader argued, would allow children 

“to learn the Anglo-American way of life more quickly.”
16

  

The exact written or unwritten policies used to segregate de Zavala are difficult to pin 

down, but the reports of parents’ engagements with board officials provide some clues. First, 

notably absent from board responses to parents’ complaints is any mention of language 

instruction. To be sure, school trustees may have continued to justify segregation at de Zavala on 

pedagogical grounds (or would have if pressed more firmly), and there simply are no extant 

references to it. Indeed, a Texas appellate court reaffirmed the constitutionality of pedagogical 

white-Mexican segregation in Independent School District v. Salvatierra (1930), and HISD 

officials would have been free to invoke that justification at least through World War II. After 

the war, Mexican American leaders successfully challenged the segregation of Mexican-origin 

students in several central Texas school districts in Delgado v Bastrop Independent School 

District (1948), in which a federal judge ruled that pedagogical needs could no longer be cited to 

justify the existence of exclusively “Mexican” schools. School officials could still separate 

ethnic Mexican students for instructional purposes but only through the first grade and at the 
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 Minutes, Meeting of the Houston Independent School District board of trustees (hereinafter HISD minutes), June 

10, 1935, p. 1; July 8, 1935, p. 1 (“never been restricted” quotation); and November 24, 1937, p. 1 (“the district 

lines” quotation). “Substitute Teachers Get Contracts,” Houston Chronicle, June 11, 1935, p.  13. “De Zavala School 

P.-T.A. Protests ‘Discrimination,’ Segregation of Mexicans,” Houston Chronicle, October 13, 1936, p. 15 (“slow 
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(“living in the de Zavala district” and “way of life” quotations on 5). De León notes that the Good Citizens League 
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actual membership included Anglos or just Mexican Americans. De León, Ethnicity in the Sunbelt, 82-89, 109. 
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classroom level, and only after conducting legitimate, scientific testing of individual students’ 

abilities.
17

  

Nonetheless, the admittedly sparse record of the exchanges between the school board and 

Mexican American parents and leaders indicate that de Zavala was kept segregated through 

mechanisms other than (or at least, in addition to) automatic assignment of children with 

Hispanic surnames under pedagogical pretenses. Gerrymandering the school’s attendance zone 

to avoid pockets of Anglo settlement as the Latin American Club implied in 1937 is one 

possibility, but redistricting alone was likely insufficient to maintain a totally Mexican American 

population throughout this period. Parents’ 1946 complaint suggests that segregation at de 

Zavala was achieved more so by allowing Anglos who lived in the school’s attendance zone to 

transfer over to nearby Franklin Elementary than on actively zoning Mexican Americans from 

distant neighborhoods to attend the school (enrollment officers may have granted such transfers 

automatically if a student lacked an Hispanic surname). Reliance on white out-transfers is 

possibly given some credence by one source that claims that, by 1945, some 3 percent of de 

Zavala students were not “of Mexican extraction.” Perhaps those were the few Anglo families 

who, for whatever reason, declined or were unable to transfer their children elsewhere.
18

 

While Historians’ characterizations of pre-Delgado white-Mexican segregation policy in 

Texas sometimes focus on linguistic segregation to the exclusion of all others, the debates over 

segregation at de Zavala suggest that, especially in urban settings like Houston, other devices 
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 San Miguel, “Let All of Them Take Heed”, 78-81, 123-26. Valencia, Chicano Students and the Courts, 15-19, 49-
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 Luis Cano, “Historical Essays on the Mexicans of Houston, 1727-1972” (“of Mexican extraction” quotation on 
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like gerrymandering and transfers likely played an important role in fostering white-Mexican 

segregation even before Delgado removed the legal basis for pedagogical segregation.
19

 Indeed, 

the emergence of HISD’s other identifiably Mexican American schools even better illustrates 

how white-Mexican school segregation stemmed from more than school officials invoking 

language training either to cater to public prejudice (or their own) or out of sincere belief that 

pedagogical separation was the best means of educating students with less English proficiency. 

In a manner similar to the black-white segregation that endured in many cities into the 1960s and 

‘70s, white-Mexican segregation in twentieth century Houston was also rooted in systemic 

factors that funneled and confined most ethnic Mexicans to neighborhoods where Anglos were a 

diminishing presence, and where any African Americans who lived nearby were still barred from 

HISD’s legally “white” schools, whether predominantly Anglo or Mexican American. 

As Houston’s Mexican-origin population grew over the first half of the twentieth century, 

a complex set of factors led to the emergence of several distinct enclaves of ethnic Mexican 

settlement. Initially, much of this settlement occurred in southeast Houston, where ethnic 

Mexicans joined other working class immigrants in seeking jobs along the city’s railroads, 

settling in Second Ward and Magnolia Park. Over time, ethnic Mexican settlement spread to 

other parts of the city, with new residents often moving into neighborhoods previously occupied 

by Anglos leaving inner Houston for newer, more spacious, and whiter subdivisions in southwest 

Houston, and then later in the city’s northwest. As new neighborhoods developed distinctly 

“Mexican” identities, they attracted some families out of a desire to live near relatives and those 

of similar cultural and national background. Similar to Houston’s black enclaves, established 

Mexican neighborhoods offered the city’s Mexican-origin residents access to churches, stores, 
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 For example, see San Miguel, “Let All of Them Take Heed,” 134; and Valencia, Chicano Students in the Courts, 
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parochial schools, aid societies, theaters, and other institutions that helped nurture a sense of 

ethnic identity and provided basic conveniences that the city’s more dispersed Mexican 

settlements often lacked, helping ease the transition to a new city.
20

 

 

MAP 1 - This map shows the major areas of major Mexican American settlement in Houston as of 1970. 

Settlement occurred earliest in Second Ward (“El Segundo Barrio”) in the 1910s and ‘20s, followed by 

Magnolia (Park) and Northside in the 1920s and ‘30s. Denver Harbor was the most recent area of settlement, 

with Mexican Americans becoming prominent in its neighborhoods by the 1960s. Not indicated on this map is 

the Harrisburg/Manchester area, which extended further east of Magnolia Park. Also, the area labeled 

“Northside” is better identified as “Near Northside.” “Northside” was and is often used to refer to a 

geographically broader area extending further from the city center.
21
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Yet also similar to Houston’s black neighborhoods, the city’s Mexican American 

enclaves arose not just because of the choices its residents made but also, and even more 

importantly, the options that were denied them. Although Mexican Americans with lighter skin, 

more English proficiency, and higher economic status won (some) acceptance from local Anglos, 

few Anglos viewed Mexican Americans as equals or cared to associate with them, despite ethnic 

Mexicans falling on the “white” side of the legal color line. In 1921, for instance, the local 

Mexican consul had to reach out to the Houston mayor and Texas governor after mobs of white 

men and boys repeatedly attacked ethnic Mexicans patronizing the city’s “white” parks (the 

Houston Post admonishingly and, undoubtedly to many Mexicans, hollowly reminded readers 

“that Mexicans are not barred from the white people’s parks by the color line”). When the 

Houston Settlement Association attempted in 1933 to open a center for Mexicans living in 

Magnolia Park, neighboring Anglos “rose in a riot” and “swarmed in the streets” on the opening 

night, according to one later report that said residents began insulting Mexicans, “trying to drive 

them away.” Anglo antipathy towards ethnic Mexicans manifested in access to certain public 

accommodations after World War II, with LULAC members as late as 1947 reporting multiple 

cases of Mexican Americans being turned away from local barber shops on account of being 

“Mexican.” Racial discrimination likewise extended to the job market. A 1958 Chronicle profile 

with local employment agents found that anti-Mexican racism was pervasive among local 

employers, with one major agent claiming that skin tone and accent were the top two factors 

employers considered in Mexican American applicants.
22
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Anti-Mexican racism also manifested itself in public attitudes towards segregated 

schooling. One statewide poll in 1950 found that 40 percent of all Texans believed Mexican 

Americans should continue to be segregated in school from Anglos, with more than half of 

supporters citing explicitly or implicitly racist reasons (tellingly, only 17 percent cited the need 

for specialized language instruction).
23

 Some of those supporters undoubtedly lived in Houston, 

like one local man who wrote to Governor Allan Shivers in 1955 expressing concern that white 

tolerance of Mexicans socializing with Anglo children was a gateway to more complete racial 

dilution. “We are having plenty trouble with the Mexicans going with our white children mixing 

with them and marrying them,” he informed Shivers before warning, “it will be the same with 

the Negroes when they go to the same schools.”
24

  

Such examples illustrate the salience of white racism against ethnic Mexicans in Houston 

society in general, but more direct instances of discrimination and conscious efforts to keep 

Mexican Americans separate from Anglos likewise occurred in the housing market itself. 

Poverty, which was partly a product of discrimination in the local job market, kept all but the 

cheapest housing out of the reach of most Mexican Americans, to the point that some 90 percent 

of ethnic Mexicans lived in “substandard” housing in 1940, compared to 53 percent of African 

Americans and 20 percent of Anglos.
25

 Those few Mexican Americans who did have the means 

to live outside the city’s barrios frequently had to contend with racism in the local real estate 
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market. In 1937 activists in the local Chapultepec Club reported that “Mexican people find it 

impossible to rent or buy in any decent section of town and are forced to live in dirty crowded 

conditions.” When Angelina Jimenez Morales called a west Houston real estate agent a few 

years later regarding a home advertised in the local paper, the agent reassured Morales, who as 

one of the few Mexican Americans from her small East Texas hometown had no discernibly 

“Mexican” accent, “we are not going to sell to any dirty Mexicans.”
26

  

As factors like these channeled most of Houston’s growing Mexican American 

population into densely populated, impoverished neighborhoods, so too did they help fuel the 

rise of more identifiably Mexican American schools in HISD. In that sense, racism and prejudice 

were critical to the geography of Mexican American education that prevailed in HISD at the time 

of Brown, but they operated through different mechanisms than the district policies then used to 

separate blacks and whites. Reflecting Mexican Americans’ liminal position in the city’s racial 

hierarchy, HISD took a more reactive approach to white-Mexican segregation than the white-

black sort, with school officials developing segregation policies and practices at individual 

schools as ethnic Mexicans became more numerous in particular neighborhoods. Indeed, 

especially after World War II, much difficulty arises when attempting to determine whether 

enrollment at a predominantly Mexican American school was the intended result of district 

policy or more a product of HISD’s standard “black-white” assignment procedures being applied 

in a city where Mexican and African American segregation and poverty were rooted in systemic 

factors related to how political economy was embedded into urban space.  
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One useful illustration of how a typical “Mexican” school came to be in Houston is Rusk 

Elementary. Originally opened in the 1880s as the Hamilton Street School, the Rusk campus that 

came to be identified as “Mexican” was established in 1913 at 1701 Maple Street in Houston’s 

Second Ward. Located in a working class, ethnically diverse immigrant neighborhood, the new 

Rusk soon earned a reputation as “the melting pot of Houston.” There, instructors provided 

programs aimed at Americanizing students from reportedly more than twenty national 

backgrounds and several linguistic ones. A smattering of European immigrants continued to 

attend the school for the next decade or two, but ethnic Mexicans came to predominate in the 

neighborhood in the 1920s and ‘30s. Roughly half of the students at Rusk were Mexican-origin 

by 1921, and one local journalist identified Rusk as one of the city’s “Mexican schools” as early 

as 1930. Notwithstanding that designation, still some 15 percent of students at the school were 

not of Mexican origin in the mid-1930s, most if not all of them immigrants. At some point 

during these years, the Rusk staff began segregating Mexican-origin students from others at the 

school into different classrooms. Language instruction was presumably the reason cited for doing 

so, and some circumstantial evidence suggests similar classroom-level segregation policies were 

used at other identifiably “Mexican” HISD schools attended by other legally white students. By 

1954, Rusk’s demography had shifted to the point that an HISD board member referred to it as 

“almost entirely Latin American,” and some 99 percent of Rusk students were of Mexican origin 

as of 1969, the few exceptions being other legally white students.
27
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The exact process by which a school became “Mexican American” inevitably varied from 

case to case, but similar processes unfolded between the 1920s and 30s as Houston’s Mexican 

American population increased, giving HISD at least five identifiably Mexican American 

elementary schools: Jones, Dow, Hawthorne, Rusk, and de Zavala. By the time of Brown, 

Mexican Americans accounted for 80 to 99 percent of students at roughly a dozen elementary 

schools.
28

 Away from the city’s historically Mexican enclaves, though, those Mexican 

Americans who were able to live in or near predominantly Anglo neighborhoods could usually 

access legally and predominantly white schools. Indeed, while black Houstonians who attended 

HISD through the 1960s have countless stories of being transported past legally white schools to 

more distant black ones, similar accounts of Mexican Americans being “bused” past 

predominantly Anglo schools are exceedingly rare (this study uncovered none). Firsthand 

accounts show that at least some ethnic Mexicans could be found in the 1930s and 40s in what 

were then majority Anglo elementary schools like Franklin, Lee, Lamar, and Alamo. The 

fortunate and resilient minority—for many years, an extreme one—of Mexican Americans who 

excelled in elementary school were able to attend Houston’s white junior and senior highs. 
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Mexican American secondary students in Magnolia Park near de Zavala and Franklin attended 

Edison Junior High, while pupils in the near Northside area typically enrolled at Marshall Junior 

High in Fifth Ward. Those even fewer students who completed junior high and were able to 

continue their education most often ended up at Davis High School in Near Northside, which had 

at least a few ethnic Mexican graduates as early as the 1920s, while others occasionally enrolled 

at Sam Houston, Austin, Reagan, and Milby High schools.
29

 

That legal whiteness allowed a distinct minority of Mexican-origin pupils to access 

predominantly Anglo schools during this period does not change the overall portrait of Mexican 

American education in Houston, which was a generally dire one. In 1958, two years after the 

beginning of the Ross v. HISD lawsuit, the Chronicle ran a profile on the city’s predominantly 

Mexican American schools that charged HISD with “giving the Latin-American child a raw 

deal.” Although some Mexican American pupils were enrolled at the city’s “finest schools,” 

those schools where Mexican Americans predominated were located in some of the poorest 

neighborhoods and were “generally run down, short on playground space and long on un-kept 

promises.” Trustees, administrators, and teachers across the district recognized language barriers 

as the primary obstacle to pupils’ advancement, but the district employed a mere twenty-three 

teachers with Hispanic surnames, and no attempt was being made to hire more Spanish-speaking 
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instructors. Pupils were often held back in the first grade until they showed adequate language 

proficiency, which led many to drop out of school out of discouragement. Indeed, in 1950, 

Spanish-surnamed adults in Houston had a median 5.2 years of education, compared to 7.6 for 

African Americans and 11.4 for Anglos. HISD’s Anglo teachers, roughly 90 percent of whom 

lived in white enclaves in southwest Houston, likewise quickly became discouraged when 

assigned to a mostly Mexican American school, leading most to request a transfer as soon as 

they accumulated enough political capital to do so. As a result, identifiably Mexican American 

schools were staffed with teachers who not only did not speak Spanish but had less experience in 

general.
30

 

In response to such issues, local Mexican American leaders in the 1950s through mid-60s 

pursued a moderate to conservative brand of educational activism. Those efforts mostly centered 

on improving the quality and availability of courses in predominantly Mexican-origin schools; 

offering their own programs in other private (i.e. non-state) schools, with a special concern for 

improving students’ basic English language skills; or pressing for improved facilities at 

predominantly Mexican-origin HISD schools.
31

 Yet further demands for desegregation of Anglo 

and ethnic Mexican students, which were already historically sporadic in HISD, seem to have 

become even fewer and further between. This parallels a similar decline in coordinated legal 
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challenges to Anglo-Mexican segregation in the Southwest during this period. The exact reasons 

for desegregation’s relatively lower priority among activists undoubtedly differed from case to 

case, but scholars of Mexican American legal activism have suggested that desegregation 

litigation became less frequent in these years because schools boards variously caved to public 

pressure to integrate white and Mexican American schools or, more often, successfully 

undermined integration efforts to the point of discouraging further action from lawyers and 

activists.
32

  

Additional if ultimately speculative reasons likely help explain the dearth of white-

Mexican school integration activism in Houston in these years. For one, local Mexican 

Americans had never really mounted an all-out assault on Anglo-Mexican segregation in HISD. 

The lack of any single, rigid policy of white-Mexican segregation in the city schools had 

historically nurtured an anti-segregation stance that was largely if not entirely restricted to single 

campuses, primarily de Zavala Elementary. Those leaders who desired greater white-Mexican 

integration in the schools thus lacked as clear a target as did the city’s African Americans, for 

whom segregation in schools was complete and apparent. Yet many were also undoubtedly 

hesitant to engage the issue of school desegregation as the topic came to inspire more anxiety 

and hostility from local Anglos than at any time since Reconstruction. For most Houstonians 

regardless of color in the 1950s and ‘60s, school segregation was defined by “black” and 

“white,” and for Mexican Americans to challenge the status quo that prevailed in HISD was to 
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risk ceding what limited opportunities legal whiteness had historically afforded them within that 

framework.
33

 

 Thus, despite the publicly recognized existence of some dozen or so identifiably Mexican 

American schools at the time of Brown, Houston’s Mexican-origin students had little to no 

bearing on the first thirteen years of litigation over HISD’s dual black-white school system. 

Tantalizingly, this very nearly was not the case. Plaintiff attorneys working with the Houston 

NAACP subpoenaed renowned Mexican American scholar and integration activist George I. 

Sanchez to testify in the first Ross v. HISD trial in May of 1957, but health problems forced 

Sanchez to decline (“I don’t respond to any pressure – except my blood pressure,” he said of 

suggestions someone pushed him not to appear).
34

 At trial, NAACP attorney Henry Doyle 

brought up HISD’s Mexican American schools anyway, but to what end is unclear, as court 

transcripts from the first Ross trial have apparently been lost. Nonetheless, during a line of 

inquiry concerning language-based segregation of Mexican American pupils, one HISD 

administrator acknowledged, “We have Latin-American schools.”
35

 The statement and the 

broader exchange that prompted it had no apparent impact on the trial’s outcome, and HISD’s 

Mexican American but legally white children virtually disappeared from the Ross proceedings 
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until 1970. Indeed, one exchange from the Broussard v. HISD trial makes explicit the 

understandings of Mexican Americans’ racial status that remained implicit and constant 

throughout Ross. When a local sociologist testified in 1966 that the student population at HISD’s 

McReynolds Junior High was about half Mexican American and half white, he clarified that it 

was “a predominantly white school by the usual terminology.” One of the plaintiff attorneys later 

assured the judge that the witness’s distinction was irrelevant to the matter at hand and that his 

more precise description of McReynolds’s demography was “just a sociologist’s refinement of 

what the layman would consider to be an all-white school.”
36

 

Serving east Houston’s Denver Harbor neighborhood, McReynolds was one of many 

historically Anglo HISD schools where Mexican Americans in the 1960s were becoming 

increasingly prevalent. Sources indicate that between 25,000 and 35,000 ethnic Mexicans lived 

in the city of Houston in the mid-1940s, representing approximately 4 to 6 percent of the city’s 

rapidly growing population.
37

 From 1960 to 1970, that proportion jumped from 7 to 12 percent, 

ending the decade at around 150,000 people. Most of the growth then and continuing into the 

1970s occurred in and near the city’s traditional Mexican enclaves in Second and Fifth Wards as 

well as in Denver Harbor, but Mexican American settlement also became more dispersed around 

the city, particularly as members of a still small but growing middle class relocated to more 

prosperous areas. Nonetheless, some two-thirds of Mexican American Houstonians still lived in 

the inner city by the 1970s, along with 80 percent of the city’s African Americans. Anglos 

accounted for less than half of Houston’s inner-city dwellers, and those were mostly 
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concentrated in the city’s southwestern and overwhelmingly white middle- and upper-income 

neighborhoods like Bellaire, West University Place, Meyerland, and Sharpstown. Working class 

Anglos continued to live in certain portions of the city’s Northside, south, and east, but many of 

these neighborhoods were in the process of becoming predominantly African American and/or 

Mexican American, as Anglo families relocated to newer suburbs.
38

  

Determining exactly how the growth of Houston’s Mexican American population 

impacted the ethnic demography of HISD schools is difficult to determine before 1969, the first 

year for which tri-ethnic enrollment data is available for individual schools. The roughly 8,800 

Mexican-origin students who attended HISD schools each day in 1955-56 more than tripled over 

the next fourteen years to 31,000 in 1969, in the process doubling their representation among the 

district’s pupils from 6.5 to over 13 percent.
39

 By 1970-71, they accounted for 14.4 percent of all 

students, 2.4 percent more than Houston’s overall Mexican American population.
40

  

Mapping census data from this year with enrollment figures from 1969-70 indicates that, 

unsurprisingly, the territory of Mexican American school enrollment largely followed their 

residential expansion. Especially at the elementary level, that meant Mexican Americans made 

headway into traditionally Anglo schools that, in many cases, gradually became overwhelmingly  
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MAPS 2 and 3 – Population, “Spanish Origin or Descent”, 1970, and Population, “Puerto Rican or Spanish 

surname,” 1960, Houston area, Social Explorer (based on data from U. S. Census Bureau; accessed October 

13, 2017). As these maps show, Houston’s Mexican American population was still heavily concentrated in 

central east and southeast Houston by the end of the 1960s. However, residents had extended the boundaries 

of those neighborhoods and also entered other sections of Houston, including other white HISD schools. 
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Mexican American. Along with long-time heavily Mexican-origin elementary schools like Rusk, 

De Zavala, and Anson Jones, Mexican Americans by 1969 had spread into and were most 

heavily concentrated in other Second Ward and Magnolia Park elementary schools like Briscoe, 

Burnet, Crockett, Franklin, J. R. Harris, and Lantrip. The relative newcomers in Denver Harbor 

made up clear if not overwhelming majorities of the student populations at Pugh, Eliot, 

Scroggins, and Port Houston elementary schools. A few miles west in the Near Northside, 

Mexican American pupils predominated at Sherman, Lee, Lamar, Looscan, Travis, Cleveland, 

and Stevenson elementary schools, as well as the historically Mexican-origin Dow Elementary. 

Though Mexican Americans accounted for 15 percent of the elementary population, just under a 

third of Mexican American elementary students attended schools that were over 80 percent 

Mexican American, and 59 percent attended schools where they were in a majority. At the 

secondary level, Mexican Americans accounted for 12 percent of HISD junior high students and 

9 percent of senior high schools, but two of HISD’s thirty-seven junior high schools (Marshall 

and Edison) and one of its twenty-three senior high schools (Davis) each had Mexican American 

majorities in 1969-70, accounting for 34 percent and 21 percent of all Mexican American pupils 

in HISD at each level.
41

  

Secondary schools tended to be better Anglo-Mexican integrated than elementary 

campuses due to the wider geographical footprint of students that fed into them. The same would 

likewise generally be true of black-Anglo and black-Mexican integration after 1970, when HISD 

began assigning all students using a single set of attendance zones. Moreover, as Anglos’ 

presence in HISD declined over the next few years (indeed, decades), Mexican American and 

African American isolation steadily increased as the pool of possible white classmates shrunk. 
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Nevertheless, while these figures show the lingering vestiges of Mexican segregation in HISD, 

they also reveal that Mexican Americans were—in strictly relative and statistical terms—the best 

integrated of the district’s three major ethnic groups.
42

  

Roughly a third of HISD elementary schools in 1969 had Mexican American enrollments 

within ten percentage points of their district-wide elementary representation of 15.2 percent, 

accounting for nearly a quarter (24 percent) of all Mexican American elementary pupils. Of 

those fifty-eight schools, 71 percent were majority Anglo and continued to be for at least the next 

few years, accounting for 72 percent of those Mexican Americans enrolled in relatively balanced 

elementary schools. Overall, this meant that just over 17 percent of HISD’s Mexican American 

elementary students attended schools that could be said to be white-brown majority-minority 

integrated. To be sure, this was still a distinct minority of all Mexican-origin students in HISD. 

However, 17 percent statistical integration with Anglos was nearly ten times the rate for African 

American elementary students. Black pupils made up 34.8 percent of HISD’s elementary 

population in 1969, and a mere four schools contained student bodies between 24.8 and 44.8 

percent. One of these (Anson Jones) was majority Mexican American, and another (Kelso) was 

more than 60 percent black by 1970. The two remaining majority Anglo schools—Allen and 

Alcott—contained 861 African American pupils, meaning that a dismal 1.8 percent of black 

HISD elementary students attended reasonably black-Anglo integrated schools in 1969. By 1972, 

Allen and Alcott were 82 and 95 percent black, respectively. The percentage of elementary 

Mexican Americans attending schools near their overall grade level representation was also 

considerably greater than among Anglo students, only 7 percent of whom attended schools with 

Anglo populations within ten points of the 1969 district average of 49.56 percent. Of those, most  
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MAP 4 – Population, “Spanish Origin or Descent,” 1970, Houston area, Social Explorer (based on data from 

U. S. Census Bureau; accessed May 15, 2016). This map shows HISD elementary schools with Mexican 

American student bodies within ten points of the group’s overall district representation (5.22 – 25.22 

percent). As this map shows, relatively balanced Mexican-Anglo integration was most common in schools 

outside of the inner Houston neighborhoods where Mexican Americans continued to predominate. While 

enrollment at all of these schools would fluctuate, the three purple campuses (Alcott, Allen, and Kelso) 

became predominantly black just within the next few years.
43
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(60.2 percent) were in schools where Mexican Americans, not African Americans, were second 

most populous or, in one case (Lantrip), a majority.
44

 

 The main takeaway from these statistics is not that Mexican Americans were well-

integrated in Houston schools but that Houston schools were poorly integrated. They also 

provide a useful snapshot of where HISD Mexican Americans were, so to speak, as the 

proceedings in the Ross trial came to a head beginning in the summer of 1969.  

Of the seven desegregation plans that the NAACP-LDF, Department of Justice, Texas 

Education Desegregation Technical Assistance Center (TEDTAC), and two different HISD 

school boards ultimately proposed in 1969 and 1970, none distinguished Mexican Americans 

from Anglos. This was neither unusual, nor was it something that Mexican American activists 

would have historically questioned. For decades, Mexican American leaders in Texas had judged 

that the best means of securing relief from white racism and segregation was not to challenge the 

state’s system of white supremacy but to work within it—specifically, by arguing that they were 

themselves “white” and were therefore privy to the protections such a designation offered. This 

strategy had always been a double-edged sword that partly reflected the middle class background 

and lighter-skinned complexion of most Mexican American leaders, who were most likely to 

benefit from such legal recognition and see it as beneficial. As exemplified by HISD’s 1970 

integration plan, legal “whiteness” served to mask more pervasive realities of socioeconomic and 

political disempowerment among Mexican Americans. Yet “whiteness” was also possibly the 

most practical strategy Mexican Americans could have pursued given the ways white supremacy 

was enshrined in Texas law. Consequently, the fundamental basis for Mexican American 
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attorneys’ legal attack on language-based school segregation in the 1920s through ‘50s was that 

the Texas Constitution only allowed racial segregation of “whites” and “blacks,” and language 

instruction was in fact a pretense for illegal racial segregation of “white” Mexicans from “white” 

Anglos.
45

 

While one historian suggests the whiteness strategy became “immediately obsolete” with 

Brown v. Board of Education, it would be better to say that Brown hastened its obsolescence. For 

years after the ruling, students across the American South, including in Houston, continued to 

attend legally designated “black” and “white” schools (or at the very least, schools where those 

historical classifications still directly informed enrollment), meaning that white racial 

classification still afforded Mexican American pupils a relatively greater chance of attending 

predominantly Anglo schools than African Americans possessed. Just as much if not more than 

Brown, the 1964 Civil Rights Act made the whiteness strategy truly obsolete. By guaranteeing 

equal protection for racial, ethnic, or national origin minorities—and providing actual means of 

enforcing those protections—the Act incentivized Mexican Americans to embrace a new legal 

and political identity as ethnically and culturally distinct from Anglos.
46

 In education, they first 

secured such recognition on June 4, 1970, when federal district Judge Woodrow Seals ruled in 
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Cisneros v. Corpus Christi Independent School District that Mexican Americans were “an 

identifiable, ethnic-minority class sufficient to bring them within the protection of Brown.”
47

 

 As attorneys’ first desegregation victory since abandoning the whiteness strategy, 

Cisneros was an historic moment in Mexican Americans’ long struggle for educational access 

and opportunity, one that supporters hoped would promote more visibility of, and attention to, 

the particular needs of Mexican-origin children. All the same, like most lower court rulings, 

Cisneros’s ultimate impact was highly contingent and subject to further negotiation.
48

 Corpus 

Christi officials expectedly appealed the decision to the Fifth Circuit Court (which eventually 

affirmed it), and Mexican Americans only came to be distinguished elsewhere as parties to other 

desegregation lawsuits invoked the Cisneros precedent in their own cases and federal judges 

accepted it. Leading that charge was the Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund 

(MALDEF), formed in the mid-1960s to litigate on behalf of Mexican American civil rights and 

equality in areas like education, employment, and politics. MALDEF filed on behalf of Mexican 

American plaintiffs in a number of Texas desegregation cases in the wake of Cisneros and by 

1972 had secured several rulings that upheld Seals’s judgment that school desegregation policies 

had to distinguish Mexican Americans from Anglos.
49

  

As numerous historians highlight, Ross v. HISD was the most notable exception to this 

trend. Explaining why the Ross rulings issued in 1970 failed to distinguish Mexican Americans 
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from Anglos in accordance with Cisneros requires a close attention to detail and chronology that 

is unfortunately lacking in many accounts.
50

 First, and most basically, district Judge Ben 

Connally issued his decision in Ross on May 30, 1970, five days before Judge Seals ruled in 

Cisneros. Nonetheless, Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., the most influential historian of Houston’s 

Mexican American boycott, writes in multiple works that Connally’s 1970 ruling “stated that for 

purposes of desegregation Mexican Americans were white.” Mexican Americans were indeed 

considered white under the ruling, but San Miguel’s description gives the misleading impression 

that their whiteness was an active point of debate on which Connally ruled. In fact, no party to 

the Ross suit had ever disputed Mexican Americans’ legal whiteness, and at no point does 

Connally’s decision even mention Mexican Americans or their racial classification. Indeed, 

while the LDF and Justice Department appealed Connally’s ruling nearly two weeks after Seals’s 

decision, neither they nor HISD apparently tried to apply the Cisneros precedent or disputed 

Mexican Americans’ legal whiteness before the appellate court.
51

  

The LDF and Justice Department both had an interest in promoting genuine majority-

minority (i.e. African American-Anglo) integration, and their failure to even attempt to apply 

Cisneros over the summer of 1970 illustrates how deeply ingrained the traditional black-white 

binary was in the historical litigation of the Ross case. Mexican Americans’ legal status only 

became a formal point of contention in Ross on August 14, 1970, when MALDEF attorneys filed 

an amicus brief with the Fifth Circuit more than two months after Cisneros and Ross, and just a 
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few weeks before school began. Local attorney Abraham Ramirez, Jr., initiated the case and 

spent the summer of 1970 communicating with HISD officials and then coordinating a lawsuit 

with the MALDEF’s main office in San Antonio. Lacking the time to track down extensive 

documentation of Mexican American segregation specifically in HISD, Ramirez and MALDEF 

attorneys Mario Obledo and Alan Exelrod argued in their August brief that, when considered 

together, the proven history of anti-Mexican discrimination in the American Southwest; HISD’s 

segregation of African Americans; and the existence of local schools with vastly disproportionate 

Mexican American student populations demanded that the court allow the time for a more 

thorough discovery process. MALDEF did not propose an alternative plan but warned that, 

without further study, factors like the residential proximity of African Americans and Mexican 

Americans threatened to undermine the effectiveness of any of the integration plans now before 

the appellate court. “If there has been discrimination against the Mexican-American in [HISD],” 

attorneys wrote, “the court system has the responsibility to identify and rectify it even though it 

is brought to the court’s attention at this late time.”
52

 On August 25, the Fifth Circuit rejected 

MALDEF’s request for further inquiry and by a 2-1 vote ordered HISD to implement a modified 

version of Judge Connally’s ruling. They refused to apply the Cisneros precedent to HISD and 

continued to classify Houston’s Mexican Americans as white for desegregation purposes.
53

  

Exactly why the Fifth Circuit chose to continue classifying Mexican Americans as white 

despite MALDEF’s plea is unclear, but it was not for lack of knowledge. MALDEF had 

provided detailed demographic data showing the Mexican American enrollment in every HISD 
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school, and the appellate court even explicitly noted in its ruling that 36,000 of HISD’s “white” 

students were Mexican American, the first time in the history of the Ross case that a court order 

had done so. Even more, the Court was clearly aware of how that classification would impact the 

desegregation policies they were ordering. One of the earliest sections of the forty-six page 

ruling explained that Mexican Americans’ “heaviest residential concentrations” were mostly 

“adjacent to neighborhoods which are inhabited predominantly by Negroes.” In other words, 

much of the “black-white” integration achieved by a zoning-based desegregation plan would 

disproportionately rely on the mixture of African American and Mexican American pupils. This 

point elicited a stinging rebuke from dissenting Judge Charles Clark, who cited Cisneros and 

declared, “I say it is mock justice when we ‘force’ the numbers by pairing disadvantaged Negro 

students into schools with members of this equally disadvantaged group.” By that logic, he 

sarcastically suggested, courts should just label every other student in a district “black” and 

“white” and then “everything would come out 50-50 and [we] could get our seal of approval 

once and for all.”
54

  

Clark’s “mock justice” line expectedly won the adulation of local Mexican American 

activists, who cited it as vindication of their increasingly vocal demand for legal recognition.
55

 

Subsequent historians likewise often highlight the passage but, like most activists, also typically 

fail to acknowledge that Clark condemned Mexican Americans’ legal whiteness largely because 

it served a broader critique of judicial overreach in pursuit of “racial balance.” Described by one 

historian as “a conservative who argued for caution, not a reactionary who called for the rollback 
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of civil rights,” Clark was a Nixon nominee who shared some of the administration’s concerns 

over the judiciary’s increasingly aggressive stance towards desegregation. His primary grievance 

in the Ross dissent was not the classification of Mexican Americans as “white” but what he 

viewed as his colleagues’ capricious fiddling with the equidistant zoning plan that HISD 

proposed and Judge Connally accepted, and which Clark firmly believed “was and is the plan 

that held out the best chance to unify this school district.”  The judge opposed what he described 

as disregard for the district court’s closer familiarity with local circumstances simply to pursue 

an ill-defined and ever-elusive racial balance, an endeavor Clark compared to “chasing the pot of 

gold at the end of the rainbow.” Unsurprisingly, Houston’s rightwing Tribune weekly gave 

Clark’s dissent front-page coverage, zeroing in on and liberally quoting sections that condemned 

federal courts for “attempt[ing] to adjust the rights of hundreds or thousands by remote control” 

and that warned that the logical conclusion of constitutionally mandated racial balance was the 

consolidation or interdistrict integration of metropolitan school systems. The Tribune did not 

bother to mention Clark’s oft-cited “mock justice” passage. Indeed, the judge’s condemnation of 

Mexican Americans’ legal whiteness reads like an incidental observation made mostly because it 

happened to substantiate his more fundamental opposition to balance-driven desegregation 

policy. Considering his stated praise for HISD’s equidistant plan—which also failed to 

distinguish Mexican Americans from Anglos—Clark very well may not have bothered with the 

dissent had his colleagues simply affirmed Connally’s ruling, Mexican American whiteness and 

all.
56
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Appellate judges’ decision to retain Mexican Americans’ legal classification as white was 

just one facet of a ruling that differed from Connally’s in detail more than substance. HISD’s 

desegregation policy would still rely exclusively on a mixture of proximity-based (i.e. 

“neighborhood-based”) zoning and voluntary integrative transfers. Consequently, its 

effectiveness would still be largely subject to the city’s fragmented residential geography. Still, 

for local families and school employees, details could make all the difference—especially when 

they were being changed a week before school began. The new Ross order affirmed Connally’s 

approval of the equidistant plan at the elementary level, in which attendance zones were drawn 

equidistant between each school and students attended the school nearest their home, with final 

assignments being adjusted to account for capacity. At the secondary level, the court reversed 

Connally’s decision and ordered HISD instead to implement geographic capacity zoning, which 

was projected to be more effective than the equidistant plan in the city’s junior and senior high 

schools. This plan determined school assignments by determining the capacity of a given school 

and then drawing a zone large enough to fill the school. Unlike the equidistant model, this one 

also accounted for natural barriers and traffic routes in drawing zone lines, so that, for example, 

students’ proximity to a school was not calculated on the assumption they would swim across a 

bayou each morning. The Court also strengthened the majority-to-minority transfer provision of 

Connally’s order, which allowed students to transfer if it brought the sending and receiving 
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schools closer to district-wide “black-white” racial ratios. Accounting for more recent rulings, 

the Circuit judges ordered HISD to guarantee free transportation to any student who initiated 

such a transfer and to give transferring students priority of enrollment at any school they sought 

to attend, not just the nearest available one.
57

 

By far the appellate court’s most controversial and significant change to Connally’s order 

was its decision to “pair” more than two dozen schools, mostly located in north and northeast 

Houston, in order to effect greater “black-white” integration at the elementary level. While 

virtually any effective desegregation policy entailed a level of student reassignment that 

inconvenienced local families, few were as disruptive to normal school routines and 

administration as was pairing.
58

  Similar to other desegregation tools like “busing” or “zoning,” 

there was no single way to “do” pairing, and its exact impact and effectiveness varied from case 

to case. Probably the most common and best known form of pairing was the Princeton Plan. First 

undertaken in Princeton, New Jersey, in 1948, this plan combined the attendance zones of two 

segregated schools at the same grade level, and then redistributed the pupils on an integrated 

basis with a reorganized grade structure. So, whereas previously there were two totally or 

predominantly “one-race” schools each serving grades 1-6, the Princeton plan yielded one 

integrated school serving grades 1-3 and one serving grades 4-6. Paired schools might have 

contiguous attendance zones and be in general proximity to one another, or they might be located 

on opposite sides of a city and require pupils be “bused” between neighborhoods. In other cases, 

more than two schools might be “grouped” or “clustered” together and reorganized in a similar 
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manner. The Circuit ordered HISD to apply a version of the Princeton plan to a group of schools 

with contiguous attendance zones.
59

 

On the one hand, the pairing plan’s significance to the course of desegregation in HISD 

has been overblown. The plan helped catalyze an historic political mobilization among local 

Mexican Americans, but it was an ultimately short-lived initiative that impacted a distinct 

minority of Houston pupils. A mere 8 percent of the 241,000 pupils enrolled in HISD in 1970-71 

attended the schools ordered to be paired, including just 15 percent of African Americans and 16 

percent of Mexican Americans.
60

 For the vast majority of HISD pupils and schools, 

desegregation was structured by the more traditional set of zoning policies that integrated 

schools based on their nearby residential demography but did not reorganize their grade 

structures. Historians have largely ignored these policies, at times giving the impression the 

pairing plan was the only, if not first desegregation policy the district ever implemented.
61

 On the 

other hand, the Fifth Circuit’s pairing plan was quite possibly the most ill-conceived 

desegregation policy ever implemented in HISD. Indeed, even the token desegregation policies 

passed by conservative school trustees in the 1960s contained their own sort of internal logic (i.e. 
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as useful means to segregationist ends) that explains why they came into being. Likewise, the 

Fifth Circuit’s continued classification of Mexican Americans as “white” is not entirely shocking 

given the relative novelty of the Cisneros holding and the lateness of MALDEF’s attempted 

intervention in Ross. If the Circuit’s only modification to Connally’s order had been the switch to 

geographic zoning at the secondary level, the result would have still been a bad integration plan, 

but it would have at least been an explicable one. The pairing plan, however, defies easy 

explanation. 

When the members of the Fifth Circuit revisited Judge Connally’s equidistant order in the 

summer of 1970, they, like he months earlier, had before them two desegregation proposals that 

included pairing. By far the more comprehensive was offered by the Texas Educational 

Desegregation Technical Assistance Center (TEDTAC). In the summer of 1969, Connally had 

suggested HISD officials contact the center to help formulate a suitable desegregation plan. After 

sending teams to visit and observe all 225 schools in HISD, the center crafted a plan that relied 

on a combination of zoning, school closure, grade reorganization, contiguous pairing, and non-

contiguous pairing to eliminate as many majority black schools as possible. The center’s primary 

plan suggested forty-three possible pairing scenarios of varying distances that would still leave 

some thirteen all-black schools in the northeast section of downtown Houston. Consequently, 

they proposed an additional “alternative” component that would pair these schools with 

predominantly white campuses in west and southwest Houston, a move the center acknowledged 

would “necessarily” require long-distance busing. The school board, which at the time was still 

controlled by conservative endorsees of the Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE), 

refused to endorse the plan upon its completion and was generally critical of TEDTAC’s 

involvement. However, the Justice Department eventually backed the proposal and urged its 



295 

 

acceptance. The DOJ’s chief witness, Michael Stolee, the director of a desegregation consulting 

firm in Florida, had suggested HISD use a similar combination of integration mechanisms but, 

owing to lack of time and information, never formulated a complete proposal. Nonetheless, this 

second proposal, which came to known as the “Stolee Plan,” recommended twenty-one possible 

pairing scenarios along with a combination of zoning, busing, school closure, and grade 

reorganization.
62

 

Having both been completed and submitted to Connally prior to Cisneros, the TEDTAC 

and Stolee plans accordingly classified Mexican Americans as white. Given Houston’s 

residential patterns, they also unsurprisingly paired a number of schools attended by African 

Americans and Mexican Americans under the pretenses of “black-white” integration. And 

indeed, most of the pairings ordered by the Fifth Circuit seem to have been based wholly or in 

part on the pairings included in the two plans discussed above. However, unlike the Fifth Circuit 

order, both the TEDTAC and Stolee plans also included a number of majority Anglo “white” 

schools in their proposed pairings and groupings—respectively, thirty-seven and eighteen. The 

Fifth Circuit included three, including one (Fannin) that was barely majority Anglo in the fall of 

1969 (and may not have been by the end of the following spring) and another (Poe) that was only 

ordered to be rezoned, i.e. not have its grade structure reorganized.
63

 Yet the weaknesses of the 
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 See chapter 4 for more on TEDTAC. Fred Bonavita, “The School Integration Strategists,” Houston Post, January 

11, 1970, s. 5, p. 2 (“elimination” quotation). Ross v. Eckels, 317 F. Supp. 512. For a list of Stolee and TEDTAC 

pairings, see “Comparison of Stolee Pairings with HISD Proposals” and “Comparison of TEDTAC Pairings with 

HISD Proposals,” May 11, 1970, folder 2, box 1257, Ross Files. Attorney Jim Kronzer’s objections to the TEDTAC 

plan specify where the black schools were located. “Defendants’ Proposed Equi-distant Attendance and Geographic-

Capacity Zone Plans,” March 2, 1970, p. 4-6, folder: vol. 5, box 1246, Ross Files. TEDTAC, “Proposed 

Desegregation Alternatives for Houston Independent School District,” filed December 31, 1969, p. I4-I10 

(“alternative” and “necessarily” quotations on I10), folder: vol. 4, box 1246, Ross Files. Although TEDTAC in the 

previous source praises the district’s cooperation, relations between the two obviously soured at the end. See 

comments in HISD Plan and Report, January 1, 1970, p. iv-vii, box 24, HISD Collection. 
63

 TEDTAC’s proposal included five additional Anglo schools that seemingly would not have been paired or 

grouped, but whose assignments would have been somehow impacted by others that would be. School demographics 

based off HEW 1969 Report, Ramirez Collection. “Comparison of Stolee Pairings with HISD Proposals” and 

“Comparison of TEDTAC Pairings with HISD Proposals,” May 11, 1970, folder 2, box 1257, Ross Files.  
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Fifth Circuit’s pairing order went beyond the court’s exclusion of virtually all majority Anglo 

schools. Bafflingly, one court-ordered grouping involved three elementary schools (Sanderson, 

Easter, and Chatham) that not only all had student bodies that were more than 97 percent black in 

1969 but had always been predominantly black—in other words, they were not even historically 

white schools that had recently transitioned to all-black. In another case—historically black 

Rhoads and historically white but majority black Frost—the court may have simply been using 

outdated demographic data, as Frost seems to have rapidly transitioned from majority white to 

majority black between 1968 and 1969. The district claimed in the summer of 1969 that Frost 

was or would be 31 percent black, but figures reported to the Department of Health, Education, 

and Welfare (HEW) in the fall showed black representation at the school had nearly doubled.
64

 

Comparison of elementary school pairings ordered by Fifth Circuit in August 1970  

and those previously proposed during Ross proceedings, excluding schools not paired by Fifth Circuit 

Attendance percentages based off fall 1969 enrollment  

(B = Black/African American; W = White/Anglo; M = Mexican American)
65

 

 

         Fifth Circuit (ordered)                     Stolee (proposed)             TEDTAC (proposed) 
Atherton (99.6B, .4W) +  

Eliot (78.1M, 13.7W, 6.7B) 

Scroggins (69.8M, 26.1W, 3.1B) 

Atherton + 

Eliot 

Atherton + 

Eliot + 

Scroggins 

Bruce (100B) + 

A. Jones (66.6M, 30.7B, 2.5W) 

  

Burrus (100B) + 

Roosevelt (58.9W, 36.5M, 4.3B) 

Burrus + 

Roosevelt + 

Browning (63.6W, 36.3M) 

Burrus +  

Alamo (65.5W, 32.4M, 1.3B)  

+ Field (83.3W, 14.3M, .4B) 

Crawford (100B) + 

Sherman (82M, 12.8B, 4.4W) 

 Sherman + 

Lamar + (87.7M, 9.5W, 1.5B) 

Langston (100B) 

Dodson (100B) + 

Lantrip (55.6M, 41.5W) 

Dodson + Lantrip +  

close Cage (71.3W, 28.6M) 

Dodson + Lantrip + 

Burnet (78.9M, 20.5M) ; or 

Dodson + Burnet, and Lantrip + 

Blackshear (100B) 

Frost (59.4B, 33.2W, 6.4M) + 

Rhoads (100B)
+ 

 Rhoads + Montgomery (88.8W, 

9.8M, 1.2B) 

                                                 
64

 See table below. Also, “Latest Figures,” July 23, 1969, folder 5, box 1257, Ross Files. 
65

 School demographics based off HEW 1969 Report, Ramirez Collection. “Comparison of Stolee Pairings with 

HISD Proposals” and “Comparison of TEDTAC Pairings with HISD Proposals,” May 11, 1970, folder 2, box 1257, 

Ross Files. 
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N. Q. Henderson (100B) + 

Pugh (72.3M, 26.1W, 1.1B) 

Henderson + 

Pugh 

Henderson + 

Pugh 

J. W. Jones (100B) + 

Fannin (41.6W, 39.6M, 14.1B) 

close J.W. Jones  + Fannin + 

Montrose (68.3W, 18.7M, 

12.4B) 

 

Pleasantville (100B) + 

Pt. Houston (65.6M, 28.4W, 5.9B) 

Pleasantville + 

Pt. Houston 

Pleasantville + R.P. Harris 

(90.0W, 6.0B, 3.7M) + Whittier 

(94.9W, 4.5M, .3B), and Pt. 

Houston + Clinton Park (100B) 

MacGregor (85.1B, 8.3W, 5.9M) 

+ Poe (87.5W, 7.3B, 4.8M)* 

MacGregor + Poe MacGregor + Poe + 

Montrose (68.3W, 18.7M, 

12.4B) 

Ryan (100B) 

Ross (91.3B, 7.6M, 1.0W) 

+ Looscan (92.7M, 4.6W, 1.5B) 

Ross + Looscan 

+ Jefferson (62.5W, 35.2M) 

Ross** 

Sanderson (99.8B, .1W) 

+ Easter (97.3B, 2.6M) and/or 

Chatham (98.4B, 1.5M)
+ 

 Easter + Berry (55.1W, 25.2M, 

19.5W) + Coop (76.2W, 

22.7M, .7B) 

* The court ordered Poe and MacGregor to be rezoned together but not paired. 

** Ross was one of several elementary schools which the TEDTAC plan did not pair but whose assignments would 

seemingly be altered due to other schools being paired. 
+
 It should be noted that the Circuit’s most baffling pairing choices—involving all predominantly black schools—

lack any clear basis in either the TEDTAC or Stolee plans. 

 

 As local Mexican American activists and surely untold numbers of other Houstonians 

quickly realized, the Fifth Circuit relied on predominantly Mexican American schools to achieve 

the “white” portion of the pairing plan. Based on 1969-70 statistics, Mexican Americans 

accounted for slightly more than 15 percent of all HISD elementary students, but they comprised 

slightly less than a quarter of students in the paired schools. More instructive is their 

overrepresentation among paired “whites” specifically. Of the roughly 90,000 legally “white” 

elementary students in HISD in 1969, Mexican Americans accounted for around 23 percent. 

However, they represented 67 percent of “whites” in the Fifth Circuit’s paired schools, meaning 

they were nearly three times overrepresented. Statistics from October 1970 show that, by the 

time the pairing plan was supposed to be implemented, continuing Anglo enrollment declines—a 

great deal of it flight from integration—had further increased the burden placed on Mexican 

American students. By then, Mexican Americans comprised more than 72 percent of the  
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MAP 5 – Population, “Spanish Origin or Descent,” 1970, Houston area, Social Explorer (based on data from 

U. S. Census Bureau; accessed April 12, 2016). Indicated are the schools included in the Fifth Circuit’s 

pairing order, colored according to each pairing or grouping. The dark gray points located slightly to the 

southwest are predominantly Anglo Poe and predominantly black MacGregor Elementary schools, which 

were not paired but simply rezoned. 
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MAP 6 – Population, “Black,” 1970, Houston area, Social Explorer (based on data from U. S. Census Bureau; 

accessed April 12, 2016). 

 

“whites” in paired schools and more than 26 percent of all students attending them.
66

 

 The unfairness of the pairing plan towards Mexican American Houstonians has been 

well-documented by historians, who have also rightly criticized HISD officials for failing to act 

more quickly to remedy it. For their part, district administrators and the new majority board 

members backed by Citizens for Good Schools (CGS) insisted that, while they likewise 

disagreed with the pairing plan, they were nonetheless compelled to follow the court’s order. On 

the one hand, school officials’ deflections stemmed less from personal commitment to 
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 My total for legally “white” elementary students is the total number of students minus African Americans, which 

means that groups other than Anglos and Mexican Americans—like Asian Americans and Native Americans—are 

included. HEW 1969 Report, Ramirez Collection. “Figures Listed for Elementary Race Breakdown,” Houston 

Chronicle, October 1, 1970, p. 13. 
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segregation than from a desire to defuse integration as an administrative and political issue and 

focus district resources and attention on implementing broader educational reforms. On the other, 

intentions do not excuse or change effects, and HISD’s failure to devise a suitable replacement 

for the pairing had the effect of sustaining an unjust and ineffective desegregation policy. Indeed, 

CGS’s deferral to the terms of the appellate ruling resembled how previous school boards led by 

the rival conservative Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE) routinely waved off 

demands for more effective desegregation policies by invoking the lenient terms of Judge Ben 

Connally’s court orders. And like those previous school boards, CGS-backed trustees had the 

power to request adjustments to the terms of the court order. Indeed, if nothing else, the Fifth 

Circuit can be credited for explicitly allowing that the district judge “may adopt any other plan 

submitted by the school or other interested parties” to replace the pairing order if “such alternate 

plan achieves at least the same degree of desegregation as that reached by our modifications.” 

Mexican American activists were well-aware of that caveat and challenged school officials when 

they claimed that the pairing order was out of their hands.
67

 

 At the same time, the creation and implementation of school desegregation policy 

unfolded at the crossroads of local and federal power, and accounts of Houston’s 1970 

integration plan have often extended undue leniency towards that latter force. The most 

influential historian of Mexican American education in Houston (and arguably Texas as a whole) 

writes in multiple accounts that HISD’s integration proposals were an attempt to “circumvent a 

desegregation court order,” despite showing in some of the same works that federal judges 
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 Ross v. Eckels (434 F.2d 1140) (“may adopt” and “such alternate” quotations). Leonel J. Castillo to Leonard 

Robbins, January 8, 1971, folder 9, box 1, Ramirez Collection. “H.I.S.D. Sez” and “ Papel Sez,” Houston Papel 

Chicano, September 16, 1971, p. 2. 
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consistently and informedly approved of them.
68

 Another scholar correctly ties the pairing order 

to the Fifth Circuit court and yet oddly omits the district court’s previous ruling. He instead 

writes that Houston school officials simply picked one of the seven plans that Connally actually 

reviewed, thereby exaggerating the power of local school officials as well as their willingness 

even to entertain, for instance, the LDF’s comprehensive “busing” plan.
69

  At least one historian 

goes so far as to claim that HISD “devised” the pairing plan and “handed” it to Judge Connally, 

who is said to have originally approved it—which, as demonstrated over the preceding few 

pages, is inaccurate on multiple counts. Like others, this historian also reduces the entirety of 

HISD’s 1970 desegregation policies down to the pairing scheme and claims that the school board 

“vehemently defended the plan.”
70

 

 School officials did vigorously support the principle of “neighborhood-based 

desegregation” that formed the actual foundation of the policies they proposed and implemented 

in 1970, but the claim that they “vehemently defended” the pairing plan itself strains credulity. 

Even before Judge Connally’s May 1970 ruling, HISD attorney James Kronzer seems to have 

                                                 
68

 San Miguel, Brown, Not White (“circumvent” quotation on xi, discussion of district and circuit rulings on 74-75, 

84-85). San Miguel, Chicano/o Struggles in Education (“circumvent” quotation on 28). In a more recent work, San 

Miguel writes that HISD board members hoped to “circumvent desegregation,” rather than a court order specifically. 

While an improvement, the change in wording likely just reflects the still common conflation of “desegregation” as 

an overarching social and political project with the policies and legal orders promulgated to achieve it. Guadalupe 

San Miguel, Jr., “Huelga Schools in Houston: Community-Based Education in the Struggle for Legal Recognition, 

1970,” Journal of Latinos and Education, vol. 16, no. 4 (2016), 266-74 (esp. 266). In one of San Miguel’s older 

accounts, he writes that the appellate court ruling “allowed” HISD to pair African American and Mexican American 

schools “while leaving the all-Anglo schools intact.” This gives the misleading impression that HISD originally 

proposed and advocated for the pairings. Ironically, this statement would be much more accurate if San Miguel were 

referring to literally every other aspect of the 1970 integration plan, which HISD did devise, and which he ignores. 

He also incorrectly states that the appellate court ruled in June 1970, rather than August. San Miguel, “Let All of 

Them Take Heed,” 179.  
69

 Valencia, Chicano Students and the Courts, 64.  
70

 Behnken, Fighting Their Own Battles (“handed” and “vehemently” quotations on 200, “devised” quotation on 

204). I refer specifically to HISD’s supposed authorship of the pairing plan and Connally’s supposed approval of it. 

Behnken’s interpretation of the various grassroots responses to HISD desegregation policy is useful, but his 

description of those policies themselves is muddled and should generally be avoided. My best possible explanation 

for the specific discrepancies referenced above is that he somehow conflated two separate decisions Judge Connally 

made in May 1970 and May 1971. The latter came partly in response to an HISD motion to make minor 

amendments to the Circuit’s pairing order. 
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argued that the TEDTAC and Stolee pairing proposals neglected a number of logistical obstacles 

that local Mexican Americans later cited in their own critiques of the Fifth Circuit court’s plan, 

including traffic hazards like railroad crossings and highways, the proximity of nearby industrial 

areas, and burdensome distances between schools that would require “busing.”
71

 In the 

immediate wake of the Fifth Circuit’s pairing order, trustees expressed disappointment with the 

plan, but board president Leonard Robbins indicated to the press that the district had no intention 

to appeal that semester. A groundswell of pressure from local Mexican American activists and 

families quickly forced the issue and pushed trustees to vote unanimously on September 14 to 

appeal the pairing order to the Supreme Court, a decision that eventually drew support from both 

the Houston NAACP and the NAACP-LDF. Indeed, local protest was so immediate and 

effective that HISD did not actually implement the pairing component of the Fifth Circuit’s order 

that fall. Given the common claim that HISD formulated the pairings or classified Mexican 

Americans as “white” to circumvent federal court orders, it bears emphasizing that this decision 

not to implement the pairing plan was possibly the only action school officials took that actually 

did defy their federal court order. In its brief to the Supreme Court, the district criticized the 

Circuit’s decision to pair predominantly African American and Mexican American schools as an 

educationally unsound effort “merely to accomplish statistical integration.” The better part of a 

year passed before the justices responded to the request, partly due to the Court’s pending 

consideration of Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg, a case that centered on the more far-reaching 
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 A loose document apparently prepared in defense of HISD’s geographic capacity plan was found in the Ross case 

files amid a series of materials that HISD attorney James Kronzer sent to Connally that spring. No author’s name 

appears on the document, which offers case-by-case explanations for why the plan did not pair a number of 

predominantly black schools. Kronzer is by far the most likely author. “Geographic Capacity Plan,” folder: Docs. 

255-69, box 1247, Ross Files. 
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issues of “busing” and the distinction between so-called de jure and de facto school 

segregation.
72

 

 Over the next year, local school officials and federal judges alike failed to remedy the 

Fifth Circuit’s pairing order and institute a more effective desegregation policy in HISD. In 

November 1970, HISD’s attorney requested the Circuit stay the order after the judges had 

recently granted a similar motion in another desegregation case then pending Supreme Court 

review. The Fifth Circuit rejected the motion in December, with the effect that the district now 

had to comply with the pairing order. Towards the end of the month, HISD instead proposed an 

alternative pairing scheme to Judge Connally that reduced the number of schools involved from 

twenty-seven to twenty-one and the number of reassigned students from 20,000 to 2,000. 

However, the district’s plan still relied on the same predominantly Mexican American and 

African American schools in northeast central Houston as had the Fifth Circuit’s, inspiring little 

satisfaction from local Mexican American activists as well as opposition from the Justice 

Department. The district nonetheless implemented a version of their alternate plan in late January 

while they awaited Connally’s ruling. A few weeks later, they contacted Supreme Court justice 

Hugo Black to make another long-shot stay request, which the Court unanimously rejected in 

March. With the Swann case decided on April 20, 1971, the Court finally considered HISD’s 

appeal from the previous fall. They rejected it by a 7-1 vote on May 3, with justice Potter Stewart 

dissenting, arguing that the Fifth Circuit should reconsider the case in light of Swann. Finally, on 

May 24, Judge Connally invalidated the modified pairing plan the district had implemented that 
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 Robbins said the board was willing to consider an appeal but did not expect any change in plans during the 

upcoming semester. “Schools Will Open Monday on Schedule,” Houston Chronicle, August 26, 1970, p. 1, 20. 

HISD minutes, September 14, 1970, p. 1-7. Neither HISD’s appeal to the Supreme Court nor the justices’ reply has 

been found, but newspaper coverage from the time describes some of the content of both. “Appeal on School Pairing 

Denied,” Houston Chronicle, May 3, 1971, p. 1, 8 (“statistical integration” quote on 8). HISD minutes, February 8, 

1971, p. 10-11 (Swann mention). “5
th
 Circuit Court Denies HISD Plea to Delay Pairing,” Houston Chronicle, 

December 12, 1970, p. 1, 3 (NAACP and LDF support). 
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spring, ruling that it failed to meet the Circuit court’s basic requirement that any replacement 

proposal achieve as much integration as the original pairing order. HISD had tried to justify their 

alternative as placing less of a burden on African American and Mexican American students by 

not pursuing mere “statistical desegregation.” This rationale, which amounted to achieving less 

“bad” integration by achieving less integration, failed to persuade the judge.
73

  

Connally’s decision may have disappointed local school officials, but it outraged many 

Mexican American leaders. For one, local Mexican Americans were going to “lose” regardless 

of how the judge ruled on HISD’s alternative pairing plan, which still disproportionately 

burdened African Americans and Mexican Americans. Nonetheless, Connally’s rejection of the 

proposal drastically widened the scale of that burden, with the Fifth Circuit order requiring 

nearly ten times as many students in the paired schools to be reassigned in the fall of 1971 

compared to the alternate plan HISD used the previous spring.
74

  

The harshest blow, though, came in the latter half of Connally’s decision, where he 

forcefully denied MALDEF’s eight-month-old motion to intervene in the Ross case on behalf of 

local Mexican Americans. Connally, who had overseen some fifteen years of Ross litigation 

conducted within a strict black-white racial binary, upbraided the would-be intervenors as 

disingenuous latecomers to Houston’s school desegregation struggle. Noting that MALDEF’s 

request had come in the wake of the Fifth Circuit order—i.e. the first time HISD desegregation 

policies actively reassigned students—the judge wrote of local Mexican Americans, “Content to 
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 Efforts to locate copies of HISD’s appeal to the Supreme Court as well as the Court’s response have so far proven 

unsuccessful. HISD minutes, November 9, 1970, p. 37 (Fifth Circuit stay request); December 16, 1970, p. 2-4; and 

February 8, 1971, p. 9-11; and March 8, 1971, p. 10-11. “Denial of Motion for Stay,” December 11, 1970; “Motion 

to Amend Decree,” December 31, 1970; “Response of the United States to Defendants’ Motion to Amend Decree,” 

Februayry 2 1971; and “Memorandum,” May 24, 1971, all in folder: Docs. 270-95, box 1247, Ross Files. Mel 

Freeland, “School Pairing Proposal Would Transfer 2043,” Houston Chronicle, December 16, 1970, p. 1, 14. Elmer 

Bertelsen, “Pairing to Get Started Friday,” Houston Chronicle, January 27, 1971, s. 2, p. 1. “Black Asked to Delay 

School Pairing Here,” Houston Chronicle, February 25, 1971, p. 5. “Appeal on School Pairing Denied,” Houston 

Chronicle, May 3, 1971, p. 1, 8. 
74

 “Garver Gives Details for Pairing of 22 Elementary Schools,” Houston Chronicle, June 25, 1971, p. 1, 18. 
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be ‘White’ for these many years, now, when the shoe begins to pinch, the would-be intervenors 

wish to be treated not as Whites but as an ‘identifiable minority group.’ In short, they wish to be 

‘integrated’ with Whites, not Blacks.” Citing Swann, the judge ruled that the lack of “state-

sponsored segregation”—a phrase he underlined for emphasis—against ethnic Mexicans in 

Houston precluded them from any sort of constitutional relief, regardless of whether they 

qualified as an “identifiable minority group.” Indeed, an unshaken sense of Mexican Americans’ 

legal whiteness informed the entirety of Connally’s order. Echoing the arguments of local 

activists, HISD had challenged the Fifth Circuit’s pairing order partly on the grounds that, by 

largely mixing two “equally disadvantaged” groups of children, the circuit achieved nothing 

more than hollow “statistical desegregation.” Quoting the August 1970 order, as well as Judge 

Clark’s dissent, Connally dismissed HISD’s argument and replied that the appellate court “knew 

precisely what it was doing” in classifying Mexican Americans as “white.”
75

 

 Local Mexican American activists blasted Connally’s decision, especially his suggestion 

that ethnic Mexicans had never faced state-sponsored discrimination in Houston or Texas, and 

MALDEF appealed the ruling to the Fifth Circuit two weeks later.
76

 Indeed, not since dismissing 

HISD’s 1960 “salt-and-pepper” desegregation proposal as “a palpable sham and subterfuge” had 

the judged denied a Ross motion in such biting terms, and never in the case had he sustained 
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 Connally’s denial of MALDEF’s motion came despite support from the Justice Department. HISD even agreed to 

accept intervention on a conditional basis but denied any constitutional violation of Mexican Americans’ rights, and 

its attorneys reserved the right to file an objection at a later date. “Reply to Motion of Narciso Rodriguez, Jr., et al to 

Intervene as Party Plaintiffs,” October 5, 1970; “Response of United States to Motion to Intervene of Narciso 

Rodriguez, Jr., et al,” October 19, 1970; and “Memorandum,” May 24, 1971 (“Content to be” “equally 

disadvantaged,” “identifiable minority,” “statistical desegregation” and “knew precisely” quotations), all in folder: 

Docs. 270-95, box 1247, Ross Files. 
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 “Notice of Appeal,” June 8, 1971, folder: docs. 296-320, box 1247, Ross files. For reactions from local Mexican 

American activists, see, “Judge Raps Latin-Americans,” Houston Chronicle, May 25, 1971, p. 1, 11; “Judge Rules 

Against La Raza,” Houston Papel Chicano, June 12, 1971, p. 1; “Editorials,” Houston Papel Chicano, June 12, 

1971, p. 2; Eduardo B. Lopez, “Carta Abierta Al Juez Federal Ben C. Connally,” Houston Papel Chicano, June 12, 

1971, p. 2; Felix Ramirez, “The Supreme Duty,” Houston Papel Chicano, June 12, 1971, p. 3; and Joe. I. Torres to 

Warren Burger, May 31, 1971, folder 3, box 1, Huelga Schools of Houston Collection, HMRC. 
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such a tone over multiple pages of a ruling.
77

 Yet as much as Connally’s refusal to consider 

Mexican Americans as anything other than “white” starkly contrasted with his colleague 

Woodrow Seals’s year-old ruling in Cisneros, hindsight shows it not to have been a total 

surprise. Connally’s rulings throughout the Ross case evinced little willingness to exceed the 

minimum desegregation standards articulated by higher authorities at the Fifth Circuit or 

Supreme Court, neither of which had at that point definitively ruled on whether Mexican 

Americans should be classified separately from Anglos for school desegregation purposes. 

Notwithstanding Seals’s district level holding in Cisneros, without a clear higher court 

precedent, a ruling that Mexican Americans in Houston were any different from the various other 

“whites” who had sought to intervene in Ross over the years would have been 

uncharacteristically bold for Judge Connally.  

Regardless, a year later, the judge needed not worry about getting ahead of his superiors. 

In August 1972, the Fifth Circuit ruled in desegregation appeals from Corpus Christi (Cisneros) 

and Austin that Mexican Americans had, in fact, historically been denied equal protection in 

legally “black-white” school systems and thus had to be included in the formulation of policies 

aimed at desegregating such systems. Shortly thereafter, the appellate judges took up 

MALDEF’s appeal in Ross, vacated Connally’s 1971 order on the grounds that it was now based 

on inaccurate premises, and remanded the case back for the judge to reconsider in light of the 

circuit’s new holdings. By that point, though, the Ross suit had become mired in an ultimately 

futile effort by residents of Houston’s predominantly white and affluent Westheimer 

neighborhood to secede from HISD and form their own independent school district. Three years 
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 See chapter 2. 
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passed before MALDEF resubmitted an intervention request, which federal Judge James Noel 

granted in the summer of 1975.
78

 

  MALDEF’s formal entry to the Ross suit came just as HISD, now five years later, finally 

approached the courts with a desegregation proposal to replace pairing: a dramatic expansion of 

the district’s magnet school system, which would use specialized instructional offerings to entice 

students to transfer to programs where enrollment would be kept as close to district-wide tri-

ethnic ratios as possible. The proposal drew a mixed response from Mexican American leaders. 

Three of the eight Mexican American members of a twenty-person task force that formally 

proposed the plan refused to sign the final recommendation and instead submitted a minority 

report that argued that magnet schools, while possessing some potential educational benefits, 

were insufficient as a means of integration. HISD trustee David Lopez, a CGS-endorsee who in 

1971 became the first Mexican American elected to the Houston school board, likewise voiced 

disapproval of the concept, while MALDEF attorney Abraham Ramirez was among the task 

force members who approved it. Whatever the magnet programs’ educational benefits, they 

proved largely impotent as a means of integration. By 1978, thirteen of the formerly paired 

schools offered magnet programs, which collectively had an Anglo enrollment of roughly 20 

percent. This was a notable improvement compared to the percentage of Anglos assigned to the 

paired schools, but its significance diminishes greatly when combined with the regular, non-

magnet enrollment at those schools: 59 percent black, 7 percent Anglo, and 34 percent Mexican 
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 Ross v. Eckels, September 6, 1972, folder: Docs. 296-320, box 1247, Ross Files. San Miguel, “Let All of Them 

Take Heed,” 180-81. “Motion to Intervene as Parties’ Plaintiffs,” May 15, 1975, folder: Docs. 339-70; and 

“Complaint in Intervention,” July 11, 1975, folder: Docs. 371-85, both in box 1247, Ross Files. Susan Biscoff, 

“HISD Will Hire 400 Teachers to Staff New Magnet Schools,” Houston Chronicle, July 12, 1975, p. 10 (Noel 

intervention). James Noel presided over Ross in the wake of Judge Connally’s retirement. “Judge Ben Connally 

Leaving Active Bench,” Houston Chronicle, July 2, 1974, s. 4, p. 27. Litigation over the Westheimer effort 

consumed the Ross case for nearly a decade. In 1978, the Fifth Circuit enjoined the district’s formation until backers 

could show it would not hamper efforts to desegregate HISD.  Ross v. HISD v. Westheimer Independent School 

District (583 F.2d 712). 
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American, with Mexican Americans accounting for some 83 percent of students who would have 

traditionally been classified as “white.”
79

  

School officials sometimes replied to critics of the magnet system’s effectiveness as an 

integrational tool that the program was just one part of a broader package of district 

desegregation policies. Indeed, this was true. The problem was that the broader package was not 

much better. In 1978-79, 95 of HISD’s 225 schools had student bodies that were at least 90 

percent African American, Mexican American, or a combination of both. More than 60 percent 

of the district’s African American and Mexican American pupils attended such schools.
80

 

 The apparent limitations of student integration in HISD in the late 1970s were traceable 

to the desegregation policies the district implemented in 1970 but had little to do with whether 

Mexican Americans were classified as “white.” Rather, the fundamental flaw of HISD 

integration policy, and the central reason why typically poorer Mexican Americans accounted for 

a disproportionate number of “whites” in the paired schools and some others, was the policy’s 

inability to overcome Houston’s segregated residential geography. At least some and presumably 

many African American and Mexican American leaders grasped this point from the policies’ 

inception. Black attorney Andrew Jefferson, a Citizens for Good Schools board member, noted 

in the summer of 1970 that he felt a “natural suspicion respecting any plan which rests upon the 
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Ethnic Report, June 1, 1978, folder 2, box 1263, Ross files. 
80

 Enrollment data referenced in “Memorandum in Support of Motion to Add Parties Defendant and for Leave to 

File an Amended Complaint in Intervention,” May 15, 1980, p. 3, folder: vol. 19, box 1251; and Brenda M. Gehan 
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pattern and complexion of Houston neighborhoods” and predicted that the equidistant zoning 

plan, which CGS-backed trustees proposed and Judge Connally accepted, likely meant that 

“desegregation will be substantially accomplished by integrating Blacks with Browns.” As 

MALDEF was preparing its 1970 intervention request, Abraham Ramirez acknowledged to one 

of his colleagues that “the housing patterns that have developed in Houston in the last ten…years 

are such that would give some credence to the integration of Mexican-Americans and Blacks in 

the schools.” Speaking before the school board in 1972, one-time NAACP president and Ross 

attorney Francis Williams called the Fifth Circuit’s pairing plan “unfortunate” but noted, “It just 

happens that black folks live near brown folks. All of us are poor folks.”
81

 

 In Houston, Mexican American and African American residential proximity and shared 

poverty derived from more than happenstance—they were part of white supremacy’s local 

historical legacy. Yet as Williams perceived in the specific case of the paired schools, economic 

status, as well as race, correlated with those neighborhoods and schools where HISD’s 

“neighborhood-based” zoning policies would yield the most immediate intermixture of students, 

whether black-Anglo, black-Mexican, Anglo-Mexican, or all three groups together. To be sure, 

compared to African Americans and Mexican Americans, a far lower percentage of Anglo 

students found themselves in schools with freshly reassigned and significantly mixed student 

bodies in the fall of 1970.  However, historians’ focus on the pairings and their generally 

commendable desire to highlight the disproportionate burden that the 1970 integration plan 
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placed on Mexican Americans and African Americans has sometimes led them to disregard or 

outright deny that the plan had any impact on Anglo students.
82

 This is inaccurate. 

 The intersection of class and residence informed how and to what extent historically and 

still predominantly Anglo schools were impacted by the desegregation policies HISD 

implemented in 1970. Unsurprisingly, the least change occurred in those schools located in 

middle-to-upper income and overwhelmingly white southwest Houston, where most campuses 

saw marginal-at-most increases in minority enrollment. Still, a student integration plan was 

fundamentally a set of reassignment policies, some of which could and did affect local families 

in ways that had little impact on integration. White parents and students in the Meyerland 

subdivision protested plans to split the neighborhood’s students between 99 percent white 

Johnston Junior High and 95 percent white Pershing Junior High, alleging that students assigned 

to Pershing would have to travel twice as far to school. Several thousand residents of the nearby 

island municipality of Bellaire similarly petitioned the school board to protest the rezoning of 

more than one hundred local students from elite, 98 percent white Bellaire High School to elite, 

91 percent white Lamar High School, located on the opposite side of the city’s Southwest 

Freeway.
83

  

 HISD’s 1970 zoning policies had a more direct integrative impact on Anglos living in 

Houston’s lower-to-middle income neighborhoods, most of them in Houston’s Northside and  

                                                 
82
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MAP 7 – Income, “Average Family Income,” 1970, Houston area, Social Explorer (based on data from U. S. 

Census Bureau; accessed November 14, 2017) 

 

Near Northside.
84

 This likely surprised few local residents. From virtually the beginning of the 

Ross lawsuit, discussion of the impact of any zoning-based desegregation plan referenced the 

likely disparate impact such policies would have in north and east Houston, while leaving much 

of west and southwest Houston’s schools overwhelmingly white. In 1960, when locals voted 2-1 
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“against” desegregation in a non-binding referendum, opposition was greatest in northern and 

eastern neighborhoods, which either abutted black neighborhoods or contained growing pockets 

of African Americans settlement, and were where proximity-based zoning would achieve the 

most integration. A number of precincts in those areas voted 10-1 against integration, and even 

as high as 20-1, while residents in the reputedly conservative but more segregated southwest area 

registered some of the lowest levels of opposition among white precincts (to be sure, they were 

still opposed).
85

  

When HISD finally did implement a zoning integration plan in 1970, the quickest, if in 

some cases fleeting gains in integration in predominantly Anglo schools did indeed occur in the 

more economically mixed northern and eastern areas. Burbank and Fonville Junior High schools 

each saw roughly 20 percent gains in the number of black students in attendance between 1969 

and 1970, with Burbank mostly retaining a 17 percent Mexican American enrollment already in 

attendance. Black enrollment at Hamilton Junior High increased from 9 percent to 22 percent, 

while African Americans at Hogg Junior High went from representing 7 percent of students to 20 

percent, with Anglos comprising 54 percent of students and Mexican Americans 26 percent. At 

the senior high level, Sam Houston High remained a predominantly Anglo school in 1970, but 

black representation increased from a mere .1 percent to 11.1 percent. Anglo representation at 

Reagan High dropped from 82 percent in 1969 to 63 percent in 1970, while black enrollment 

increased from 2.3 percent to 20.5 (Mexican American enrollment held steady at roughly 16 

percent).
86

 Not coincidentally, Houston’s northern neighborhoods also saw some of the largest 

                                                 
85

 Elmer Bertelsen, “Opposed by 2 to 1 Margin,” Houston Chronicle, June 5, 1960, p. 1, 30. Walter Mansell, “North 

and East Sections of City Bitterest Enemies of Integration,” Houston Chronicle, August 4, 1960, p. 5. Conservative 

school board candidates tried to stoke fears of integration when campaigning in north Houston later that year. Elmer 

Bertelsen, “Conservative School Slate Pins Fight on Integration Program,” Houston Chronicle, October 26, 1960, p. 

9. 
86

 HISD Pupil Accounting Department, “Percentage Comparison of Students by Race,” October 21, 1971, folder 16, 

box 12, Tinsley Collection, HMRC. 



313 

 

protests of HISD’s integration policy that year. Indeed, Anglo challenges to the zoning plan 

initially matched if not exceeded the scale of those waged by local Mexican Americans and even 

included a similar but unaffiliated boycott of local schools, which supporters claimed at one 

point saw 20,000 children stay home from school.
87

 As time progressed, though, Anglo-led 

protests inside HISD receded as white residents in some neighborhoods realized residential 

patterns would keep integration in their schools to a manageable minimum, while others 

relocated to whiter outlying areas or transferred their children to private schools.  

 The demographic changes that unfolded at the schools above represent just a fraction of 

HISD’s white students, who overwhelmingly remained in schools that saw only minor gains 

integration. This was especially true at the elementary level, where schools’ smaller attendance 

zones made enrollment even more susceptible to the constraints of residential demography. Yet 

those changes do nonetheless point to how the impact of HISD’s 1970 desegregation policies 

was defined by much more than Mexican Americans being classified as “white.” Indeed, one 

sign of the more potent influence of the policies’ “neighborhood” orientation is the fact that 

Mexican American attendance patterns did not change all that much once they finally received 

recognition as a distinct minority.  

Gaining legal recognition from HISD’s Anglos was a gradual process, but probably the 

most significant policy change came shortly after the Fifth Circuit’s September 1972 ruling. At 

the next HISD board meeting, trustee David Lopez cited the new rulings and successfully moved 

that HISD recognize Mexican Americans “as a separate, identifiable minority” and affirm the 
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district’s “desire to promulgate such policies as will prevent segregation by race or national 

origin.” The motion carried 6-0. A few weeks later, the board unanimously approved a 

superintendent recommendation to apply the policy to the district’s majority-to-minority transfer 

system, which now allowed Mexican Americans, as well as Anglos and African Americans, to 

transfer to any school where their ethnicity was underrepresented. Previously, Mexican 

Americans’ “white” status meant they could only transfer to predominantly black schools. Lopez 

and fellow trustee Leon Everett had hoped to allow blacks and Mexican Americans to transfer 

out of a school that was more than 50 percent “minority,” but Lopez still supported the less 

liberally integrative policy, reasoning that “half a loaf is better than none.”
88

  

Recognition for transfers was a small but meaningful victory that at least gave Mexican 

Americans a similar power as African Americans to transcend the conservative terms of HISD’s 

zoning policies, if they so wished, and attend a hopefully better-resourced majority white school. 

It likewise was one that exposed lingering disagreements among local Mexican Americans over 

whiteness. Indeed, the strongest pushback Lopez received for making the motion came from 

other Mexican Americans, with him explaining, “I got numerous calls from Hispanics saying, 

you know, ‘Who are you to say that we’re not white?’ And I said, ‘You can be whatever you 

want…but that’s not the issue.’” For Lopez, Mexican Americans’ racial classification was more 

a question of pragmatics than anything else, stating straightforwardly, “We needed to get 

something done in terms of desegregation.”
89

 Ultimately, though, granting Mexican Americans 

access to voluntary integrative transfers only allowed so much more to “get done” when it came 

to integration. As long as HISD’s proximity-based zoning policies were intact, recognition of 
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Mexican Americans as a distinct minority would only make so much of a difference. Indeed, in 

that sense, recognition for majority-to-minority transfers probably was the upper limit of how 

Mexican Americans could improve their chances at attending a better integrated school, short of 

a more fundamental restructuring of district desegregation policy. 

However, for most local Mexican Americans, the demand for recognition had always 

been about more than increasing integration. Mexican Americans wanted HISD to “see” them 

and the particular educational needs of their children and make a concerted effort to meet those 

needs. As much and, in many cases, more than integration, activists and families wanted more 

Mexican American teachers, bilingual teachers, bilingual programs, coverage of Mexican 

American history, and programs aimed at reducing high dropout rates among Mexican American 

children. Indeed, the black-white binary that had so defined HISD’s struggle over integration had 

historically cast a wide shadow over the city’s Mexican-origin pupils that impacted local 

education in a number of ways beyond the question of their proximity to Anglos. The protests 

triggered by HISD’s 1970 integration plan may not have led to substantial changes in HISD’s 

desegregation policies, but they did hasten Mexican Americans’ arrival to local educational 

politics. From then on, Houstonians knew that, indeed, desegregation and educational politics 

were not just matters of black and white.
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CHAPTER 6 

 

At Crossroads:  

 

The Fragmentation of the African American Desegregation Consensus  

 

and Houston’s Biracial Coalition 
 

 

Few scenes better capture the state of desegregation politics in early 1970s Houston than 

the one that unfolded at the Houston Technical Institute on February 21, 1972. That evening, 

roughly one thousand people gathered for a special hearing called by the Houston Independent 

School District (HISD). Speakers there made demands that reflected African Americans’ and 

Mexican Americans’ growing concern for a more multi-faceted agenda of community 

empowerment in American public schools, and that included increased and improved minority 

employment opportunities; fair access to district business contracts; expanded counseling 

services; more resources for bilingual education; and greater attention to dropouts, drug abuse, 

and discipline issues in predominantly Mexican American and African American schools.  

Despite the increasingly evident weaknesses of the proximity-based desegregation plan 

that HISD implemented in the fall of 1970, more robust promotion of student integration was a 

decidedly low priority among the evening’s speakers. Mexican American activists continued to 

blast the controversial and disruptive pairing of certain predominantly Mexican American and 

African American elementary schools under the pretense of legal “black-white” integration, but 

calls for more aggressive student desegregation policies were few and much less emphatic.  

Stronger support for enhanced levels of student integration came from some of the night’s 

African American speakers. Those particular black leaders expressed worry that the agenda 

being promoted by a relatively newer cadre of local black activists threatened to undermine what 
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integration progress had been made in Houston schools over the previous two years and sunder 

the liberal biracial coalition that had only recently wrested control of the HISD school board 

from conservative trustees backed by the Committee for Sound American Education (CSAE). 

The hearing itself was originally called at the behest of the local chapter of the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), which a month earlier submitted a five-page 

“Manifesto on Behalf of Black Children” to the HISD board. The document included a number 

of separate demands, but its primary target was the Singleton Ratio, a faculty integration policy 

that required all schools to employ teaching staffs that approximated the “black-white” 

demography of all district teachers—and that thus situated majority white teaching staffs in 

schools with still overwhelmingly black student bodies. For supporters, SCLC’s statement was a 

bold declaration of local blacks’ desire for more direct “community control” of their 

“neighborhood schools.” Veteran integration lawyers, several of whom had worked on the Ross 

v. HISD desegregation case, reacted to the document with ambivalence at best and alarm at 

worst. “I suffered through a segregated system of education—black schools for black folks,” 

former Houston NAACP president and attorney Francis Williams told the crowd in apparent 

reference to the prospect of white teachers being removed from black schools, declaring to a 

round of applause, “If anybody thinks I am going back to that system…they are damned liars!”
1
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The crowd’s evident approval of Williams’s remark should not be surprising. Presumably 

no one present that night had wanted to return to the officially dual system of “black-white” 

segregation that structured public education in Houston from Reconstruction to the late 1960s. 

But where the struggle for educational equality and empowerment should go now was a different 

and decidedly more difficult question. African Americans in Houston always supported multiple 

strategies in the struggle against educational white supremacy, even if individuals might argue 

passionately for one option over another. However, with the Brown decisions of 1954 and 1955, 

it became legally feasible to attack that system’s primary administrative vehicle: segregation. 

Consequently, from then until the late 1960s, there emerged a general consensus that the 

elimination of HISD’s racially dual system of “black-white” student assignment should be the 

primary though never exclusive goal of black educational activism. That goal had been formally 

achieved by 1970, even as meaningful levels of student integration remained largely elusive. At 

that point, black Houstonians were at a crossroads. Did they believe that integration was vital 

enough to the cause of educational equality to press Houston school officials to adopt more 

robust policy tools like “busing,” or was it enough to finally have policies that guaranteed pupils 

the right to attend a majority white school if they so desired? 

This chapter explores the competing answers that emerged among local African 

Americans in the early 1970s as two intertwined developments unfolded in the Houston school 

system. The most significant was the implementation of the 1970 integration plan, which 

combined proximity-based student zoning with racially “black-white” balanced faculty 

assignment. Although local black integration proponents considered such zoning an acceptable 

pupil desegregation remedy as late as the mid-1960s, African American leaders now struggled 

over how to respond to the evident limited impact of such a plan in light of Houston’s 
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increasingly segregated residential patterns. In many cases, debate over student integration 

became secondary to an even more impassioned outcry over what many black leaders claimed 

was the negative impact of faculty reassignment on the quality and culture of historically black 

schools. Critics charged that the Singleton Ratio transferred the best black teachers to majority 

white campuses and replaced them with inexperienced white teachers who struggled to instruct 

those African American pupils still attending predominantly black schools. Although faculty 

integration in Houston did not result in significant black job loss (as was the case in many other 

districts), the concern for having majority black teaching staffs in majority black schools was 

part of a broader impulse to ensure that those campuses provided pupils with positive black adult 

role models and provided black adults with opportunities for economic empowerment.  

Debates among local African American leaders over the course of integration in HISD 

became embroiled in local school board politics, the site of the district’s second major early ‘70s 

shift. The impact of the 1970 integration plan gradually bred several different strands of 

discontent among black leaders and laypeople that led some to question their alliance with the 

liberal white trustees backed by Citizens for Good Schools (CGS), whose late 1969 election 

many blacks had celebrated as the dawn of a new era in local education. By the late 1973 board 

campaigns, CGS still retained the support of most African Americans, but persistent criticism 

from certain black leaders helped erode popular support for the organization’s candidates to a 

point that would have been unthinkable a few years earlier, when CGS was embraced as a far 

more preferable alternative to the conservative Committee for Sound American Education 

(CSAE). Local African Americans were therefore confronted with a dilemma that exemplifies 

how struggles over desegregation were inextricably embedded in the historical context of local 

educational politics: was increased pressure on the CGS-led school board to either expand or 
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alter the terms of integration worth the risk of fragmenting the city’s ever-tenuous biracial 

coalition and allowing a possible conservative resurgence, whether by the historically 

segregationist CSAE or otherwise?  

Likely nothing better reveals the extent of this dilemma than the controversial board 

career of Reverend David Leon Everett II. Endorsed as part of the original CGS slate in 1969, 

Everett eventually broke from the group in a series of high-profile board votes, the most 

controversial being the 1971 firing of CGS-appointed superintendent George Garver. Everett’s 

role in the Garver firing triggered a massive outcry from Houston’s black leadership and 

revealed and intensified preexisting divisions that had developed among those African 

Americans who strongly backed the CGS-led board and those who increasingly believed that the 

their erstwhile liberal white allies took black support for granted. In 1973, Everett accepted the 

endorsement of a new rival group to CGS, Concerted Action for Responsible Education (CARE), 

and helped them oust his former allies from office. In the long-term, neither Everett nor CARE’s 

takeover of majority board control made any significant difference in the course of integration or 

minority empowerment in HISD. However, the discourse surrounding Everett’s actions, 

especially the Garver firing, reveals the challenges that African Americans faced in negotiating a 

new political limbo somewhere between segregation and integration. For that reason, this chapter 

treats his early board tenure in some detail. 

 

By the late 1960s and ‘70s, many national integration advocates viewed proximity-based 

assignment in urban areas as at best a woefully inadequate plan for integration and at worst a 

subterfuge that used deeper patterns of residential segregation to minimize African American 

children’s presence in historically white schools, and vice versa. Regardless of the intention, the 
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result was the same: substantially low levels of student integration in officially desegregated 

school districts. Yet while the NAACP Legal Defense Fund (LDF) attorneys working the Ross 

case immediately criticized the zoning policies HISD proposed and implemented (and that 

federal courts approved) in 1970, local blacks’ initial reaction to the district’s new desegregation 

policies was relatively muted, especially compared to that of Anglos and Mexican Americans. A 

number of reasons undoubtedly explains why, but among the most basic was that the type of 

student desegregation policies HISD implemented in 1970 approximated how most local African 

Americans had historically understood “desegregated” pupil assignment: the establishment of a 

single set of school zones based on traditional factors like the distance from residence to school, 

traffic hazards and barriers, and capacity—but not on the basis of “race.”  

In the 1950s, when “desegregation” of Houston’s schools was still confined to the realm 

of the hypothetical, local discourse surrounding the issue reveals a mutual assumption among 

opponents and supporters alike that “desegregated” student assignment meant the sort of 

proximity-based zoning described above. As others have shown, this conformed to more widely 

held understandings of “desegregation” at the time, including among the NAACP attorneys who 

worked Brown v. Board of Education (1954).
2
 For example, shortly after the filing of the Ross v. 

HISD suit, HISD publicized the results of a study that predicted how “integration” would impact 

the district’s secondary school enrollment, with integration being defined as “if all students were 

required to attend schools nearest their homes.”  Speaking to a reporter, district superintendent 

William Moreland reassured the public that the district’s ongoing building program would help 
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Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme Court (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 

176-78, 234. Tushnet shows this point more implicitly than does Ravitch. 
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reduce the amount of black-white integration that might result from desegregation.
3
 Like HISD’s 

longer and broader campaign of segregative, neighborhood-based school construction, 

Moreland’s comments show school officials understood desegregated student assignment to be 

limited to proximity and thus as something that could be constrained through proper 

manipulation of the district’s school site geography. Desegregation supporters at the time 

criticized such efforts as undermining their own efforts, but they did so partly because they 

shared opponents’ conceptualization of a desegregated student assignment policy. Before and 

after Brown, newspaper editor Carter Wesley repeatedly framed desegregation as a matter of 

African Americans winning the “right to go to the school nearest them.” At one point, Wesley 

even went so far as to wave off white concerns that desegregation would engender chaos by 

reminding readers that residential segregation dictated that “there will be many, many schools 

that will still be practically solid white and practically solid Negroid.” “But,” he reminded 

readers, “the victory will have been won when...no child can be denied the right to go to any 

school…nearest him because of race or color.”
4
  

As others have shown, Wesley was never as dogmatic about integration’s inherent virtues 

as were local and national NAACP officials, but he nonetheless shared their basic understanding 

of what would constitute a desegregated student assignment policy.
5
 Certainly, integration 
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supporters then and in the future also hoped for various reasons that black and white contact in 

schools would increase. But especially for many black families, desegregation appealed because 

of the more practical benefits it offered, one of the most immediate being the convenience of 

attending the school nearest one’s home. Indeed, the primary burden of segregation cited in the 

original 1956 Ross v. HISD complaint was the “unreasonable distances” and accompanying 

traffic hazards that separated Delores Ross and Beneva Williams from their nearest black 

schools. Plaintiff attorneys demanded the two girls and their peers be allowed to attend “the 

schools which are nearest to their respective homes.” Testifying at trial, Ross’s mother Mary 

Benjamin reaffirmed her primary desire that her daughter attend the school “closest to home,” 

even if it was a black school, a preference the adult Delores Ross Phlegm expressed for her own 

child in 1967. Indeed, speaking with a reporter in the summer of 1970, Phlegm specifically gave 

her approval to the zoning-based policies the district was then preparing to implement, citing 

students’ basic ability under the plan “to go to school near home.”
6
 While the attorneys who 

represented her focused their energy in the first half of the ‘60s on securing piecemeal 

adjustments to Judge Ben Connally’s 1960 court order, their 1965 motion calling for immediate 

desegregation articulated a similar vision of student desegregation policy: “Plaintiffs submit that 

[HISD] should be required to prepare a single set of school zone lines using the traditional 
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criteria of proximity, school utilization, natural boundaries, and safety hazards, and all pupils 

should be assigned to schools based on such school lines.”
7
  

Plaintiff attorneys in Ross only began advocating more aggressive desegregation policies 

aimed at counteracting the impact of residential segregation in the late 1960s, when federal 

desegregation mandates were strengthening and the LDF’s New York-based attorneys assumed 

an increasingly central role in their case. Increasingly, their proposals went beyond local African 

Americans’ traditional demand for proximity-based zoning and instead called for policies aimed 

at maximizing “black-white” intermixture by transporting children to schools outside their own 

neighborhoods.
8
 When the courts in 1970 rejected the LDF plan in favor of a modified version of 

the new liberal-led school board’s zoning proposal, black Houstonians thus had to ask 

themselves: were they satisfied with a student assignment plan that conformed to most of their 

visions of desegregation policy and promised access to white schools, or was black-white 

integration in schools a valuable enough end in and of itself to push for more robust policies that 

overcame the impact of Houston’s increasingly segregated residential landscape?  

As was true when the Supreme Court issued the Brown decisions, it was not immediately 

apparent what impact HISD’s new desegregation policies would have on the ground, leaving 

many African Americans unsure how to react. “As a matter of intellectual honesty, it is too early 

to tell what the equidistant zoning plan will actually achieve,” local attorney and CGS board 

member Andrew Jefferson, Jr., wrote in a letter submitted to the organization’s newsletter and 

mailed to Judge Ben Connally. For his part, Jefferson was skeptical that any neighborhood-based 

integration plan would have much of an impact given Houston’s segregated residential patterns, 

which, he reminded readers, had been reinforced by previous CSAE-dominated school boards 
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who purposely located new schools away from mixed residential areas so as to mitigate the 

impact of school integration (“I simply can not believe they have failed so miserably!,” he added 

sardonically). Indeed, considering that residential patterns dictated that “desegregation will be 

substantially accomplished by integrating Blacks with Browns,” he suggested the ruling might 

face further legal challenges given the U. S. southern district court’s recent Cisneros decision, 

which held that Mexican Americans must be distinguished from Anglos for integration 

purposes.
9
 

Many other local African Americans undoubtedly also recognized that any proximity-

based desegregation plan would leave the student bodies of many schools virtually untouched. 

According to one study, in 1970 some 90 percent of either Anglos or “minority” residents would 

have had to move to a different city block to achieve an even distribution of whites and 

nonwhites in the city of Houston, nearly ten points above the national mean of 81.6 and higher 

than the regional means for both the South and the West. Block-level segregation among Anglos 

and African Americans in Houston that year was even starker at 92 percent.
10

 Yet for at least 

some black Houstonians, “neighborhood-based” zoning was still acceptable as long as it 

guaranteed black children the right to attend a predominantly white, more distant school if their 

families so desired. After Judge Connally approved HISD’s equidistant plan in the early summer 

of 1970, local journalist Thomas Wright reported for the black-owned Forward Times that 

“Many Black people, including some prominent community residents” thought the zoning plan 

was just an attempt to “force Black children back to the ghetto schools.” However, writing in 
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defense of the plan, Wright argued it “contains something for Black people to really consider. It 

contains freedom-of-choice, minus busing, and zoning.” He reassured readers that the plan 

included enough transfer provisions that black families could still enroll their child in a white 

school if they were initially zoned to a predominantly black school. In a concluding summary, 

Wright wrote that “those Blacks desiring their children go to a predominantly white school near 

their home are still satisfied, the concept of the neighborhood school is still intact, and the idea of 

gross busing has been eliminated,” and he declared, “This plan can do nothing, but help Black 

children seeking a quality education and further the cause of integration.”
11

  

Wright’s commentary demands some unpacking, especially what on the surface appears 

to be an at-worst neutral stance towards the district’s previous freedom of choice policy. First, 

the end of the freedom of choice policy in 1970 revealed the extent of its support among Anglos 

as well as Mexican Americans, which easily surpassed that found among African Americans. 

Conservative activists (including former and current CSAE-backed school board members) and 

others expressed their support for the policy through protests, school boycotts, and legal 

challenges, including the creation of a “Freedom of Choice Legal Defense Fund” and a CSAE-

backed amicus brief in the Supreme Court’s Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg (1971) decision 

that argued for the policy’s constitutionality.
12
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Support for free choice was neither as well-organized nor as emphatic among Mexican 

Americans as Anglos, and local Mexican American activists shrewdly avoided identifying their 

critique of the new zoning policies with the Anglo-led protests occurring at the same time. 

Nonetheless, freedom of choice seems to have been the desegregation policy that enjoyed widest 

support among local Mexican Americans. When MALDEF was preparing to file their first 

motion in the Ross case, local attorney Abraham Ramirez informed his colleagues that he had 

received “many calls from Mexican American families who claim they are being forced to send 

their children to [black] schools.” Ramirez noted that, while most Mexican American families 

stayed in their neighborhoods despite an influx of African American residents over the previous 

decade, they nonetheless “sent their children away from their neighborhoods to attend other 

schools under the freedom-of-choice situation. Now, with the [zoning plan] in effect, the 

Mexican-American has been caught in a squeeze play.” After the plan’s implementation, 

Mexican American leaders mostly made generalized demands that, whatever approach HISD 

took to desegregation, its success in promoting “black-white” integration should not rest on 

Mexican American shoulders. Occasionally, activists carried their critiques of zoning to their 

logical policy conclusion and called for “busing” of students across neighborhoods. Among the 

broader Mexican American public, though, more aggressive integration tools like “busing”—

even of a genuinely “tri-ethnic” sort—found little favor. At protests and marches, Mexican 

American families and activists could be found carrying signs with messages like, “Yo Quiero 

‘Freedom of Choice’” (“I Want Freedom of Choice”), “Viva Freedom of Choice” (“Live 

Freedom of Choice”), “Bussing Means War,” or “Pairing No! Neighborhood Schools Yes!” A 

crowd of Mexican Americans at one board meeting even joined Anglos in cheering freedom of 

choice and booing CGS-backed trustee Leon Everett when he called the policy a segregationist 
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“subterfuge.” Freedom of choice appealed to Mexican Americans for any number of reasons, but 

likely the most basic was that most families simply did not view integration with either African 

Americans or Anglos as the best path to educational empowerment. “The Mexican-American 

community is not interested in integration,” Abraham Ramirez observed with resignation in the 

mid-1970s, “Mexican Americans in general want to go Mexican American schools and to hell 

with HEW guidelines or Supreme Court decisions.”
13

 

Local Mexican Americans’ lack of concern for free choice’s fundamentally segregationist 

aims is unsurprising given their historically liminal position in Houston’s racial hierarchy and 

lack of active participation in the city’s struggle over desegregating its dual “black-white” 

system. African Americans, by contrast, were well-aware of the policy’s intentions. Indeed, 

Thomas Wright’s concern for those black parents who had availed themselves of freedom of 

choice and transferred their students into majority white schools would have been relevant only 

to a small percentage of local African American parents. As of early 1968, a mere 13,000 (16 

percent) of HISD’s 82,000 black pupils were enrolled in formerly all-white schools under 

freedom of choice. In theory, other black pupils could still have received an integrated education 

thanks to white students transferring into segregated black schools. In reality, that virtually never 
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happened, and fewer than 150 of the district’s nearly 165,000 “white” students were enrolled in 

formerly all-black schools, which undoubtedly included a number of Mexican American pupils. 

Even then, many of those black parents who transferred their children in hopes they might 

receive an integrated education found that opportunity quickly slipping away. A Justice 

Department report from the same period indicates that more than 5,000 of those African 

Americans attending “white” schools were in fact at schools that, while historically white, were 

rapidly transitioning to predominantly black.
14

 

At the same time, while “freedom of choice” as a political rallying cry functioned as little 

more than code for “basically segregation,” some minority families managed to use “freedom of 

choice” as policy to access historically and still predominantly Anglo schools. Wright’s 

reference to African American families worrying about being “forced back” into effectively 

segregated black neighborhood schools indicates at least some even used the system to overcome 

the impact of Houston’s segregated residential geography (in using the system to leave local 

predominantly black schools, they were also similar to some of the Mexican American families 

referenced above). Indeed, “freedom of choice” desegregation policy was an effective means of 

undermining integration partly because it allowed such tokenistic gains, which then masked the 

various factors that kept the vast majority of students in effectively segregated schools. 

Especially when paired with the policy’s deceivingly simple name (who but Communists could 

oppose “freedom” or “choice”?), such piecemeal cracks in the wall of segregation could be 

enough to satisfy even some of those families who were not Anglo. The Forward Times at one 
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point even stumbled across a local black man who, despite his family being unaffected by the 

new zoning policies, nonetheless felt the new plan had “been handled quite poorly” and believed 

students “should have the freedom of choice.” Still, such views were exceptional among African 

Americans, the vast majority of whom understood that any black-white integration or black 

empowerment that occurred under freedom of choice was in spite of the policy’s underlying 

purpose.
15

  

Overall, Wright’s characterization of HISD’s new zoning-based desegregation policy was 

a positive one. Of course, after a decade and a half of HISD school boards willfully delaying and 

defying desegregation, some African Americans probably viewed any plan that seemed 

legitimately aimed at promoting integration, however meager its results, as a welcome change. 

Vital to Wright’s positive assessment, though, were the plan’s transfer provisions. While 

freedom of choice and the 1970 plan both relied on strictly voluntary transfers to boost 

integration, only the latter promised black students the ability to attend a majority white school 

using a majority-to-minority (M2M) transfer provision. This provision allowed any student to 

transfer to the nearest school where they would be in the racial minority, even if it meant a 

majority student had to be “bumped” out for capacity reasons. Under freedom of choice, such 

students received secondary priority to those who lived nearest the school and had attended 

previously, which served to maintain traditionally segregated attendance patterns. School 

officials under the M2M system were also required to provide transportation to the transferring 

students as needed, a potential boon to black students living deep in segregated sections of inner 

Houston. Students could request transfers to schools other than the nearest one where they would 

be in the minority, but in that case they were not allowed to “bump” others for capacity reasons. 
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But thanks to a modification in the Fifth Circuit’s August order, HISD still had to provide 

transportation for those students if the request was approved.
16

 

 The majority-to-minority transfer system exemplified how paper pronouncements often 

failed to translate neatly into lived realities in the history of American school desegregation. As 

of August 1971, HISD had received 1,176 requests for M2M transportation but had only been 

able to grant 398—barely one third—and parents and community leaders could be found for 

years complaining of unfilled requests.
17

 At a more structural level, the M2M system, like all 

aspects of the Ross case, was still tainted by a legal tradition that classified Mexican Americans 

as “white.” In a school where Mexican Americans were a minority to a black majority, they 

could not apply for an M2M transfer since doing so would diminish the level of black-“white” 

integration on that campus. Likewise, African Americans who were a minority on a mostly 

Mexican American campus were ineligible for M2M since they already attended a school with a 

“white” majority. This remained true until 1972, when the board voted to recognize Mexican 

Americans as a distinct minority for M2M purposes.
18

  

The voluntary majority-to-minority system did little to change the basic weaknesses of 

HISD’s “neighborhood-based” zoning plan, but, in the short-term, the program seemed to 

assuage whatever black concerns there were that such a plan would keep them confined to 

segregated black schools. Indeed, as HISD trustees in September 1970 were considering how to 

respond to the Fifth Circuit’s hated pairing plan, black HISD trustee Leon Everett went so far as 
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to say said that he would accept a new “freedom of choice” system as a compromise with board 

conservatives if it was administered along the same terms as the M2M transfers.
19

 Still, however 

much black support there may have been for M2M, it was far from a full-throated endorsement 

of the 1970 integration plan.  

Coverage in the local black press at the time gives the impression that one of the more 

common sensations among local African Americans was neither excitement at the city’s first real 

integration plan nor dissatisfaction with that plan’s many shortcomings, but annoyance at the 

changes it demanded of their daily routines and expectations for the 1970-71 school year. With 

tongue partly in cheek, one reporter “cursed” the plan for transferring his daughter into a better-

integrated school that was less conveniently located relative to his work route. The writer 

seemingly could not have cared less whether the school was integrated (“I am convinced that our 

teachers in all of our schools do their jobs well,” he noted), and he had kept his daughter in the 

same conveniently located all-black school even after moving to a better integrated 

neighborhood. “She will be going to an integrated school this year,” he said before adding, “but 

that doesn’t really bother us,” as though the opposite response was to be expected. When another 

Forward Times reporter gathered “man on the street”-style opinions of the plan a week or two 

after its implementation, dissatisfaction with the plan’s disruptiveness seemed to be the default 

response he encountered. Six of fifteen people complained that student transfers resulting from 

the zoning inconvenienced parents and students, while two others said they had no personal 

complaints because their children were not rezoned, which still tacitly revealed a perception of 

the plan as a hassle. One woman implicitly endorsed the district’s previous freedom of choice 

policy, arguing that “it is wrong to almost force a child to go where he does not want to go.” The 
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plan’s weaknesses as a means of integration seem to have been of relatively minor concern, if at 

all.
20

 

Beyond the plan’s general disruptiveness, African Americans’ concerns extended to its 

more specific impacts on student life. Black athletic boosters were especially anxious over how 

the transfers would impact the rosters of their alma maters. In football, historically black Booker 

T. Washington High School seems to have been the hardest hit by the zoning, losing some forty-

five players to white and Mexican American Reagan High, including a star quarterback who 

subsequently refused to play for Reagan and insisted his parents had bought their home 

specifically so he could attend Washington.
21

 Especially upsetting for students and parents was 

the courts’ refusal to allow seniors to remain in and graduate from the high schools they had 

attended for the past three years. They worried that transferred seniors would suffer in their 

studies if separated from the friends and faculty to whom they had grown accustomed or that 

transferring would jeopardize scholarship opportunities, especially if the student was an athlete. 

Others pointed out that many seniors had already purchased their class rings and insisted it was 

unfair to make them either buy a new one or settle for a ring from a school from which they did 

not graduate. Responding to complaints from white and black parents alike, the school board 

petitioned Judge Connally to grant exemptions for seniors at least in those cases where 

anticipated reassignments had no actual impact on integration. Connally rejected the request 

following opposition from the LDF and Justice Department.
22

  

                                                 
20

 Sonny Wells, “Integration and Inconvenience,” Houston Forward Times, August 22, 1970, p. 4 (“cursed,” “our 

teachers,” “She will be,” and “but that doesn’t” quotations). Eddie Watson, “Opinions on Houston Integration,” 

Houston Forward Times, September 12, 1970, p. 2 (“should have the freedom of choice” and “it is wrong” 

quotations). Here and elsewhere, the quotations from Watson’s article are his respondents’, not his. 
21

 Artice “Choy” Vaughn, “Footballers Refuse to Play at Reagan,” Houston Forward Times, September 18, 1970, p. 

70. 
22

 Artice “Choy” Vaughn, “Black Coaches Not Uptight About Zoning Plan,” Houston Forward Times, June 6, 1970, 

p. 71. Eddie Watson, “Should High School Seniors Be Required to Transfer?,” Houston Forward Times, June 20, 

1970, p. 2. Conrad K. Harper to Leonard R. Robbins, June 19, 1970, folder 3, box 1272, Ross Files. HISD minutes, 



334 

 

Personal dissatisfactions like those above might seem trivial compared to the moral 

imperative to dismantle segregation and alleviate the impact of educational white supremacy. 

However, the vast majority of students, parents, teachers, administrators, and others to whom the 

task of integration actually fell never asked for that responsibility, whether they were white, 

black, Mexican American, or otherwise. Their chief concern on a daily basis was not how their 

or their children’s schooling experience fit within a broader historical project, but whether they 

would get to see their friends every day at school; whether they would have to find new 

afterschool arrangements for their children; whether they would be able to play sports; or 

whether their school would make it through the year free of violence, especially any that cut 

along racial lines. Recognizing these anxieties and worries is imperative for understanding that 

integration was not some instant, magical process, but a significant disruption to the daily lives 

of many of the people who lived it, and one that existed through particular policies and 

regulations that could impact local people in a variety of ways. Especially in a sprawling urban 

district like Houston, any new plan of student assignment, even an impotent desegregation plan 

like HISD’s, was bound to meet some resistance from people regardless of color.  

The crucial differences that emerged between people of different color turned on whether 

they believed such disruptions and inconveniences were worth tolerating for the sake of an 

integrated education. Even though the 1970 integration triggered some similar complaints among 

blacks and whites alike, African Americans who perceived the plan’s student provisions to be 

cumbersome to their daily routines were far more willing to tolerate them. “[I]t is the only way 

we can obtain equal education,” one black man said of the arrival of proximity-based zoning in 

HISD, adding, with a sense of historical reflection, “The pains of change that we are now 

                                                                                                                                                             
July 6, 1970, p. 44-45. W. James Kronzer and Ernest H. Cannon to Eleanor Tinsley, July 20, 1970, folder 16, box 

11, Tinsley Collection. “Motion for Relief Relating to Seniors,” September 25, 1970, folder: Docs. 270-295, box 

1247, Ross Files.  



335 

 

experiencing are unavoidable.” The Houston Informer likewise acknowledged the significant 

public frustration “with the confusing new rules, patterns, guidelines, and practices” of the new 

integration plan, some of which they admitted needed to be changed. Nonetheless, as the 

editorial staff made clear in an all-caps headline, they believed black Houstonians still had a duty 

to “MAKE INTEGRATION WORK IN HOUSTON.” Indeed, other African Americans 

dismissed the apparently common complaints surrounding the plan as reflecting the opinions of 

parents more than students themselves and praised the district’s handling of the situation. “[I]t is 

giving the whites a chance to see that the Blacks are equal,” one man said, exaggerating the 

plan’s effectiveness while nonetheless summarizing, “Basically it is a good move.”
23

 

As black families dealt with any disruptions the new desegregation policies made to their 

daily routines, some African American leaders worried that the plan did not do enough to reorder 

the historically segregated human landscape of the Houston school system and thus still failed to 

guarantee black children the right to an equal education. Unsurprisingly, the person who most 

consistently and emphatically called for a more extensive plan for integration was attorney 

Weldon Berry, who for the previous decade had served as local counsel for the plaintiffs in Ross 

v. HISD. Berry’s work on the Ross case shows how some black support for proximity-based 

desegregation in the 1950s and 60s was informed less by an overriding attachment to black 

“neighborhood schools” and more by an evolving understanding of what was necessary and 

legally feasible to promote integration. As lead counsel for the Ross plaintiffs in the 1960s, Berry 

was at the forefront of the legal push in Houston for desegregation-by-zoning. By the late 1960s, 
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though, it was increasingly apparent that, if activists’ goal was not simply students’ right to elect 

to attend an historically white school but to be guaranteed an education where the color of 

classrooms resembled the color of the district as a whole (and thus, where students would have 

equal resources regardless of color), then any integration plan that relied on nearby residential 

demography would be insufficient. At that point, the LDF’s New York-based attorneys assumed 

a more hands-on role in the Ross litigation, culminating in the case’s first proposal to use 

“busing” as an integration tool. As discussed in chapters 4 and 5, both the district and appellate 

courts rejected the LDF’s busing plan in 1970. Yet while white fears of the vaguely defined but 

assumedly catastrophic specter of “forced busing” haunted all aspects of the Ross case for the 

ensuring decade, no party submitted a “busing” proposal again until 1980, when the Department 

of Justice unsuccessfully attempted to compel Houston to develop a metropolitan integration 

plan with twenty-two surrounding, predominantly white ISDs.
24

   

Throughout that period, Weldon Berry and other veteran integration activists argued that 

using district-sponsored transportation to overcome Houston’s segregated housing patterns was 

but the next logical step in a long, evolving struggle to dismantle segregation. As he once put it, 

“Busing is just a spoke in the wheel and soon people will forget about it and children will get on 

the buses.” That proved to be wishful thinking, but Berry and other busing proponents were not 

naïve about the hostility towards busing in Houston. They believed that, like earlier, less 

extensive means of integration, busing would gradually become normalized to the point that 

what began as intense initial resistance would in most cases cede to acceptance. Still, busing 

proponents recognized that theirs was a risky, possibly self-defeating position. Transporting 

students might break the demographic chains between the populations of individual schools and 
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their surrounding neighborhoods, but the prospect of students being bused over the 311 square 

mile expanse of the Houston school district might also accelerate the already ongoing flight of 

Anglo families into the suburbs or private schools, making integration substantially impossible in 

HISD alone. Berry’s willingness to take that risk and push intra-district busing in the early 1970s 

rested on his belief that such white flight would soon “plateau,” stabilizing HISD’s student 

population. Francis Williams, Berry’s predecessor on the Ross case, agreed that such a gamble 

was the last hope for student integration, telling a reporter in 1973, “[Busing’s] the only 

answer.”
25

 

Williams was less publicly vocal in his support for busing than was Berry, but privately 

he expressed little patience for those who refused to consider its possible virtues as an integration 

tool. Referring to a bill before the U. S. House of Representatives calling for a constitutional ban 

on “busing,” Williams thanked local Rep. Bob Eckhardt for being one of the “damn few Texas 

congressmen [who] had the guts” to vote against “the most blatant, demagogic piece of racist 

legislation” presented to that year’s Congress.
26

 Still, as Williams’s previously cited description 

of busing as a last resort indicates, the attorney’s hostility towards the antibusing bill was rooted 

less in eagerness to use the tool and more in frustration at the extreme ends to which Anglo 

leaders and activists were going to foreclose even its availability.  

                                                 
25
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Other Houston busing supporters felt similarly, including Rev. C. Anderson Davis, then 

the director of the Houston branch of the NAACP. The Houston NAACP never made any 

concerted push for HISD to implement a “busing” plan, but Davis in the early 1970s publicly 

expressed support for its use in the district. To what degree Davis’s busing advocacy reflected 

personal conviction versus conformity with the local and national NAACP’s historical overriding 

commitment to integration is unclear.
27

 Regardless, when Texas Governor Preston Smith urged 

the state Democratic Party to include an antibusing referendum on their May 1970 primary 

ballot, Davis wrote Smith to explain that, while most African Americans “are interested in 

keeping neighborhood schools and would prefer not to institute bussing on a large scale,” they 

still believed busing should be one of several policy options available for integrating Texas’s 

schools. Like others, Davis’s support for busing was informed by the more pragmatic strands of 

the integrationist tradition: white public officials simply could not be trusted to provide for black 

education unless failing to do so would harm white children. “If our black children are to have 

the best education,” he wrote in the Informer, “they will have to attend schools where it is 

available, that is, schools attended by white children”—even if that meant transporting students 

into different neighborhoods.
28

 

 Black support for busing was not restricted to prominent figures like Berry, Williams, or 

Davis. Retiring teacher Hazel Young alluded to some of the same points that the lawyers made 
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elsewhere when asked her thoughts on the issue in 1970. “Bussing? It’s nothing new,” she said, 

referring either to the general tradition of district-sponsored pupil transportation or, more 

specifically, what Berry elsewhere called HISD’s original “massive busing” program: the 

transportation of black pupils past white schools for the sake of segregation. Young further 

surmised that white critics must not want their children “to go to Negro schools because they 

know they’re outdated.” At a 1975 integration hearing, a representative of the local group Black 

Women for Social Change advocated busing as part of a comprehensive proposal for greater city 

and county coordination on taxation, zoning, and annexation in order to stem white flight from 

central Houston. Others were hardly enthusiastic about the prospect of black children being 

transported long distances but set such reservations aside if they believed the educational payoff 

was worth any resulting inconveniences. Speaking to a reporter in 1980, Delores Ross Phlegm, 

who in earlier interviews expressed clear preferences for the convenience of the “neighborhood 

school,” now exemplified those black parents who viewed busing through the same pragmatic 

lens as they did integration generally. “I don’t like it,” she said of the prospect of her children 

being transported to a wealthier suburban district, “but if they must be bused in order to achieve 

a quality education, I’d do it.”
29

 

Nonetheless, African American support for busing-facilitated reassignment of students 

out of their neighborhoods was atypical in Houston. When conservative opponents of Hattie Mae 

White’s 1967 school board campaign insisted she would foist a black-backed busing plan on 

Houston if reelected, the Informer noted that “You couldn’t get a bus load of children in the 

[historically black] Third Ward who would be willing to ride from Dowling to Hillcroft in order 
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to go to school with white children in Sharpstown…. Negroes want their children to go to the 

nearest school.”
30

 Few people appreciated African American ambivalence and resistance towards 

busing more than its black advocates. As noted in chapter 4, the Houston NAACP responded to 

news of the LDF’s 1970 desegregation plan by notifying national leaders that “a large percentage 

of our Negro community does not agree with [busing].”
31

 As the local African American most 

publicly identified as a “busing” supporter, Weldon Berry probably had to confront antagonistic 

black public opinion on the issue more than anyone else. Berry expressed some sympathy for 

those African Americans who had given up on integration (and thus, busing) out of a sense of 

disillusionment, but he had little patience for those who would subject legal rights to popular 

opinion. In a 1973 Forward Times article that noted that, in Houston, “there are about as many 

Blacks as there are whites who are opposed to busing as a tool to achieve racial balance,” Berry 

“sternly” insisted that, “The fact that many Blacks are opposed to busing does not speak to 

what’s in the best interest of Black people.” A year earlier, Berry expressed the same notion in 

even bolder terms. “There were a lot of Blacks who would have voted to stay slaves and with the 

white massa” if Abraham Lincoln had solicited black opinion before signing the Emancipation 

Proclamation, Berry declared before adding, “And we’re all free today.”
32

 

 To Berry, much of the black opposition towards busing for integration was attributable to 

those African Americans who were too young to remember the poor quality of education offered 
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to black students in prior decades under official segregation.
33

 Certainly, coolness towards 

busing or integration generally may have been especially visible among younger African 

Americans, but black ambivalence towards the value of integration was neither new nor was it 

restricted to the young. Before and after Brown, desegregation was just one of multiple means by 

which African Americans pursued the end of “quality education,” however they each defined it. 

Although probably all African Americans in 1960s Houston opposed segregation, the 

achievement of a single set of student assignment zones by 1970, without substantial levels of 

integration, exposed differences of opinion among black activists as to what should be African 

Americans’ next priority in the struggle against educational white supremacy. Those like Weldon 

Berry believed that the fight for desegregation should continue as a push for more thorough 

levels of integration, i.e. student balance, achieved by overcoming patterns of residential 

segregation. Others, however, called for the reinvigoration of the black tradition of challenging 

white supremacy through community empowerment over promoting integration with whites, and 

that often expressed itself in education through demands for “neighborhood control” or 

“community control.” To be sure, historians in recent years have shown how individual activists 

often advocated a mixture of philosophies and strategies during their careers, complicating the 

rigid distinctions that past commentators often drew between supposed “liberal integrationists” 

and “radical separatists.” Nonetheless, as the debates in black Houston show, the disagreements 

among black leaders from this time were very real and meaningful, even if they often defy easy 

categorization.
34
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 Calls for greater minority control over HISD’s “neighborhood schools” were not limited 

to any one organization or group. Mexican American activists frequently had similar educational 

goals as their black counterparts, while local Anglo leftists echoed both groups’ demands for 

greater African American and Mexican American voices in district affairs.
35

 Among black-led 

organizations, the Houston chapters of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) 

and the affiliated Operation Breadbasket were probably the most prominent public advocates of 

an educational agenda that emphasized community empowerment over student balance. Both 

groups had an official presence in Houston by early 1968, and by December 1971 they were 

actively involved in local educational politics, endorsing a candidate in that year’s school board 

elections.
36

  

SCLC’s chairman at the time was local Baptist minister Reverend William “Bill” 

Lawson, who had led the organization since at least 1970.
37

 Lawson’s work in Houston in the 

                                                                                                                                                             
Dissent: Atlanta and the Long History of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 7-

11. 
35

 See the demands made by members of groups like the Mexican American Education Council (MAEC) and 

Socialist Workers Party in “Transcript of Notes taken at February 21, 1972 Hearing at Houston Technical Institute,” 

included in Eleanor Tinsley to All Board Members, March 9, 1972, folder 4, box 13, Tinsley Collection. Also, 

“Student Union Rally - - A Little Too Respectable?,” Space City News, February 28 – March 13, 1970, p. 4-5. 
36

 Operation Breadbasket “kicked off” in Houston in late 1967. “Operation Breadbasket Underway,” Houston 

Informer, December 2, 1967, p. 3. Also, another work claims that SCLC had opened a Houston office as early as 

1966, but contemporary accounts indicate that national officials were still raising funds for the effort as late as 

October 1967. As well, an NAACP report on the activities of other local civil rights organizations indicates that 

SCLC appointed its first full-time staff member, Rev. Robert E. Felder, to the Houston branch in early April 1968, 

and that previous efforts to consolidate the organization’s presence in the city had floundered. “SCLC Trying to Set 

Up Operations in Houston,” Houston Chronicle, September 29, 1967, p. 20.  Bill Lawson, “Dr ML King to City for 

SCLC Fund,” Houston Informer, October 7, 1967, p. 1, 3. “Harassment Defied Here by Dr. King,” Houston 

Chronicle, April 5, 1968, p. 6. See C. Anderson Davis to Gloster B. Current, April 8, 1868, with enclosure, image 

504, reel 12, series B, part 29, NAACP Papers. Cecile E. Harrison and Alice K. Laine, “Operation Breadbasket in 

Houston, 1966-78,” in Howard Beeth and Cary D. Wintz, eds., Black Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in 

Houston (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992), 223-35 (esp. 227). SCLC’s work in the 1971 

elections is discussed later in the chapter. 
37

 One source, which only cites a 1988 interview with Lawson, claims the reverend headed the organization from its 

beginning in Houston. While Lawson was clearly involved in the Houston office’s founding, the earliest reference I 

could find to him serving as branch director comes from 1970. In addition, an announcement for a February 1968 

speaking engagement Lawson gave on “Race Relations Sunday” listed numerous affiliations and credentials but did 

not mention SCLC. Laine and Harrison, “Operation Breadbasket in Houston,” 227, 234. Paul Delaney, “Boom in 

Houston No Boon to Blacks,” New York Times, June 8, 1970, p. 22. “Dialogue Sermons to be Given,” Houston 

Chronicle, February 10, 1968, p. 12. 



343 

 

late 1960s and ‘70s exemplifies how local activists working in desegregation and educational 

politics during this period adopted actions and philosophies that were clearly defined and yet 

defy easy categorization as either “integrationist,” “separatist,” “radical,” or “moderate.” In 

educational politics, Lawson first emerged as the public face of the May 1965 demonstrations 

against segregation in HISD when he led the local NAACP’s effort to organize student 

participation. Together, Bill and his wife Audrey agreed to list their children Melanie and Cheryl 

among the roughly one hundred proposed plaintiffs in the LDF’s subsequent legal filing 

demanding, among other things, immediate proximity-based student desegregation.
38

 Later that 

year, the minister helped establish a federally funded Upward Bound project at Texas Southern 

University that provided low-income children with additional college preparatory training, an 

effort he directed for the next few years. By 1966, Lawson was again campaigning for school 

desegregation in the streets. In June, the minister led a march on the HISD administration 

building to protest the district’s segregative school construction program and that prompted 

conservative board members to cancel the meeting rather than face the hundred black and white 

parents, students, and community leaders who made the two and a half mile walk. In September, 

he joined a picket organized by black students and parents in Houston’s Carvercrest 

neighborhood to protest their being bused to historically black Worthing High School, some 

twenty-five miles away, rather than to historically white Robert E. Lee High School, which was 

located a mere two and a half miles from their homes.
39

 

Lawson’s work during these years fit within the mainstream desegregation consensus of 

local African American politics and was part of the much broader effort to ensure black students 
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access to the closest available schools; strengthen historically black schools; and challenge 

obvious attempts by conservative school officials to preserve segregation in form if not name. 

However, in the years after the 1970 desegregation plan’s implementation, Lawson proclaimed a 

vision of integration’s meaning and value that differed from that of committed “busing” 

proponents like Weldon Berry.  

Lawson’s overall outlook on school integration rested upon two basic principles. First, 

true “integration” was defined by mutual acceptance by all the parties involved, i.e. it had to be 

voluntary. As long as this was the case, spatial interaction between blacks and whites was a 

positive and worthy goal, for more pragmatic reasons of ensuring equitable distribution of 

resources as well as loftier aims of promoting social harmony and understanding. Second, the 

existence of separate black and white institutional or community spheres was not in and of itself 

unjust. As Lawson put it while testifying in the Ross trial in 1979, “the evil of segregation was 

not in blacks being together. The evil of segregation was in blacks being excluded.” This meant 

that, while genuine black-white integration was desirable, spatial intimacy among blacks and 

whites did not assume overriding priority in the struggle against educational white supremacy. 

Certainly, it was far better for public policy to encourage black-white interaction, even if with a 

degree of compulsion, than for policies to erect barriers between the two groups, especially since 

the latter situation would inevitably disadvantage African Americans. But Lawson seems to have 

viewed black-white encounter and engagement as something that was better pursued at the 

individual or personal level. Indeed, the minister once argued that societal taboos against 

interracial relationships (and implicitly, sex) were the bedrock of segregation and discrimination 

in American life. “As long as we have this fear about interracial marriage, then we can’t have 

integrated families. If no integrated families exist, then there will never be integrated schools or 
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businesses. And we can’t have integrated families because we have already assumed the 

common fiction of a qualitative difference between black and white.”
40

 

 Lawson’s broader views translated into advocacy for desegregation policies that 

maximized black students’ ability to access predominantly white schools (and vice versa) but did 

not compel them to attend. “It used to be that you couldn’t go to Bellaire [High School] because 

you were black and that was a white school,” he said in 1974 before adding, if “Bellaire [High 

School] becomes one third black, great. And if only three [blacks] go to Bellaire, that’s okay as 

long as there is no longer the wall there.” This tacit acceptance of desegregation without 

integration brought Lawson into conflict with people like Weldon Berry. Indeed, Lawson 

explicitly identified Berry with what the minister called “the classical view of racial integration” 

which held that spatial intimacy between blacks and whites was necessarily beneficial. Lawson 

disagreed. “I have never believed that simple proximity solved problems,” he said, recalling 

disagreements with “NAACP people, like Weldon Berry” who supported “the old-fashioned 

racial integration, busing…some kind of an attempt to force schools to have a racial balance 

without changing the neighborhoods.” For Lawson, the core population of a school—i.e. those 

students and teachers who the district assigned to it—should reflect the demography of the 

neighborhood surrounding it, while still allowing those pupils or teachers who lived nearby to 

attend or work at a different school if they so desired, whether for integration purposes or 

otherwise.
41
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Community empowerment was at the core of SCLC’s and Operation Breadbasket’s 

educational agenda, and neighborhoods, their residents, and the schools that served them loomed 

large in the policies that Lawson and the organization advocated before the Houston school 

board in the early and mid-1970s. More localized management of educational affairs was a 

rallying cry among blacks, whites, and Mexican Americans alike in Houston during this period. 

Members of each group could be found arguing that district policies slighted the opinions and 

desires of local families and failed to meet their community’s particular needs, although such 

critics were often motivated by differing and even opposing desires, especially related to 

integration.
42

 For their part, HISD officials were already moving in such a direction under the 

CGS-led school board, which approved the creation of a six-member area superintendent system 

in 1971 which black and Mexican American activists largely supported (two of the 

superintendents eventually appointed were black, and one was Mexican American).
43

 In addition, 

by the end of 1970 dozens of schools had used federal funding to establish parent advisory 

councils that worked to ensure adequate transportation for children, offer extended playground 
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hours, and revise campus policies related to dress codes and public health.
44

 However, after 

administrators agreed to teacher requests for the creation of faculty advisory councils in every 

HISD school, activists like Lawson argued that neighborhood residence should be a qualification 

for membership. This was a direct response to the impact of faculty integration, which had 

brought large numbers of white teachers into historically black schools, and who often had little 

familiarity with the wishes or needs of local families.
45

  

African Americans’ push for community empowerment extended beyond the expansion 

of local authority over school affairs to include efforts to maximize black access to HISD’s many 

sources of economic power. Under executive director Pluria Marshall, Operation Breadbasket 

pursued its core mission of promoting black economic empowerment by pushing HISD to 

contract with minority-owned firms—which had long been a grievance among local blacks—as 

well as require district contractors to guarantee equal employment opportunities. The group 

likewise pressed HISD to hire more African Americans and Mexican Americans for upper level 

administrative positions and the district personnel department, with the latter being perceived as 

especially crucial for increasing the number of black hires generally. Breadbasket, SCLC, and 

other local African Americans believed that boosting the number of minority employees in 

HISD, and not just in menial positions, was important not both to increase the buying power of 

black adults and to expose pupils to example of black success, whether a district employee or a 

contractor.
46

 A similar mix of motivations likewise informed theirs and other groups’ work on 
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perhaps the most significant issue for African Americans in educational politics in the 1970s: 

faculty integration.  

 Until the mid-1960s, local African American leaders engaged the issue of faculty 

desegregation primarily to ease black worries that it would lead to massive teacher job loss.
47

 

The glacial pace of student integration across the South in the first decade after Brown made that 

largely a moot point. By the mid-1960s, though, increased grassroots mobilization and 

strengthened federal mandates had made faculties a major cause in the push for desegregation 

and black empowerment in public schools generally. In Houston, the first major push for faculty 

desegregation came during the black-led protests in the summer of 1965, when activists pressed 

HISD to adopt a teacher assignment policy that focused on expanded access to jobs, rather than 

active reassignment. Black activists made no public call for a complete reordering of district 

personnel on an integrated basis and focused instead on ensuring that black teachers would not 

be denied a job in an historically white school because of their race. For instance, the Houston 

NAACP urged district officials in June to ensure “the right of qualified Negro teachers to equal 

employment opportunities,” before emphasizing that they “would not expect a teacher to be hired 

or retained merely because he or she is a Negro.” The legal motion LDF attorneys filed a couple 

weeks later similarly complained of the “hiring and assigning all teachers, principals, and other 

faculty personnel on the basis of race and color which…has served to maintain racial segregation 

in the schools, [and] decreased the quality of education generally by assigning teachers based on 

race instead of qualifications.” Given that Weldon Berry later supported the re-staffing of 

predominantly black schools according to overall district faculty ratios (i.e. with majority white 
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faculties), this complaint likely applied as much to district officials’ refusal to assign white 

teachers to black schools as vice versa.
48

 

 Pressure from local organizers, combined with district officials’ desire for access to the 

glut of federal aid recently earmarked for public schools by the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA), prompted HISD to allow integrated faculties for the first time in its 

history in the 1965-66 school year. As had been the case since the initial filing of the Ross suit, 

district officials were more apprehensive about the possibility of black teachers instructing white 

pupils than white faculty working in black schools. Indeed, shortly after the board signaled its 

willingness to begin teacher desegregation, suggestions emerged that perhaps HISD could 

“desegregate” faculties by only allowing African Americans to serve as rotating music teachers 

in white schools, or by assigning white teachers to historically black schools, leaving historically 

white schools with segregated teaching staffs.
49

 Most complaints that school officials received at 

the time were from white teacher’s husbands, who objected to their wives teaching in a majority 

black school.
50

 Although HISD ultimately eschewed such “creative” definitions of desegregation 

in assigning faculty, proposals like the latter one—in which black job loss was not just incidental 
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to integration but built into its very design—illustrate the potential resistance that African 

Americans faced from whites in gaining access to teaching positions outside of historically 

segregated black schools. Nevertheless, by the beginning of 1966, 8 of the district’s 2,775 

African American teachers were working in four historically white HISD schools. Of those 

schools, all but one would have overwhelmingly African American student bodies in just a few 

years. Nine white teachers could also be found that same year teaching in four historically black 

schools, slightly more than their black peers but a much smaller overall percentage of all 6,576 

white teachers in HISD.
51

 

 For the next four years, Houston school trustees and administrators adopted a less than 

systematic approach to faculty integration that yielded steady but marginal gains. Teachers and 

principals legally worked for the school district, not for individual schools. Employees could 

therefore indicate that they preferred to work in one school versus another, but district officials 

still ultimately determined personnel assignments and reassignments. Despite guarantees from 

HISD attorney Joe Reynolds that the district was willing to exercise that power for the sake of 

faculty integration, Judge Connally noted in 1969 that “only voluntary compliance by the 

teachers has been required.” The line between voluntary and involuntary can sometimes blur, 

however, and district administrators undoubtedly coaxed some teachers into accepting 

integrative transfers to certain schools.
52

 Administrators probably tried to minimize such 
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compulsion, but officials also failed to maximize other, less conflict-prone opportunities to 

promote teacher integration, the clearest example being conservative board members’ resistance 

to assigning new student-teachers in a way that promoted integration.
53

 District officials reported 

in court that some 381 teachers and principals were present in schools where they were in the 

racial minority in 1967-68, a number that increased to 857 a year later and reached 1,959 of all 

10,131 personnel (19 percent) by September 1969. Attorneys in the Justice Department 

questioned the accuracy of those figures, but, even if they were accurate, the district still failed to 

live up to oral instructions issued by Judge Connally in July of 1969 that at least 2,500 faculty 

members be assigned to schools where they were in the racial minority by the beginning of the 

school year.
54

 

 Real gains in how closely the faculties present on HISD’s campuses reflected the district 

as a whole did not come until the new CGS-endorsed board majority took office in early 1970. 

At two public meetings that February, they and their newly contracted legal team announced that 

one hundred district administrators at the level of principal and above would be transferred for 

integration by March 1, 1970, and that the teaching staffs at all HISD campuses would be 

integrated by the beginning of the 1970-71 term to consist of two-thirds white teachers and one-

third black teachers, the faculty ratio for the district as a whole. This initiated what locals often 
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referred to as the “crossover,” a term that became synonymous with faculty integration in 

Houston (by extension, transfer assignments and transferred faculty were sometimes called 

“crossovers”). Principals were allowed to transfer up to one-third of the teaching staffs at their 

original school if the teachers assented. Once all voluntary crossovers were exhausted, 

administrators would begin actively reassigning teachers to bring each campus faculty in line 

with the district-wide “black-white” ratios.  Although the Supreme Court had affirmed the use of 

such faculty ratios in June of 1969 in United States v. Montgomery County, and Judge Connally 

shortly thereafter directed HISD to begin moving towards such, it had recently been reaffirmed 

en banc (before the full court) in the consolidated Fifth Circuit decision, Singleton v. Jackson, 

otherwise known as Singleton III. In Houston and elsewhere, this policy of integrating all 

campus faculties according to the black-white demography of the district as a whole came to be 

known as the Singleton Ratio. A few months later, the board also reversed previous trustees’ 

opposition to integrative student-teacher assignments.
55

  

 As was true of public reaction to the student integration plans ordered by the courts later 

that summer, local Anglos were far more animated than their black counterparts in responding to 

the Singleton Ratio’s announcement. Relative quiet should not be mistaken for unqualified 

support, but most African Americans probably viewed faculty integration as one more positive 

step towards dismantling the vestiges of segregation. Even many of those with reservations about 
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the burdens it might place on crossed-over black teachers and principals were probably willing to 

give the policy a chance for no other reason than it demonstrated more active support for 

integration than anything proposed by prior CSAE-led boards. At the very least, Rev. David 

Leon Everett, HISD’s sole black board member at the time of the plan’s announcement, called 

for teachers and the public alike to give the plan a chance. Everett sympathized with the burdens 

that reassignment placed on district employees, but he backed his CGS allies in insisting that 

teachers and principals nonetheless had an obligation to make it work. At one point he even 

rebuked (or arguably, taunted) a raucous board meeting audience by saying that, while he had 

considered asking that “liberty be extended to the implementation” of crossover transfers, the 

poor behavior of the crowd that evening had changed his mind.
56

 However, Everett’s support for 

the Singleton Ratio deteriorated over the next year and a half alongside his relationship with the 

three white trustees with whom he shared Citizens for Good Schools’s endorsement in the fall of 

1969.   

 Few if any figures in Houston educational politics after World War II are as enigmatic as 

David Leon Everett II. Indeed, Everett himself probably put it best when once asked whether he 

considered himself a liberal or a conservative: “Once you get past Black and Baptist, your 

labeling gets you into trouble.”
57

 Everett was born in the small central Texas town of Giddings in 

1922 and raised as the only son of David and Rosetta Everett, a laborer and a laundress with no 

more than a sixth grade education between them. After attending seminary, he took up the cloth 

around 1950 at Mt. Zion Baptist Church in Robstown, Texas, just west of Corpus Christi. In 

what might or might not have surprised those in the 1970s who came to know the preacher as an 
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outspoken and combative firebrand, Everett made a name for himself and spread his early 

ministry as a performance artist, singing with his “Echoes from Zion” choir and offering recitals 

from his unpublished poetry collection, “The Wanderer.” In 1957 Everett arrived in Houston to 

become pastor at Jerusalem Missionary Baptist Church, a position he held until his death in 

1990. In the 1960s Everett gradually established himself as a well-known figure among 

Houston’s black religious leadership. The minister made headlines when he traveled to Alabama 

in 1965 to join the voting rights march from Selma to Montgomery; chaired the local community 

group overseeing black Houstonians’ annual Juneteenth celebrations; co-sponsored the city’s 

first rent-subsidized housing project; and represented the Houston NAACP in joining others to 

protest the 1966 police shooting of an unarmed black man suspected of stealing a barbecued 

chicken. Everett’s 1969 run for the school board was his first foray into electoral politics, at 

which time he lived at 3901 Charleston St. in the southern part of Houston’s Third Ward with his 

wife Doris Everett, nee Raymond, the chief dietician at nearby Texas Southern University.
58

 

 At the beginning, Everett’s alliance with his three white CGS slate-mates was somewhat 

awkward but also functional. Aside from being the group’s only African American, the forty-
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seven-year-old Everett was also its oldest member, with Leonard Robbins and Eleanor Tinsley 

both being five years his junior and CGS co-founder and de facto ticket-head George Oser a 

mere thirty-three years of age. Such age differences, along with Everett’s religious background, 

likely help explain why he eventually showed a somewhat more socially conservative streak in 

district policymaking than his electoral allies.
59

 Still, few signs of discord emerged among the 

group during its first year in majority control of the board. Everett consistently joined his 

colleagues in supporting HISD’s proximity-based student zoning policy, rarely if ever logging an 

opposing vote of any sort. Reflecting a lifelong interest in black history and culture, the minister 

focused most of his energy contributing to efforts to improve how African American (as well as 

Mexican American) historical figures were presented in district textbooks and curriculum. If 

nothing else, Everett and his liberal white colleagues were drawn together by the same 

conservative opposition that had long helped forge the bonds in Houston’s biracial coalition. One 

“disgusted” citizen, who the CGS-backed trustees made “want to throw up,” warned Eleanor 

Tinsley shortly after the board announced their proposed changes to the district’s student and 

teacher desegregation policies that, “When the people of Houston wake up and find that they 

have [elected] an egghead, a kinkyhead, a burrhead, and a noodlehead to represent them…you 

will find that you will never have a moments [sic] peace.”
60

 

                                                 
59

 Candidate ages can be found in Houston Chronicle, November 9, 1969, s. Voters Guide, p. 13-17. Oser later cited 

the age differences among the group as being one of a combination of factors that contributed to divisions between 

Everett and the rest of the group. George Oser, interview with author, February 26, 2014, Houston, Texas, recording 

in author’s possession (hereinafter Oser 2014 interview). 
60

 For references to Everett’s support for or work on behalf of improving presentations of African Americans, 

Mexican Americans, and other ethnic minorities in Houston schools near the beginning of his trusteeship, see HISD 

minutes, April 27, 1970, p. 50; May 11, 1970, p. 21; June 6, 1970, p. 11; November 9, 1970, p. 4; and February 8, 

1971, p. 7-8. “HISD Okays Drug Study,” Houston Tribune, November 12, 1970, p. 1, 10 (esp. 10). Aside from his 

previously mentioned work on local Juneteenth celebrations, Everett’s personal interest in black history is evident 

from an event that occurred several years later. After Everett became board president in 1974, former superintendent 

Glenn Fletcher presented him with a gavel made of “African ebony” that Fletcher, a woodworker, had carved 

himself. At the end of the handle was a small “button” made from a bois d’arc paving block dating to the late 

nineteenth century, which Fletcher had years earlier removed from a street adjacent to what was then the HISD 

central administration building. Fletcher may not have realized it, but the bois d’arc wood had historical significance 



356 

 

 Beginning in January of 1971, Everett broke from his erstwhile white allies on a series of 

highly publicized votes on personnel issues that effectively ended the board’s liberal biracial 

majority. After reluctantly backing CGS-endorsed trustees in lowering the district’s mandatory 

retirement age for administrators from seventy to sixty-five years old, Everett reversed himself 

and voted with the CSAE-backed minority to restore the original policy. The minister explained 

his decision was the result of an outpouring of concern from local principals, and he argued that 

the new policy did not provide a generous enough retirement package and was discriminatory 

insofar as it did not apply to teachers.
61

 Everett’s emergence as the board’s apparent swing 

member gave him what one local black editorialist described as “the most powerful vote on the 

board.” He used that power again over the summer to join with conservatives to block the 

superintendent-recommended termination of black principal Arthur Huckaby, who had been 

suspended after allegedly stealing money out of his school’s activity fund.
62

 

 Everett’s refusal to back the superintendent’s recommendation portended much more 

serious controversies to come. As was true generally of Everett’s votes with conservative 
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trustees, the circumstances of the Huckaby episode are mired in rumor and speculation, 

complicating any clear understanding of how and why it unfolded. News coverage at one point 

noted Everett and Huckaby were friends, and the minister gradually exhibited a broader 

reluctance to discipline, much less terminate black district employees. Allegations eventually 

circulated that Huckaby was part of an old guard of African American administrators who were 

at least partly allied with conservative school trustees, who were said to have allowed loyal black 

principals to manage HISD’s segregated black schools with relatively little oversight. CGS and 

their allies believed Everett’s turn had been orchestrated by conservative leaders hoping to 

discredit the superintendent and undermine efforts to promote greater financial accountability 

across the district. The validity of those claims is unclear, but conservative leaders clearly 

believed they had a stake in Huckaby’s case. Former segregationist HISD attorney Joe Reynolds, 

of all people, agreed to represent Huckaby before the board, and CSAE highlighted the 

principal’s reinstatement in their newsletter, excerpting an article in which Huckaby claimed to 

be the victim of a racist smear campaign led by HISD superintendent George Garver. A publicly 

released audit of the charges against Huckaby nonetheless substantiated charges of financial 

misconduct that could reasonably be cited as cause for termination.
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 The events that unfolded over the remainder of 1971 suggest that, to whatever extent 

CSAE-backed trustees purposely struck an alliance with Everett, it was with the primary goal of 

discrediting and ousting George Garver. Previously the superintendent of a small but growing 

suburban school district in Michigan, Garver arrived in Houston after his brother mailed him a 

newspaper clipping about the resignation of HISD’s previous superintendent and asked, with 

supreme understatement, “If you really want a challenge, why don’t you come to Houston?” 

Garver initially dismissed the suggestion, sending the article back but not before replying, “I 

don’t believe they want any damned Yankee telling them how to run the schools in Texas.” That 

would have been quite true in previous years, but the new board majority purposely sought to 

hire an outsider superintendent to help break up remnants of the old conservative H. L. Mills 

network that historically dominated HISD administration. Garver ultimately decided to pursue 

the job, and the CGS-led board voted to hire him on June 8, 1970, after conservatives 

unsuccessfully moved that ally Horace Elrod, i.e. Mills’s cousin, be given the position instead. 

When he began work, Garver was shocked at the financial practices that prevailed in HISD and 

was by his own account unprepared for the highly publicized world of Houston school politics. 

He later described a system that seemed to be rife with nepotism, corruption (he claimed a local 

judge offered him political bribes virtually as soon as he arrived), and generally loose oversight 

of district resources. Whatever their actual extent, the changes in district personnel and decision-

making that Garver oversaw were sufficient to earn the extreme ire of CSAE activists, who 

claimed he and the CGS-led board had embarked on a “witch hunt” of demoting and firing long-

time district employees.
64
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 This was the context in which Leon Everett joined with the board’s conservative minority 

to fire Garver less than two weeks before the beginning of the 1971-72 school year. 

 The firing of George Garver was quite possibly the single most controversial event to 

occur in the Houston school system in nearly two decades.
65

 On August 23, 1971, the board 

gathered to provide the superintendent an annual performance review focused on subjects like 

district management, personnel relations, policy implementation, and filing of reports to the 

board. Out of 161 possible votes cast on twenty-three separate categories of evaluation, Garver 

received a grand total of four “unacceptable” votes, all cast by the board’s three CSAE-backed 

conservatives. The same trustees actually rated his performance as “above average” more 

frequently, collectively submitting five such votes.  Notwithstanding conservatives’ frequent 

abstentions and insistence that their criticisms of the superintendent did not fit any of the 

categories provided in the evaluation, the three white trustees who voted to fire Garver generally 

                                                                                                                                                             
University of Houston’s Young Democrats that the new board did, in fact, plan  to “destroy political power bases” in 

schools. Years later, he specifically cited the new trustees’ desire “to start from scratch” in explaining Garver’s 

hiring. Oser 2014 interview (“start from scratch” quotation). Jim Rice, “Political power Bases to Be Destroyed,” 

Houston Chronicle, March 12, 1970, p. 1, 6 (“power bases” quotation on 1). HISD minutes, June 8, 1970, p. 99. 

Ronald Moskowitz, “Education and Politics in Boomtown,” Saturday Review, February 17, 1968, p. 54 (Elrod as 

Mills’s cousin). The Mills machine is briefly discussed in chapter 2, but see also Don E. Carleton, Red Scare! Right-

wing Hysteria, Fifties Fanaticism, and Their Legacy in Texas (Austin: Texas Monthly Press, 1985). CSAE 

newsletter, May 12, 1971 (“witch hunt” quotation), folder 16, box 11, Tinsley Collection.  
65

 The following sources provide a glimpse of local reaction to the firing, which was overwhelmingly but by no 

means totally negative. Ray Waldrep, “Garver Firing Generates Storm of Reaction,” Houston Chronicle, August 29, 

1971, s. 2, p. 4 (Chamber of Commerce, Junior Bar Association, Harris County Democrats, congress members, 

Engineers Council, Houston Metropolitan Ministries). Kenneth M. Johnson, “KTRK Editorial – Offer to School 

Board,” August 27, 1971, in folder 3, box 12, Tinsley Collection. Eleanor Tinsley to Don Horn, August 31, 1971 

(AFL-CIO), folder 2, box 12, Tinsley Collection. “KXYZ Blasts Everett on Supt Firing,” Houston Informer, 

September 4, 1971, p. 1, 8. “Everett Swings Ouster / Everett Enigma,” Space City News, August 31, 1971, p. 5, 28 

(Houston Post on 28). HISD minutes, November 8, 1971, p. 4 (Young Republicans). Untitled CGS receipt for 350 

“Support Garver” bumper stickers, September 14, 1971; and Dennis J. Landis to J. W. Edgar, August 25, 1971, both 

in folder 16, box 1, Tinsley Collection. “Turnabout in Houston?,” Newsweek, September 13, 1971, p. 62. Resolution, 

September 30, 1971, folder 29, box 1, LULAC Council 60 Papers, HMRC. For positive views of the board’s 

decision, see Lloyd Neelson, Letter to the Editor, “School Board’s Action Gets Reader’s Support,” Houston 

Chronicle, August 27, 1971, s. 7, p. 3 (“puff up” and “thoroughly incapable” quotations). Robert L. Dabney, Jr., 

Fred W. Moore, Presley E. Werlein, Jr., J. H. Painter, Jr., Jack W. Hayden, Donald R. Bernard, and John F. Dillard, 

“The Firing of Garver – Lawyers Approve,” Houston Tribune, September 16, 1971, p. 5. “Has a Felony Been 

Hidden by Garver?,” Houston Tribune, September 2, 1971, p. 4. “George Garver Fired, Por Terco,” Papel Chicano, 

September 2, 1971. The previous “most controversial” event was probably the 1953 firing of another superintendent, 

George Ebey. See Carleton, Red Scare!.  



360 

 

evaluated his performance as “average.” The three liberal white trustees consistently ranked 

Garver’s performance as “above average” or “superior,” with a few votes of “average.” Nearly 

one-third of Leon Everett’s votes rated Garver as “above average,” with none of his votes being 

lower than “average,” though he abstained several times. When the three white “liberal” trustees 

then attempted to renew Garver’s contract, Everett stopped them and began interrogating Garver 

about his supposed failure to provide a report of investigations into alleged financial misconduct 

by black principal Elwood Piper, who had testified against Arthur Huckaby months earlier. 

Similar to Huckaby months earlier, Everett later contended that Garver had privately 

disrespected him out of personal prejudice, a claim impossible to substantiate one way or the 

other. Whatever the case, reports and minutes from the meeting that evening in August make it 

difficult to conclude that the entire event was not a pre-orchestrated act of political theater (at 

least one CSAE trustee later told the press they had indeed colluded with Everett beforehand). 

With seeming willfulness, Everett repeatedly dismissed explanations why no one had brought 

him the Piper report; cited his sense of religious duty as a Baptist minister in offering to 

mercifully allow Garver to resign rather than be fired; and at one point taunted audience 

members who jeered him, saying, “Keep on booing if you like, you won’t sway me. You voted 

me in in 1969. You will have a chance to change in 1973.” The evening concluded with Garver 

out of a job and audience members openly weeping. Nearly the entire front page of the next 

day’s Chronicle was devoted to the incident, and rumors soon emerged that conservative trustees 

had paid off Everett for his vote.
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 Over the previous year, the minister’s breaks with the board’s white liberals had already 

sparked controversy among local black leaders. As early as July, one Forward Times journalist 

wrote that Everett “must be on the side of the liberals because history has proven that the 

conservatives do not care if Black children wake up tomorrow,” thus making any alliance with 

CSAE, in his mind, “treason to the Black community.” The writer went so far as to report that a 

group of local black leaders confronted Everett and were ready to “lynch [him] from one of the 

Taj Mahal beams” if he again broke from CGS, with “Taj Mahal” being a reference to the district 

administration building.
67

 Everett did not take the criticism lightly. Taking to the pages of the 

Informer to explain his actions, he lobbed personal insults (he mocked one writer’s weight) and, 

in what became a rhetorical hallmark of his, claimed the mantle of black authenticity by blasting 

his critics as race traitors. With a boldness and defiance that was hardly uncharacteristic, the 

Baptist minister responded to the “lynching” comment by bragging that he once fought off a 

lynch mob and declared in bolded, all capitalized text, referring to himself in the third person, 

“Reverend Everett DOES NOT PREACH ‘TURN THE OTHER CHEEK[’]-HAS NEVER 

PREACHED THAT TEXT—AND HAS NO PLANS TO PREACH ON SAME AT 

ANYTIME BEFORE THE END OF THE CENTURY OR BEFORE JESUS COMES—

WHICHEVER COMES FIRST!”
68

 

 Everett’s decisive role in firing George Garver prompted a veritable crisis among local 

African Americans that far exceeded the doubts raised by his previous breaks from CGS. Indeed, 

one writer for the Informer went so far as to claim that “the Everett vote (however you look at it) 
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has caused a calamity of the greatest proportions in the Black Houston community that is no 

doubt unequalled in the history of this city.” Black suspicions of Everett’s decisions exploded 

after the Garver firing, with nearly every prominent black leader explicitly condemning the 

decision and/or praising Garver’s general performance as well as his contributions to expanding 

opportunities for African Americans in HISD. Hattie White blasted the “rule and ruin tactics of 

the so-called conservatives on the board” that left Houston students to suffer for political 

reasons. State Representative Curtis Graves similarly called for Garver to be rehired and 

condemned the “tragedy” of students being used as “pawns in a political chess game.” Bill 

Lawson believed it more likely that Everett had voted out of a sense of “immature” personal 

offense than had connived with conservatives, but he still called for Garver to be rehired 

“immediately.” Indeed, speaking for many, Lawson added, “Everett knows the alternative to 

George Garver is [CSAE ally] Horace Elrod and why he would want to go back to the old-

fashioned, redneck segregation, I don’t know. It just stinks.” Local black newspaper editor and 

activist Earl Allen said he was “so bitter and so disappointed” that he could hardly put together a 

proper public statement, while others like state representative Barbara Jordan expressed similar 

shock. Even the editorial staff of the Houston Informer, who had defended Everett from 

criticisms earlier in the year, asked pointedly in a headline, “What Have The Rev. Leon Everett 

And His ‘New Friends’ Done To The Children Of This Community?” Especially forceful in his 

outrage was local judge and one-time CGS board member Andrew Jefferson. At a meeting called 

for Everett to explain himself to the black community, Jefferson told Everett in public that he 

had “conducted a crucifixion” and “disservice[d]” his community simply “because your feelings 

were hurt,” echoing the suggestion of Lawson and others that Everett had let a private grudge get 

in the way of public service.
69
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 Few better illustrations of the black hostility to the conservative activists who had 

dominated educational politics for the better part of two decades can be found than the scope of 

their reaction to the district’s only African American school board member partnering with 

CSAE allies to fire a liberal-appointed superintendent. Yet despite the evident outrage, plenty of 

African Americans wanted Everett to have a chance to explain his actions, lest the controversy 

do irreparable damage to the black community. One editorialist claimed, presumably with factual 

liberties that nonetheless captured a deeper truth, that Everett’s vote had divided households, 

destroyed friendships, and prompted fistfights. “I don’t think the black population has any 

leaders it can afford to lose,” TSU professor J. B. Jones similarly noted at the time.
70

 A little 

more than two weeks after the vote, Everett made a public appearance at the Trinity East 

Methodist Church in Houston’s Third Ward to explain his actions. According to a report in the 

Informer, Everett explained to the crowd that he had “wanted to see George Garver succeed” in 

HISD, but several issues had developed over the last year that had caused him to lose confidence 

in the superintendent. Emphasizing that Garver’s alleged refusal to provide the personnel report 

was the “straw that broke the camel’s back,” Everett proceeded to charge the superintendent with 

a host of misdeeds. Seemingly at the top of the list were issues related to faculty integration, 

including what the paper summarized as “[u]nprofessional handling” of the court-ordered 65 

percent white to 35 percent black staffing ratio and insensitivity towards black teachers working 
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in white schools (he cited one teacher who was supposedly reprimanded in front of her class for 

teaching activist Eldridge Cleaver’s memoir Soul on Ice). Everett further justified his decision by 

citing Garver’s unwillingness to adjust pairing and zoning lines when they impacted black 

students, apparent callousness towards Mexican Americans, and disproportionate concern for the 

opinion of CGS board members compared to those of their CSAE counterparts.
71

  

 As some critics noted, when it came to issues like the pairing plan and zoning lines, the 

superintendent alone could only be faulted so much for policies and conditions that involved a 

host of decision-makers, the most important being school trustees and federal judges.
72

 

Nonetheless, the Garver firing was significant not because it united Houston African Americans 

against one of their own but because it exposed and intensified preexisting divisions within the 

community. Indeed, Everett had supporters—passionate ones, at that. The meeting where Everett 

explained himself to local African Americans only ended after two hours when it eventually 

devolved into an apparent shouting match between attendees aligned as Garver supporters and 

Everett supporters. Among Houston’s black leadership, Everett’s most prominent supporter was 

Houston NAACP director Rev. C. Anderson Davis, who had already publicly called for Garver’s 

termination. The night of the superintendent’s firing, Davis urged Everett from the crowd to 

“vote your convictions,” and he later backed Everett’s vote by charging that Garver had “not 

worked for meaningful integration, had not listened to all citizens, and had not consulted with all 
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board members equally,” the last point being an apparent reference to the board’s conservative 

minority.
73

  

 In the context of Houston’s long struggle over school desegregation and educational 

politics, Davis’s statement was truly remarkable. In backing the district’s only current African 

American school board member, the head of the Houston NAACP had effectively defended the 

segregationist organization that had bitterly fought the Houston NAACP and LDF for the last 

fifteen years and, just three years earlier, successfully mounted a racist smear campaign against 

HISD’s first and only other African American school board member. 

 The full extent of black support for Everett at that point in time is difficult to gauge, but it 

rested in part upon his ability to tarnish his enemies as members of a socially disconnected black 

bourgeoisie, a strategy that often dovetailed with his claims to black authenticity. When the 

Chronicle pressed him to explain his vote, Everett dismissed local black support for Garver’s 

work as being confined to “only the bourgeois type” of African American, while claiming “many 

other blacks don’t believe in Garver at all.”
74

 Everett’s populist appeals were apparently effective 

or serious enough to worry other black leaders. Bill Lawson, who had to come accept much of 

Everett’s explanation for his actions and conclude that Garver shared the blame for the incident, 

nonetheless insisted, “One thing we cannot afford is the silly business of ‘grass-roots’ versus 

‘bourgeois’ blacks. All of us bleed the same red.” Undeterred, a year later Everett recalled how 
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“certain members of the Black bourgeoise” made him the target of a “bad mouth campaign,” and 

he accused them of being so starved for white liberal acceptance that they would sacrifice their 

racial pride to “do anything, even to prosecuting another Black, to have that superficial [white] 

recognition.” Unsurprisingly, some white conservatives pounced on this narrative and continued 

a long tradition of attempting to undermine the authority of black leaders by claiming that 

prominent African Americans spoke not for the black masses but only for themselves. The 

conservative Tribune came to Everett’s defense in the wake of the firing and claimed that the 

city’s daily white-owned newspapers had muzzled anti-Garver sentiment and, along with it, 

Everett’s reasons for firing him. “The negro bourgeois—the blacks whose position in life assures 

them of newspaper mention—attacked their fellow black, Rev. Everett,” the paper wrote before 

assuring readers, “However, there is reason to believe that the black majority, which has no 

voice, stands by him.”
75

  

 Using Everett’s self-proclamation as a populist champion as a rhetorical cudgel to 

discredit other local black leaders probably amused local conservatives more than it expanded 

any actual wedges in the city’s African American leadership. Nevertheless, Everett’s decision to 

effectively sunder the board’s liberal biracial coalition continued to divide black Houstonians. 

Gradually, though, Everett’s image came to be rehabilitated among many local African 

Americans, as locals increasingly questioned whether the white trustees they helped put in office 

were sufficiently attuned to their community’s desires. Indeed, six months later, an audience 

applauded Bill Lawson when he stood before an HISD school board meeting called to address 

community concerns over integration and said, “perhaps we should have given a better hearing 
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last summer to Reverend Everett.”
76

 What was originally condemned as nothing short of racial 

treason was increasingly remembered as a bold moment of black autonomy, an example of a 

black man not allowing his power to be taken for granted by liberal whites, especially those (i.e. 

Garver) who were believed to have disrespected him. Most important to that shifting memory 

was Everett’s emboldening criticism of the CGS-led board’s handling of faculty integration. 

 For most African Americans in Houston, the desegregation policies that generated the 

most discontent and controversy after 1970 were those that dealt with the district’s teachers and 

principals, not its students. Few if any local black leaders seem to have taken aim at the policies 

earlier than Everett, who shortly before the Garver firing walked back his initial support for the 

Singleton Ratio. The minister ultimately seized upon the issue, which in many ways became an 

integral part of his identity as a board member. Indeed, as late as the early 1980s, several years 

after Everett resigned from the school board, the minister still urged Houston school officials to 

press federal judges to amend if not repeal the terms of the policy. Others, primarily African 

Americans and Mexican Americans, gradually came to echo Everett’s criticisms, deploying a 

number of different arguments to make the case that schools with predominantly black (or 

Mexican American) student bodies should have at least a majority of black (or Mexican 

American) teachers on staff.
77

  

 Local black criticism of the fruits of HISD’s faculty integration plan assumed a number 

of different forms, but they all named the court-ordered Singleton Ratio as their primary target. 

Part of the original intention behind the Singleton Ratio was to prevent mass firings of black 

teachers in desegregating southern school districts, for years a source of constant worry among 
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southern African Americans. Many of those fears proved to be justified. One study suggests that 

some 31,000 black teaching jobs were lost in the region between 1954 and 1972 compared to 

what would have been necessary to sustain segregation.
78

 However, black employment rates in 

HISD bucked this trend and steadily grew in these years. How much that can be attributed to the 

Singleton Ratio is debatable (likely not much), but African American representation among the 

district’s teaching and professional force nevertheless grew by 2-3 percent during the ratio’s first 

three years of application. After Brown, the percentage of HISD teachers who were African 

American largely kept pace with the growth of its black student population (though consistently 

being slightly lower), climbing from 8.6 percent in 1954 to 34 percent of the district’s more than 

10,000 teachers in 1972. In that same year, some 28 percent of HISD principals were black, 

lower than its 38 percent black student enrollment but significantly higher than their 

representation in a host of other major cities, including New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and 

Detroit. District officials had significantly less success expanding Mexican American 

representation among its faculties. In 1972, a mere 3 percent of HISD teachers and 4 percent of 

principals were Mexican American, compared to 15 percent of its students. According to one 

source, though, Houston’s 4 percent Mexican American principal staff was still the highest 

among the country’s fifteen largest school districts, including districts like New York and Miami 

that had larger proportions of Hispanic students. Nonetheless, in the fall of 1983, a year before a 

settlement was reached in the Ross suit, still just 7 percent of HISD teachers were Mexican 
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American, now compared to 32 percent of students. By contrast, 47 percent of teachers and 44 

percent of students were black.
79

 

 Unsurprisingly, Singleton critics in the 1970s focused their attention not on the policies’ 

quantitative impact on black teaching rolls but on its qualitative impact on the education offered 

in still predominantly black schools. Probably the most basic complaint was that faculty 

integration had drained black schools of their most capable teachers and replaced them with the 

most inexperienced white teachers the district had to offer. Even school officials who supported 

the policy admitted this was a real problem. While George Garver in January 1971 reported to 

the district’s court-created bi-racial committee that the crossover was, as meeting minutes 

summarize, “one of the most positive elements of the court order,” by May he admitted “that 

experienced black teachers have been moved to white schools and inexperienced white teachers 

have gone to black schools.” Years later, CGS board member George Oser recalled that, while a 

district-sponsored study of teacher qualifications showed that the average teacher in black and 

white schools both had been working the same number of years, further investigation showed 

that the faculty members at post-crossover black schools had a much wider range of experience 

that simply averaged out—essentially, long-time, experienced black teachers and much greener 

and more numerous white teachers.
80
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 Several different factors were to blame for the experience gap that Singleton created in 

black and white schools. First, crossover assignments were made on the basis of reverse 

seniority, meaning that the most experienced teachers of either color would be the last to face 

involuntary reassignment. Considering, as Oser noted above, that white schools were more prone 

to teacher turnover, this meant that the black teachers chosen for crossover first were likely to 

have more years of experience than those whites who were similarly situated.
81

 District officials 

claimed to make efforts to ensure that all schools had an equal mixture of experienced and 

inexperienced teachers on staff, but there were undoubtedly some administrators who, hoping to 

allay historical white anxieties over the capabilities of black teachers, sought to identify and 

cross over those black faculty members they perceived to be most capable. Yet there is also little 

indication that district officials purposely sought to deny black schools access to skilled white 

teachers. Instead, white teachers proved far more likely to refuse a crossover assignment and 

instead simply resign or retire. For instance, between April and July of 1972, HISD’s personnel 

office reported that they had logged 756 “voluntary terminations,” which they described as 

“representing an admission on the part of the individual he cannot or is not willing to cope with 

situations in schools.” Of those, some 83 percent were Anglo teachers, approximately 20 percent 

greater than their proportion of all HISD teachers.
82

 

 Anglo teachers who resigned or retired because of “situations in schools” during this 

period did not do so strictly because they refused to teach in a majority black school. Especially 

more conservative white teachers also often lamented what they perceived to be a breakdown in 
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traditional lines of pupil-instructor authority and opposed the sort of “progressive” pedagogical 

innovation encouraged by the new board majority. Undeniably, though, concerns related to 

crossover assignments accounted for many if not most Anglo teachers’ departure from the 

district. A glimpse of that opposition and some of the concerns underlying it is provided by a 

report from a heated teachers’ meeting at local Furr Junior High, where some attendees blasted 

the crossover as “coercion,” “tyranny,” and, as would later be expressed electorally, a CGS-

wielded “knife in our backs.” Some worried that the crossover would require them to move to 

another part of the city for the sake of convenience, while others criticized the plan as an attempt 

to pit principals against their teaching staffs. When one attendee walked out protesting the 

absence of any of Furr’s black faculty at the meeting and insisted it was called to oppose 

integration, the organizer “kept yelling it was not.” This was after the apparent organizer 

suggested that faculty help stage a student walkout across multiple campuses to create disruption 

to protest the plan and suggested, as one attendee recorded, that “if they could drag things out 

maybe [Judge Ben] Connally would die in the meantime—also 2 of the Supreme Court judges 

were old and could kick the bucket.”
83

  

 Whether any of those teachers ultimately refused a crossover or were even put in position 

to do so is unknown, but the account of their meeting reveals a level of skepticism and, in some 

cases, conniving hostility that many Anglos elsewhere shared. Some teachers, though, expressed 

concerns not over the crossover per se but the particular manner in which the board sought to 

implement it. Another Furr teacher echoed others around the district in complaining that 

transferring principals in the middle of the school term would prove unnecessarily disruptive to 
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school operations.
84

 In other cases, Anglo teachers were initially willing to accept a crossover 

assignment but eventually proved unable or unwilling to continue. One such Anglo volunteer 

wrote to Judge Ben Connally in 1971 pleading for assistance. “I am very anxious for every child 

to have equal educational opportunities regardless of race and I am anxious to uphold the law 

making that possible,” she wrote the judge, explaining her decision to answer an administrator’s 

open call for white teachers to voluntarily transfer out of historically white Johnston Junior High, 

where she had worked for twelve years. The sixty-one-year-old explained to the judge that, after 

a year crossed over in a majority-minority school, she requested a transfer back to any school in 

(predominantly white) southwest Houston but was denied, contrary to promises from 

administration. “I could not motivate the students to learn at all,” she wrote with as much 

dejection as frustration adding, “I tried every approach I had learned [and] was so frustrated it 

began to react on my health.”
85

 

 This Anglo teacher’s struggle to motivate her non-white charges may have been a 

product of individual prejudice on her part, but it also may be read as a product of the much 

deeper cultural divide that segregation and white supremacy had historically fostered between 

black and white Houstonians, and that black activists cited in their own criticisms of the Anglo 

teachers crossed over into black schools. Indeed, cultural familiarity, apart from any formal 

pedagogical training, was a huge component of the “experience” that black activists criticized 

Anglo instructors for lacking. When local black minister Moses L. Price protested the Singleton 

Ratio before the board, he at one point made comments that the board secretary summarized 

thusly: “White teachers cannot fully instruct black boys and girls as they should be instructed. 
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Dark-skinned teachers cannot instruct white boys and girls as they should be instructed.”
86

 Most 

critics were not quite so absolute in their attitude toward classrooms where instructor and pupil 

were of a different color. “There are some white teachers who genuinely love their kids and who 

are working well in ghetto situations and who are there because they want to be…. There are 

some black teachers working in pretty much predominantly white neighborhoods who are doing 

an excellent job and who are not forced to be out there,” Rev. Bill Lawson told an interviewer, 

restating his support for voluntary, individual integration. Nonetheless, Lawson and others 

believed that the vastly different upbringing of many white teachers and black students made it 

extremely difficult for the former to relate to and effectively instruct the latter. “When you have 

two-third white teachers, they don’t know anything about the problems [of black kids]. At least 

put two-third black teachers in black schools,” Pluria Marshall of Operation Breadbasket once 

pleaded, before adding, with seeming sympathy, “A white teacher has no one to look to” when it 

came to instructing black pupils. A representative of a group called the Concerned Parents of 

Booker T. Washington High School appeared before the board and said of her son, a student at 

the school, that, “There is really no one to talk to him in his classes because most of his teachers 

are white and they wouldn’t understand his problems.”
87

 

 One of the most commonly criticized consequences of white teachers’ struggle to 

understand and relate to the life experiences of African American students was a purported 

breakdown in discipline in Houston’s historically black schools. Concerns over school 
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“discipline” were ubiquitous in this period.
88

 The perception that schools were descending into 

disorder was fed by a number of different phenomena that included everything from protests of 

the Vietnam War to students flouting school dress codes. However, discipline issues assumed 

especially complicated dimensions when they intersected with local integration processes. As 

early as August 1971, Leon Everett complained that the Singleton Ratio had had an outsized 

impact on male black teachers and he worried that, as meetings minutes summarize, “serious 

discipline problems might” consequently arise with their departure from historically black 

schools. Activist Pluria Marshall likewise acknowledged the importance of discipline in his 

appraisal of Singleton, declaring that, “A predominantly white faculty has little control over 

black kids.” Many activists argued that white teachers’ inability to relate to minority students, 

and thereby serve as either role models or confidants, was one significant cause of discipline 

breakdown. Activist Hallie Nelson particularly emphasized the need for more men to serve as 

positive male influences on children, like her son, who came from fatherless homes. Bill Lawson 

argued on behalf of the local SCLC chapter that white women assigned to black schools had 

proven too “frightened” of black neighborhoods to stay after school to sponsor and participate in 

extracurricular programs, weakening activities like debate teams, school newspapers, and 

athletics.
89

 Another complaint, usually implicit but nonetheless evident, was that young white 
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teachers at predominantly black schools were more reluctant than their veteran black colleagues 

to use corporal punishment on African American students. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Leon Everett 

was among the black figures most willing to make such charges explicit.
90

 

 As was true when Everett first broke with CGS over the Garver firing, black leaders 

weighed their dissatisfaction with the CGS-led board’s faculty integration policies against the 

value of their historical alliance with liberal whites. The Houston SCLC was especially attentive 

to desegregation policy’s connections to broader dynamics in local educational politics. In 

November 1971, CGS endorsed three candidates for the school board to run against another slate 

backed by CSAE: Mexican American lawyer David Lopez and African American doctor Herman 

Barnett, both of whom won in the general election, and white housewife Jeannie Kamrath, a two-

time president of the local League of Women Voters who was pushed to a runoff. SCLC stayed 

out of the general election but endorsed Kamrath’s bid and sponsored a “Freedom Day” to 

encourage African Americans to vote in the mayoral and school board runoffs, which 

traditionally saw lower minority turnout than on regular election days. The group coordinated 

with black-owned taxi services to provide transportation to polling sites and sponsored six 

different neighborhood rallies to drum up support and ensure that black Houstonians had “a 
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school board that will be responsive to all of the children academically and financially.” Kamrath 

ultimately won the race, and in so doing gave CGS endorsees control of every seat on the 

Houston school board. Not even CSAE had ever managed such a feat, and the organization’s 

defeat that year effectively marked the end of its relevance to local educational politics.
91

 

 Aside from serving to completely eliminate CSAE from HISD policymaking, SCLC’s 

decision to support Kamrath’s bid seems to have been partly calculated to give the organization 

rhetorical leverage over the now completely “liberal” board. Within weeks of the election, the 

organization submitted its “Manifesto on Behalf of Black Children”—the core focus of which 

were the alleged problems with faculty integration—and highlighted their contributions to CGS’s 

campaign in publicizing the manifesto to black Houstonians. Statements from SCLC and its 

leaders in early 1972 acknowledged the delicate political tightrope CGS-backed trustees had to 

walk but cautioned them against forsaking the desires of African American and Mexican 

American Houstonians for white financial and electoral support. One statement declared that the 

CGS-dominated board was attempting to strike a “middle-of-the-road moderation which pacifies 

Blacks and Browns…. But not so much that the powerful Committee for Sound American 

Education, maker of School Boards in Houston for many decades, could re-capture the loyalties 

of Southwest Houston.” Separately, SCLC leader Bill Lawson evoked and criticized past CSAE 

school boards for ignoring minority families and “spen[ding] millions of dollars building a 

school district for segregation,” but charged that “the liberals [have] attempted to force 
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[integration] with faculty crossover and pairing” that harmed minority schools in central 

Houston.
92

 

  Criticism of CGS-backed board members’ support for the Singleton Ratio was not 

universal among local black leaders. Perhaps the policies’ most prominent African American 

advocate was local LDF cooperating attorney Weldon Berry, whose posture towards the CGS-

led school board might seem surprising or ironic if viewed apart from the longer history of local 

educational politics. Berry was still the board’s courtroom adversary in the Ross case, and he 

remained dissatisfied with the district’s weak student desegregation policies. Yet after spending 

more than a decade fighting representatives of the segregationist CSAE, the attorney viewed the 

board’s “liberals” as a welcome and meaningful change. He urged black Houstonians to give the 

board and its policies more time to work before launching attacks like SCLC’s “Black 

Manifesto”—which effectively demanded less faculty integration and fewer “bad” student 

desegregation policies (i.e. the pairing) but not any additional student integration—lest they give 

“[r]eluctant and besieged southern judges, such as Judge [Ben] Connally [who] simply rejoice 

when blacks complain” an excuse to endorse weak integration policies. Unsurprisingly, Berry 

was among the most forceful black critics of Leon Everett and the local activists who 

increasingly sided with him. Referring to the CGS-led board’s granting an SCLC request for an 

open public hearing on integration, Berry declared, “Picture what would happen if the now-

militant Chicanos and blacks had asked Rev. Everett’s bosom pals and playmates for (such) an 

open forum.”
93
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  The test of CGS trustees’ ability to balance the desires of its various constituencies came 

in the 1973 board elections. On October 1, 1973, Leon Everett announced he would seek 

reelection to the Houston school board but not as part of a CGS-backed slate. Shortly thereafter, 

he accepted the endorsement of a new group formed to challenge the board’s “liberal” majority, 

known as Concerted Action for Responsible Education (CARE).
94

 With student desegregation 

having largely entered a “neighborhood-based” stasis, CARE candidates worked to appeal to 

growing Anglo concern over the CGS-led board’s embrace of experimental, progressive 

education programs. Student desegregation was likewise a decidedly lower priority for black 

voters than in recent years, but faculty integration and the Singleton Ratio remained prominent 

among the issues invoked to try and marshal black support. One CARE ad printed in the black-

owned Forward Times listed seven campaign promises, three of which had to do with hiring and 

empowering more black teachers and principals in black schools. Below those seven points was 

an all caps statement written in font two to three times larger that read, “WE UNDERSTAND 

THE CONCERN AND EXTREME DISSATISFACTION OF THE BLACK COMMUNITY 

WITH THE 65% WHITE – 35% BLACK TEACHER RATIO. WE FEEL THAT A VERDICT 

FROM THE COURT, SUPPORTED BY THE FACTS, SHOULD LAY THIS QUESTION TO 

REST.” A different ad printed in the Informer included five pledges, three of which dealt with 

faculty and discipline, and the first of which was a promise “to do everything possible to put 

more good black teachers into predominantly black schools.”
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 Despite endorsements from the black-owned Forward Times (which, unlike the Informer, 

pointedly did not endorse Leon Everett) and a slew of local black leaders, each of the four CGS-

backed candidates running that year went down in defeat. By contrast, Everett demolished his 

opponents, garnering over 70 percent of the vote in the race for his board seat. The second place 

finisher failed to win even 10 percent of the vote and polled only three points higher than Scott 

Nelson, the imperial wizard of an independent Texas faction of the Ku Klux Klan, who finished 

fourth of out five candidates. Nelson, whose commitment to white supremacy should be evident 

from a later statement that he would not vote for George Wallace because “he’s not as white as 

he used to be,” nonetheless also once remarked that he would “rather have [Leon Everett] in my 

home than the (white) man who signs my paychecks.” According to one Houston Chronicle 

analysis of select representative precincts, Everett was estimated to have won more than 86 

percent of the black vote (20 percent more than African American CGS endorsee Gurney 

Pearsall in his own race), as well as majorities of all white economic groups, Mexican 

Americans, and the city’s affluent southwestern and working class eastern suburbs. Indeed, 

Everett, who won some 63 and 69 percent of low and middle income whites respectively in those 

sampled districts, might even have gotten the Klansman’s vote had the wizard not himself been 

running.
96

 

 Everett’s alliance with CARE did not eliminate black support for CGS candidates, but it 

did siphon enough voters to undermine the traditional biracial coalition. The same post-election 
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analysis by the Houston Chronicle showed that incumbent trustees Eleanor Tinsley and George 

Oser each won a majority of black votes cast in the regular election and runoff, as did black 

pediatrician Gurney Pearsall, a recent CGS appointee to the board. New CGS-endorsee John 

Hannah likewise scored a black majority in the runoff. Plus, white support for the CARE slate 

shows that the loss of a considerable number of moderate white votes compared to 1970 also 

contributed heavily to the CGS’s defeat. Finally, Everett’s own margin of victory was 

undoubtedly buoyed by CGS’s decision not to run a candidate against their former ally. That 

choice was probably informed as much by strategic awareness of the reverend’s popularity as 

any vestiges of loyalty to their old ally, and at least one CGS supporter believed the group should 

have still opposed Everett “on principle [for] his betrayal” to the group. Nonetheless, the 

percentage of black voters who pulled the lever for CARE would have been unthinkable for the 

old CSAE slates: 30 percent in general election fields with four to six candidates running for 

each position, and over 40 percent in each runoff race. Those totals were fatal to CGS’s electoral 

prospects. One pre-election poll predicted that the organization “must capture literally all of the 

black vote” [emphasis in original] and at least 30 to 40 percent of the white vote to win. They 

came much closer to the white totals.
97

 Shortly after the election, Gurney Pearsall declared at a 

public banquet, “Black Houston was hoodwinked[,] and in retrospect probably by the best 

hoodwinker in the city.”
98

 

 At the time, Pearsall’s insinuation—that Leon Everett had duped much of black Houston 

into supporting an organization that was no different from the segregationist CSAE—was not an 
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entirely unreasonable one. After all, CARE’s election rhetoric that year was not wholly different 

from what CSAE had used in its most recent and final board campaign. However, the trajectory 

of educational politics in HISD over the next few years arguably offered some retroactive 

vindication to those black voters who, at the very least, did not expect the differences between 

“liberal” CGS and “conservative” CARE to be drastic enough to entitle the former to African 

American support. The remainder of the 1970s bore out far fewer differences between CGS and 

CARE leadership of the board than many expected in 1973, especially when it came to district 

desegregation policy (indeed, differences between the two organizations had so narrowed by 

1977 that they endorsed a joint-ticket ticket of school board candidates). The expanded magnet 

school program that replaced the pairing plan in 1975 was, however much an improvement, still 

little more than a variation on the core theme of proximity-based zoning and voluntary 

integrative transfers. Board members did finally secure some minor, court-approved variances 

for the Singleton Ratio, but the basic principle of having school faculties approximate the black, 

white, and, eventually, Mexican American ratios of all district teachers—rather than a school’s 

student demography—remained intact and controversial for the remainder of the Ross suit.
99
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EPILOGUE 

“If the neighborhood school policy…does not work in Houston,  

it will work nowhere.”
1
 

 

- It’s Not Over in the South (1972) 

 

Whether or not the “neighborhood-based” desegregation policies the Houston 

Independent School District (HISD) implemented in 1970 “worked” depends on how their 

success is measured. 

As a means of promoting “integration”—i.e. the statistical mixture of Anglo, African 

American, and Mexican American students—the policies clearly did not work. That much was 

evident by the mid-1970s and continued to be true. As a means of stemming long-term white 

flight, the policies probably convinced some families—particularly those in isolated southwest 

Houston—not to flee the district for whiter pastures outside HISD or in private schools. All the 

same, white enrollment in HISD dropped by an annual average of 10,000 students in the first 

four years after the district implemented its “neighborhood-based” desegregation policies. A 

more ambitious “busing” plan may have yielded even more white losses, but in the long-run it 

might have simply accelerated them, as the early 1970s declines slowed but nonetheless 

continued, virtually until the present day. Other non-flight factors, like declining white birthrates 

and fewer new arrivals to Houston choosing to settle in HISD, gradually accounted for a greater 

proportion of the loss of white HISD pupils as the 1970s and ‘80s progressed, but the result was 

the same. By the end of the decade, Anglos went from accounting for roughly half of HISD 

pupils in 1970 to barely a quarter. Between 1967 and 1986, white enrollment in HISD declined 
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by some 37 percent, the seventh highest in the nation among school systems with more than 

19,000 students. Among American districts with more than 150,000 pupils, only one school 

system saw a more drastic decline in white representation than HISD did over that period. As of 

2015-16, a mere 8.5 percent of HISD’s 216,000 pupils were Anglo.
2
 

“Neighborhood-based” desegregation’s long-term failure to prevent demographic change 

further curtailed its already limited effectiveness as a means of student integration. Of course, 

some of that change would have occurred regardless of what desegregation policy the district had 

pursued. Regardless, as was increasingly true across the nation, segregation in Houston had 

become as much of a reality between different school districts as within individual systems. On 

the eve of the Ross suit’s conclusion, HISD still had more white students than any other Harris 

County school district, but HISD’s enrollment was also more than five times as large as the 

county’s second most populous system, Pasadena ISD. Whites made up slightly less than 22 

percent of HISD’s enrollment in 1982-83, and more than 71 percent of all other Harris County 

ISDs. In the face of that decline, in 1980 the Justice Department attempted to force HISD to 

integrate with twenty-two substantially whiter school districts located throughout Harris County, 

the first time the department ever proposed an inter-district integration plan in a metropolitan 

area. A federal judge threw out the motion a few weeks later and declared HISD to be racially 

unitary in 1981. Parties to the Ross suit reached a settlement in 1984, and after the conclusion of 

a five-year monitoring period in 1989, nearly a third of HISD’s roughly 230 schools were still 
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either 90 percent or more black or 90 percent or more Hispanic. Even more were 90 percent or 

more “minority.”
3
 

Then again, the promotion of student intermixture never really was the primary purpose 

of HISD’s neighborhood desegregation policy. Rather, the policy was an attempt to produce so-

called “stable” if smaller levels of student integration while working to improve the quality of 

education offered in Houston’s predominantly African American and Mexican American 

schools. A full accounting of the success and failure of that latter goal is an especially 

complicated matter that goes beyond the scope of this project and requires the consideration of a 

host of policies and decisions other than the neighborhood school policy itself. Indeed, what 

defines “quality education” is often as nebulous as the term is ubiquitous in educational 

discourse.  

Still, a survey of available sources indicates that HISD approximated national trends from 

the mid-1970s through 1980s, in which standardized test scores for African American and 

Hispanic pupils rose, and the gaps between white and non-white performance narrowed. 

Nevertheless, gaps remained, and while minority students could be found excelling around much 

of the district, there was little mistaking that the best performing schools tended to be 

predominantly white, and the lowest performing tended to be predominantly black and 
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folder: vol. 20; and “Memorandum and Order,” June 17, 1981, folder: vol. 20, all in box 1251, Ross Files. 

Department of Justice, press release, May 15, 1980, folder: Ross v. Houston Independent School District, 1980, box 

2322, Part V, Records of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, Library of Congress, 

Washington, D. C. “Settlement Agreement,” September 10, 1984, folder 15, box 1, Tina Reyes Collection, Houston 

Metropolitan Research Center (hereinafter HMRC), Houston, Texas. William Pack, “HISD Officially Free of 

Desegregation Suit,” Houston Post, August 31, 1989, p. A-21, A-24. 
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Hispanic.
4
 As well, scholars like Jerry Rosiek and Kathy Kinslow have argued that any 

evaluation of educational “quality” must account for conditions and outcomes that cannot be 

captured in test scores and other easily quantifiable measures, including what they describe as 

“the hidden curriculum of racial resegregation.” Reviving some of the arguments made famous 

by NAACP attorneys in the 1950s—and which later came under fire from skeptics of 

integration’s power to improve education—they found in a case study of one southern 

community that continued isolation of black pupils into less adequate schools entailed an 

additional psychological impact on students, “including feelings of isolation, an eroded sense of 

faith that adults have their best interests in mind, and an eroded sense of social hope.”
5
 African 

American and Hispanic pupils in HISD in the 1980s and beyond may or may not have come to 

know such feelings, but many of them were undoubtedly still in schools where such would not 

be unthinkable.

                                                 
4
 Nancy Stancill, “HISD Hails Improved Test Scores of Elementary Pupils,” Houston Chronicle, June 5, 1980, p. 1, 

12. Billy Reagan, testimony, June 5, 1984, transcript vol. 3, p. 131-53, folder 1, box 1255, Ross Files. Bill Hensel, 

“HISD Students Score Low on Proficiency Tests,” Houston Post, September 14, 1984, p. 7A. James T. Patterson, 

Brown v. Board of Education: A Civil Rights Milestone and Its Troubled Legacy (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 214-16. 
5
 Jerry Rosiek and Kathy Kinslow, Resegregation as Curriculum: The Meaning of the New Racial Segregation in U. 

S. Public Schools (New York: Routledge, 2016) (“including feelings” quotation near end of e-book introduction). 



386 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Archival Sources 

 

Dolph Briscoe Center for American History. University of Texas. Austin, Texas. 

 Harris County Democratic Party Records, 1952-1977 

Robert C. Eckhardt Papers, 1931-1992 

 

Houston Independent School District (HISD) Hattie Mae White Educational Support Center. 

Houston, Texas. 

HISD Student Ethnicity Data, 1952-2014, spreadsheet 

Minutes, HISD school board meetings, 1926-1984 

 

Houston Metropolitan Research Center. Houston Public Library. Houston, Texas. 

 Abraham Ramirez, Jr. Collection (MSS 358) 

 Ben C. Connally Papers (MSS 457) 

Christia V. Adair Collection (MSS 0109) 

 Eleanor Tinsley Collection (MSS 0002) 

 Felix H. Morales Collection (MSS 0122) 

 Fred and Laura Brode Collection (MSS 0225) 

 Gregory Salazar Collection (MSS 369) 

Houston Independent School District Collection (RG B 0001) 

Huelga Schools of Houston Collection (RG G 3) 

Luis Cano Papers (MSS 0284) 

LULAC Council #60 Papers (RG E 21) 

Melesio Gómez Family Collection (MSS 0135) 

 Paul C. Roemer Papers (MSS 0085) 

 Tina Reyes Collection (MSS 321) 

 William E. Moreland Collection (MSS 6) 

 

Library of Congress, manuscript division. Washington, D. C. 

 Records of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

 

Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library. University of Texas. Austin, Texas. 

 Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson 

 Personal Papers of Ramsey Clark 

 

Martin Luther King, Jr., Center for Nonviolent Social Change. King Center Digital Archive. 

 

Meier, August, et al, eds. Papers of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored  

People, microfilm collection. University Publications of America: 1982– 

 

National Archives and Records Administration, Southwest Region. Fort Worth, Texas 

 Case files, Delores Ross v. Houston Independent School District 

 Case files, Onesephor Broussard v. Houston Independent School District 

 



387 

 

National Archives and Records Administration. Electronic Army Serial Number Merged File,  

1938-1946 World War II Army Enlistment Records. Accessed through Ancestry.com 

subscription database. 

 

Rosenberg Library. Galveston, Texas. 

 Eldrewey Stearns Collection 

 

Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture. New York Public Library. New York, New  

York. 

Johnson, Charles S., ed. “Source Materials for Patterns of Negro Segregation, Houston, 

Texas.” Microfilm reel 7. 

 

Social Explorer online database. 

 American Community Surveys (1-year estimates) 

 United States Census Bureau reports 

 

Texas Department of State Health Services. 

Texas Birth Certificates, 1903-1932. Accessed through Ancestry.com subscription 

database. 

Texas Birth Index, 1903-1997. Accessed through Ancestry.com subscription database. 

 

Texas State Library and Archives Commission. Austin, Texas. 

 Records of Texas Governor Allan Shivers 

 

United States Census Bureau. Population Schedules. Accessed through Ancestry.com  

subscription database. 

 

Woodson Research Center. Fondren Library. Rice University. Houston, Texas. 

 William A. Lawson Papers, 1955-2008 (MS 532) 

 

Interviews 

 

Adair, Christia. Comments recorded at dedication of Christia V. Adair Park. October 22, 1977.  

Houston, Texas. Transcript. Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Adair, Christia. Interview by Dorothy R. Robinson. April 25, 1977. Transcript. In The Black  

Women Oral History Project, Volume 1, edited by Ruth Edmonds Hill, 39-98. Westport, 

Conn.: Meckler Publishing, 1991. 

 

Barnstone, Gertrude. Interview by Margaret Henson. August 6, 1974. Houston, Texas. Houston  

Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Butler, Asberry. Oral history interview. August 9, 1974. Houston, Texas. Transcript. Houston  

Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Card, Richard L. Interview by Margaret Henson. July 23, 1974. Houston, Texas. Transcript.  



388 

 

Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Connally, Ben C. Interview by Louis Marchiafava. April 2, 1975. Houston, Texas.  

Transcript. Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Dansby, Annie. Interview by author. April 3, 2014. Houston, Texas. Recording in author’s  

possession. 

 

Davis, Algenita. Interview by J. R. Wilson. July 19, 2006. Houston, Texas. Transcribed by  

Suzanna Mascola. University of Houston. 

 

Fraga, Felix. Interview by Frank Michel. September 14, 2007. Houston, Texas. Transcript.  

Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Garver, George. Interview by Louis Marchiafava. May 20, 1974. Houston, Texas. Transcript.  

Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Gómez, Refugio. Oral history interview. March 24, 1980. Houston, Texas. Transcript. Houston  

Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Hernandez, Juan Carlos. Interviews by Juan Torres. November 29, 1978 and March 21, 1980.  

Houston, Texas. Translated by Holly Vernon. Transcript. Houston Metropolitan Research 

Center. 

 

Johnson, Deloris “Marie.” Interview by Reed Amadon. March 23, 2009. Houston, Texas.  

Transcribed by Suzanne Mascola. University of Houston. 

 

Lawson, William. Interview by Veronica Perry. August 12, 1974. Houston, Texas.  

Transcript. Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Lawson, William. Interview by Dorothee Sauter. October 20, 2004. Houston, Texas.  

Transcription. University of Houston. 

 

Lopez, David. Interview by author. April 29, 2014. Houston, Texas. Recording in author’s  

possession. 

 

Marshall, Lawrence (“Larry”). Interview by author. April 24, 2014, Houston, Texas.  

Recording in author’s possession. 

 

Mindiola, Tatcho. Interview by David Goldstein. June 4, 2008. Houston, Texas. Transcript.  

Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Morales, Frank. Interview by author. May 5, 2013. Houston, Texas. Recording in author’s  

possession. 

 

Nealy, Edith Holland and Bill Holland. Interview by Anna Burke. April 6, 2009. Houston,  



389 

 

Texas. Transcribed by Suzanna Mascola. University of Houston. 

 

Nelson, George T. Oral history interview. August 6, 1974. Houston, Texas. Houston  

Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Nyamu, Beneva Williams. Oral history interview. August 16, 1983. Houston,  

Texas. Transcription. Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Oser, George. Interview by Margaret Houston. September 30, 1974. Houston, Texas. Houston  

Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Oser, George. Interview by author. February 26, 2014. Houston, Texas. Recording in author’s  

possession. 

 

Partida, Frank. Interview by Natalie Garza. July 7, 2009. Houston, Texas. Transcribed by  

Carol Valdes. University of Houston Oral History Project. 

 

Plummer, Matthew W. Interview by Barbara Day and Veronica Perry. September 27, 1974.  

Houston, Texas. Transcript. Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Soliz, Roy. Interview by Thomas Kreneck. April 11, 1980. Houston, Texas. Transcript.  

Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Tinsley, Eleanor. Interview by Margaret Henson. July 11, 1974. Houston, Texas. Transcript.  

Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

White, Hattie Mae. Interview by Louis Marchiafava. August 9, 1974. Houston, Texas.  

Transcript. Houston Metropolitan Research Center. 

 

Williams, Beneva. Interview by J. R. Wilson. July 13, 2006. Houston, Texas. Transcribed by  

Suzanna Mascola. University of Houston Oral History Project. 

 

Periodicals 

 

Abilene (Tx.) Reporter News 

Amarillo (Tx.) Globe Times 

Austin (Tx.) American Statesman 

Baltimore Afro-American 

Bellaire (Tx.) Southwestern Times 

Bellaire (Tx.) Texan 

Blythewood (Ar.) Courier News 

Brownwood (Tx.) Bulletin 

Dallas (Tx.) Morning News 

Del Rio (Tx.) News Herald 

Dover (Oh.) Daily Reporter 

Galveston (Tx.) Daily News 



390 

 

Corpus Christi (Tx.) Caller Times 

Galveston (Tx.) Daily News 

Greenwood (S. C.) Index-Journal 

Harlingen (Tx.) Valley Star 

Houston Chronicle 

Houston El Sol 

Houston Forward Times 

Houston Informer 

Houston Negro Labor News 

Houston Papel Chicano 

Houston Post 

Houston Press 

Houston Space City News 

Houston Tribune 

Huffington Post 

International Socialist Review 

Jet 

Lincoln (Ne.) Star 

Los Angeles (Ca.) Sentinel 

Lumberton (N. C.) Robesonian 

Lubbock (Tx.) Avalanche-Journal 

McComb (Ms.) Enterprise-Journal 

Mexia (Tx.) Daily News 

Negro History Bulletin 

New York Times 

Newsweek 

Odessa (Tx.) American 

Pittsburgh Courier 

Rice University Thresher 

Roseburg (Or.) News-Review 

San Bernadino County (Ca.) Sun 

Saturday Review 

Southern School News 

Taylor (Tx.) Daily Press 

Texas Monthly 

Time 

Washington Post 

 

Statutes and Official Government Reports 
 

Federal 

 

Texas Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights. Civil Rights in  

Texas. February 1970. 

 

United States Commission on Civil Rights. 1964 Staff Report on Public Education. Washington,  



391 

 

D. C.: 1964. 

 

United States Commission on Civil Rights. Racial Isolation in the Public Schools, vol. 1.  

Washington, D. C.: 1967. 

 

United States Commission on Civil Rights. Southern School Desegregation, 1966-67.  

Washington, D. C.: 1967). 

 

United States Congress. Joint Committee on Housing. Study and Investigation of Housing:  

Hearing before the Joint Committee on Housing. 80
th

 Cong. 1
st
. sess. 1947. 

 

United States Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. General Statement of Policies  

Under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 Respecting Desegregation of Elementary 

and Secondary Education. Washington, D. C., 1965. 

 

United States Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. Revised Statement of Policies for  

School Desegregation Plans under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Washington, 

D. C., March 1966. 

 

United States Statutes at Large (1964) 

 

United States Statutes at Large (1965) 

 

United States. Code of Federal Regulations: Title 45—Public Welfare. Washington, D. C., 1967. 

 

State 

 

Constitution of the State of Texas Adopted by the Constitutional Convention Begun and Held at  

the City of Austin on the Sixth Day of September, 1875, Official. Galveston, Tx.: “News” 

Steam Book and Job Establishment, 1875. 

 

Office of Early Childhood Development and Texas Department of Community Affairs, Early  

Childhood Development in Texas – Special Report. December 31, 1971. Austin, Texas. 

 

Texas Education Agency. Annual Statistical Report – 1954-55. Bulletin 584. Austin, Texas:  

1955. 

 

Texas Education Agency. Annual Statistical Report – 1961-62. Bulletin 644. Austin, Texas. 

 

Texas Education Agency. Annual Statistical Report – 1965-66, part I. Bulletin 669. Austin,  

Texas: Summer 1967. 

 

Texas Education Agency. Annual Statistical Report – 1969-70, part I. Bulletin 710. Austin,  

Texas: Fall 1971. 

 

Vernon’s Texas Statutes Centennial Edition, 1942 Supplement. Kansas City, Mo.: Vernon Law  



392 

 

Book Company, 1942. 

 

Vernon’s Texas Statutes, 1958 Supplement. Kansas City, Mo.: Vernon Law Book Company,  

1958. 

 

Official Houston Independent School District Reports and Publications 
 

Annual Report of the Public Schools of the City of Houston, 1888-89. Houston, Tx.: A. C. Gray,  

1889. Available at Houston Public Library. 

 

Annual Report of the Independent School District, 1921-1922, 1922-1923. Houston, Tx.  

Available at Houston Public Library. 

 

Denison, Lynne W. and L. L. Pugh. Houston Public School Buildings – Their History and  

Location. 1936. Available at Houston Public Library 

 

Houston Independent School District. A Review of Works and Progress in Houston Schools.  

Houston, Tx., 1930. Available at Houston Public Library. 

 

Houston Independent School District, Facts and Figures, 2015-2016.  

http://www.houstonisd.org/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=48525&da

taid=174445&FileName=J105589_2015-16_FactsandFigures_Final42.pdf (accessed 

November 14, 2017). 

 

Houston Independent School District. “The Rusk School.” HISD School Histories –  

Elementary/Middle School Combinations. http://www.houstonisd.org/Page/135309 

(accessed November 14, 2017). 

 

Office of the Superintendent, Houston Independent School District, Annual Report to the Board  

of Education, 1955-1956. Houston, Tx., 1956. Available at Houston Public Library. 

 

Court decisions 
 

Bell v. Rippy, 146 F. Supp. 485 (N.D. Tex. 1956) 

Briggs v. Elliott, 132 F. Supp. 776 (E.D. S.C. 1955) 

Britton v. Folsom, 350 F.2d 1022 (5th Cir. 1965) 

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) 

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 349 U.S. 294 (1955) 

Broussard v. Houston Independent School District, 395 F.2d 817 (5th Cir. 1968) 

Cisneros v. Corpus Christi Independent School District, 324 F. Supp. 599 (S.D. Tex. 1970) 

Cisneros v. Corpus Christi Independent School District, 350 F. Supp. 1241 (S.D. Tex. 1972) 

Green v. County School Board of New Kent County 391 U. S. 430 (1968) 

Harper v. Virginia Bd. of Elections 383 U.S. 663 (1966) 

Oser v. Cullen, 435 S.W.2d 896 (1968), Court of Civil Appeals of Texas, Houston (1st Dist.) 

Ross v. Eckels, 317 F. Supp. 512 (S.D. Tex. 1970) 

Ross v. Eckels, 434 F.2d 1140 (5
th

 Cir. 1970) 

http://www.houstonisd.org/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=48525&dataid=174445&FileName=J105589_2015-16_FactsandFigures_Final42.pdf
http://www.houstonisd.org/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=48525&dataid=174445&FileName=J105589_2015-16_FactsandFigures_Final42.pdf
http://www.houstonisd.org/Page/135309


393 

 

Ross v. HISD v. Westheimer Independent School District 583 F.2d 712 (1978) 

Singleton v. Jackson Municipal School District, 419 F.2d 1211 (1970) 

Singleton v. Jackson Municipal School District 425 F.2d 1211 (1970) 

Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education, 402 U.S. 1 (1971) 

United States v. Montgomery County Board of Education 395 U.S. 225 (1969) 

 

Published Primary Sources 
 

Greene, Lorenzo J. “Sidelights on Houston Negroes as Seen by an Associate of Dr. Carter G.  

Woodson.” In Black Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in Houston, edited Howard 

Beeth and Cary D. Wintz, 134-54. College Station: Texas A&M University Pres, 1992. 

 

Galveston-Dallas News. Texas Almanac and State Industrial Guide for 1912. Galveston and  

Dallas, 1912. 

 

Morrison & Fourmy’s Greater Houston City Directory, 1955. Dallas, Tx., 1955. 

 

Published Secondary Sources 
 

Alabama Council on Human Relations, American Friends Service Committee, Delta Ministry of  

the National Council of Churches, NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund, Inc., 

Southern Regional Council, and Washington Research Project.  It’s Not Over in the 

South: School Desegregation in Forty-Three Southern Cities Eighteen Years after 

Brown. Washington, D.C., March 1972. 

 

Anderson, James D. The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935. Chapel Hill: University of  

North Carolina Press, 1988. 

 

Ansley, Frances Lee. “Stirring the Ashes: Race, Class and the Future of Civil Rights  

Scholarship.” Cornell Law Review 74, no. 6 (September 1989): 993-1077. 

 

Bartley, Numan V. The Rise of Massive Resistance: Race and Politics in the South During the  

1950’s. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1969. 

 

Baum, Howell S. Brown in Baltimore: School Desegregation and the Limits of Liberalism.  

Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2010. 

 

Benjamin, Karen. “Progressivism Meets Jim Crow: Curriculum Revision and Development in  

Houston, Texas, 1924-1929.” Paedagogica Historica 39, no. 4 (August 2003): 457-76. 

 

Beeth, Howard and Cary D. Wintz, eds. Black Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in  

Houston. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992. 

 

Behnken, Brian D. “Elusive Unity: African Americans, Mexican Americans, and Civil Rights in  

Houston.” In Seeking Inalienable Rights: Texans and Their Quests for Justice, edited by 

Debra A. Reid, 123-46. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2009. 



394 

 

 

Behnken, Brian D. Fighting Their Own Battles: African Americans, Mexican Americans, and the  

Struggle for Civil Rights in Texas. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011. 

 

Bell, Derrick A. “Serving Two Masters: Integration Ideals and Client Interests in School  

Desegregation Litigation.” Yale Law Journal 85, no. 4 (March 1976): 470-516. 

 

Bissett, Jim. “The Dilemma Over Moderates: School Desegregation in Alamance County, North  

Carolina.” Journal of Southern History 81, no. 4 (November 2015): 887-930. 

 

Blanton, Carlos Kevin. The Strange Career of Bilingual Education in Texas, 1836-1981. College  

Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2004. 

 

Blanton, Carlos K. “George I. Sanchez, Ideology, and Whiteness in the Making of the Mexican  

American Civil Rights Movement, 1930-1960.” Journal of Southern History 57, no. 3 

(August 2006): 569-604. 

 

Blanton, Carlos Kevin. George I. Sanchez: The Long Fight for Mexican American Integration.  

New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2014. 

 

Block, Robinson. “Moody Park: From the Riots to the Future for the Northside Community.”  

Houston History 9, no. 3 (Summer 2012): 20-24. 

 

Brandstetter, John and Charles R. Foster. “‘Quality Integrated Education’ in Houston’s Magnet  

Schools.” Phi Delta Kappa 57, no. 8 (April 1976): 502-04. 

 

Brischetto, Robert, David R. Richards, Chandler Davidson, and Bernard Grofman. “Texas.” In  

Quiet Revolution in the South: The Impact of the Voting Rights Act, 1965-1990, edited by 

Chandler Davidson and Bernard Grofman, 233-270. Princeton, N. J.: Princeton 

University Press, 1994. 

 

Brown-Nagin, Tomiko. Courage to Dissent: Atlanta and the Long History of the Civil Rights  

Movement. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011. 

 

Calbillo, Carlos. “The Chicano Movement in Houston and Texas: A Personal Memory,” Houston  

History 9, no. 1 (Fall 2011): 25-29. 

 

Carle, Susan D. “From Buchanan to Button: Legal Ethics and the NAACP (Part II).” University  

of Chicago Law School Roundtable 8, no. 2 (2001): 281-307. 

 

Carle, Susan D. “Race, Class, and Legal Ethics in the Early NAACP (1910-1920).” Law and  

History Review 20, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 97-146. 

 

Carleton, Don E. Red Scare! Right-wing Hysteria, Fifties Fanaticism, and Their Legacy in  

Texas. Austin: Texas Monthly Press, 1985. 

 



395 

 

Cascio, Elizabeth U. “What Happened When Kindergarten Went Universal?” Education Next.  

(Spring 2010): 63-69. 

 

Cecelski, David S. Along Freedom Road: Hyde County, North Carolina and the Fate of Black  

Schools in the South. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994. 

 

Cell, John W. The Highest Stage of White Supremacy: The Origins of Segregation in South  

Africa and the American South. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982. 

 

Chafe, William H. Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro, North Carolina and the Black  

Struggle for Freedom. New York: Oxford University Press, 1980. 

 

Chaskin, Robert J. “Perspectives on Neighborhood and Community: A Review of the  

Literature.” Social Science Review 71, no. 4 (December 1997): 521-547. 

 

Clotfelter, Charles T. After Brown: The Rise and Retreat of School Desegregation. Princeton,  

N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2004. 

 

Cohen, Lizabeth. A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar  

America. New York: Vintage, 2004. 

 

Cole, Thomas R. No Color is My Kind: The Life of Eldrewey Stearns and the Integration of  

Houston. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1997. 

 

Crespino, Joseph. In Search of Another Country: Mississippi and the Conservative  

Counterrevolution. Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2007. 

 

Cottrol, Robert J, Raymond T. Diamond, and Leland B. Ware. Brown v. Board of Education:  

Caste, Culture, and the Constitution. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2003. 

 

Coulton, Claudia. “Defining Neighborhoods for Research and Policy.” Cityscape 14, no. 2  

(2012): 231-236. 

 

Davidson, Chandler. Biracial Politics: Conflict and Coalition in the Metropolitan South. Baton  

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1972. 

 

Davidson, Chandler. “The Recent Evolution of Voting Rights Law Affecting Racial and  

Language Minorities.” In Quiet Revolution in the South: The Impact of the Voting Rights 

Act, 1965-1990, edited by Chandler Davidson and Bernard Grofman, 21-37. Princeton, 

N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1994. 

 

Dailey, Jane. “Sex, Segregation, and the Sacred after Brown.” Journal of American History 91,  

no. 1 (June 2004): 119-144. 

 

Day, Barbara Thompson. “The Heart of Houston: The Early History of the Houston Council on  

Human Relations, 1958-1972.” Houston Review 8, no. 1 (1986): 1-32. 



396 

 

 

Delmont, Matthew F. Why Busing Failed: Race, Media, and the National Resistance to School  

Desegregation. Oakland: University of California Press, 2016. 

 

Deneer, Andrew. “The ‘Black Section’ of the Neighborhood: Collective Visibility and Collective  

Invisibility as Sources of Place Identity.” Ethnography 11, no. 1 (March 2010): 45-67. 

 

Dittmer, John. Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi. Urbana and Chicago:  

University of Illinois Press, 1994. 

 

Donato, Ruben. The Other Struggle for Equal Schools: Mexican Americans During the Civil  

Rights Era. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997. 

 

Douglas, Davison M. Jim Crow Moves North: The Battle Over North School Segregation, 1865- 

1954. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005. 

 

Dudziak, Mary L. Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy.  

Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2000. 

 

Eagles, Charles W. “Towards New Histories of the Civil Rights Era.” Journal of Southern  

History 66, no. 4 (November 2000): 815-848. 

 

Edwards, Laura F. “Southern History as U.S. History.” Journal of Southern History 75, no. 3  

(August 2009): 533-64. 

 

Erickson, Ansley T. Making the Unequal Metropolis: School Desegregation and Its Limits  

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016). 

 

Fairclough, Adam. Race & Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915-1972.  

Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995. 

 

Fairclough, Adam. “The Costs of Brown: Black Teachers and School Integration,” Journal of  

American History 91, no. 1 (June 2004): 43-55. 

 

Fairclough, Adam. A Class of Their Own: Black Teachers in the Segregated South. Cambridge,  

Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007. 

 

Fairclough, Adam. “Foreword.” In Long is the Way and Hard: One Hundred Years of the  

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, edited by Kevern Verney 

and Lee Sartain, vii-xiv. Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2009. 

 

Feagin, Joe R. Free Enterprise City: Houston in Political-Economic Perspective. New  

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1988. 

 

Feagin, Joe R. Racist America: Roots, Current Realities, and Future Reparations. 2
nd

 ed. New  

York: Routledge, 2010. 



397 

 

 

Fields, Barbara J. “Ideology and Race in American History.” In Region, Race, and  

Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann Woodward, edited by J. Morgan Kousser  

and James M. McPherson, 143-177. New York: Oxford University Press, 1982. 

 

Fields, Barbara J. “Whiteness, Racism, and Identity.” International Labor and Working-Class  

History 60 (Fall 2001): 48-56. 

 

Foley, Neil. “Becoming Hispanic: Mexican Americans and the Faustian Pact with Whiteness.” In  

Reflexiones 1997: New Directions in Mexican American Studies, edited by Neil Foley, 

53-70. Austin: Center for Mexican American Studies, University of Texas at Austin, 

1998. 

 

Foley, Neil. The White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture.  

Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999. 

 

Foley, Neil. “Straddling the Color Line: The Legal Construction of Hispanic Identity in Texas.”  

In Not Just Black and White: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Immigration, 

Race, and Ethnicity in the United States, Nancy Foner and George M. Fredrickson, 341-

357. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004. 

 

Foner, Nancy and George M. Fredrickson. “Introduction: Immigration, Race, and Ethnicity in  

the United States: Social Constructions and Social Relations in Historical and 

Contemporary Perspective.” In Not Just Black and White: Historical and Contemporary 

Perspectives on Immigration, Race, and Ethnicity in the United States, edited by Nancy 

Foner and George M. Fredrickson, 1-19. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004. 

 

Frankenberg, Erica and Kendra Taylor. “ESEA and the Civil Rights Act: An Interbranch  

Approach to Furthering Desegregation.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of 

the Social Sciences 1, no. 3 (December 2015): 32-49. 

 

Friedland, Michael. Lift Up Your Voice Like a Trumpet: White Clergy and the Civil Rights and  

Antiwar War Movements, 1954-1973. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1998. 

 

Gadsden, Brett. Between North and South: Delaware, Desegregation, and the Myth of American  

Sectionalism. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013. 

 

Gilmore, Glenda Elizabeth. Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights, 1919-1950. New  

York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008. 

 

Gómez-Quiñones, Juan. Chicano Politics: Reality and Promise, 1940-1990. Albuquerque:  

University of New Mexico Press, 1990. 

 

Goodman, Mary Ellen. “The Mexican-American Population of Houston: A Survey in the Field,  

1965-1970.” Rice University Studies 57, no. 3 (Summer 1971). 



398 

 

 

Haley, James L. Sam Houston. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002. 

 

Hall, Jacquelyn Dowd. “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past.”  

Journal of American History 91, no. 4 (March 2005): 1233-1263. 

 

Hall, Randal L., ed. William Marsh Rice and His Institute: The Centennial Edition. College  

Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2012. 

 

Harrison, Cecil E. and Alice K. Laine, “Operation Breadbasket in Houston, 1966-78.” In Black  

Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in Houston, edited by Howard Beeth and Cary D. 

Wintz, 223-235. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992. 

 

Haynes, Robert V. “Black Houstonians and the White Democratic Primary 1920-45.” In Black  

Dixie: Afro-Texas History and Culture in Houston, edited by Howard Beeth and Cary D. 

Wintz, 192-210. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992. 

 

Helfenstein, Josef and Laureen Schipsi. Art and Activism: Projects of John and Dominique de  

Menil. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2010. 

 

Henrickson, Robert. The Facts on File Dictionary of American Regionalisms. New York: Facts  

on File, 2000. 

 

Henson, Margaret Swett. Lorenzo de Zavala: The Pragmatic Idealist. Fort Worth: Texas  

Christian University Press, 1996. 

 

Hine, Darlene Clark. Black Victory: The Rise and Fall of the White Primary in Texas. 2003 ed.  

Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003. 

 

Jackson, Kennth T. Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States. New York:  

Oxford University Press, 1985). 

 

Jackson, Thomas F. From Civil Rights to Human Rights: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the  

Struggle for Economic Justice. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007. 

 

Jacobson, Matthew Frye. “Hyphen Nation: Ethnicity in American Intellectual and Political Life.”  

In Companion to Post-1945 America, edited by Jean-Christophe Agnew and Roy 

Rosenzweig, 175-91. Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishing, 2002. 

 

Jansson, David R. “Internal Orientalism in America: W.J. Cash’s The Mind of the South and the  

Spatial Construction of American National Identity.” Political Geography 22 (2003): 

293-316. 

 

Jillson, Cal. Texas Politics: Governing the Lone Star State. 5
th

 ed. New York: Routledge, 2015. 

 

Joseph, Peniel E. “Introduction: Toward a Historiography of the Black Power Movement.” In  



399 

 

The Black Power Movement: Rethinking the Civil Rights–Black Power Era, edited by 

Peniel E. Joseph, 1-25. New York: Routledge, 2006. 

 

Joseph, Peniel E, ed. Neighborhood Rebels: Black Power at the Local Level. New York:  

Palgrave MacMillan, 2010. 

 

K’Meyer, Tracy E. Civil Rights in the Gateway to the South: Louisville, Kentucky, 1945-1980.  

Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2009. 

 

Kaplan, Barry J. “Houston: The Golden Buckle of the Sunbelt.” In Sunbelt Cities, edited by  

Richard M. Bernard and Bradley R. Rice, 196-212. Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1983. 

 

Kellar, William Henry. Make Haste Slowly: Moderates, Conservatives, and School  

Desegregation in Houston. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1999. 

 

Key, Jr., V. O. Southern Politics in State and Nation. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1949. 

 

King, Desmond and Stephen Tuck. “De-Centering the South: America’s Nationwide White  

Supremacist Order after Reconstruction.” Past & Present 194 (February 2007): 213-253. 

 

Kirou, Christina M. and Rochelle J. Nunez. “Singleton v. Jackson Municipal Separate School  

District.” In Encyclopedia of African American Education, edited by Kofi Lomotey, 578-

581. Thousand Oaks, Ca.: SAGE Publications, 2010. 

 

Klarman, Michael J. From Jim Crow to Civil Rights: The Supreme Court and the Struggle for  

Racial Equality. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010. 

 

Kluger, Richard. Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black  

America’s Struggle for Equality, First Vintage Books ed. New York: Vintage Books, 

2004. 

 

Kreneck, Thomas H. Mexican American Odyssey: Felix Tijerina, Entrepreneur & Civic Leader.  

College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2001. 

 

Kreneck, Thomas H. Del Pueblo: A History of Houston’s Hispanic Community. College Station:  

Texas A&M University Press, 2012. 

 

Krochmal, Max. Blue Texas: The Making of a Multiracial Democratic Coalition in the Civil  

Rights Era. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016. 

 

Kruse, Kevin M. White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism. Princeton,  

N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2005. 

 

Kuehlem, Marilyn. “Education Reforms from Gilmer-Aikin to Today.” In Texas Public Schools:  



400 

 

Sesquicentennial Handbook, 1854-2004, edited by Texas Education Agency. Austin: 

Texas Education Agency, 2004. 

 

Laing, James M. Alternative Methods, Practices, and Concepts for School Desegregation: A  

Review of the Literature and Annotated Bibliography: A Review of the Literature and 

Annotated Bibliography. Pleasant Hill, Ca.: Contra Costa County PACE Center, 1969. 

Available through ERIC educational research database. 

 

Lassiter, Matthew D. The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South. Princeton,  

N. J.: Princeton University Press, 2006. 

 

Lassiter, Matthew D. and Joseph Crespino. “Introduction: The End of Southern History.” In The  

Myth of Southern Exceptionalism, edited by Matthew D. Lassiter and Joseph Crespino, 3-

22. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010. 

 

Lassiter, Matthew D. “De Jure/De Facto Segregation: The Long Shadow of a National Myth.” In  

The Myth of Southern Exceptionalism, edited by Matthew D. Lassiter and Joseph 

Crespino, 29-48. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010. 

 

Lavergne, Gary M. Before Brown: Heman Marion Sweatt, Thurgood Marshall, and the Long  

Road to Justice. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010. 

 

Lawson, Steven F. and Charles Payne. Debating the Civil Rights Movement, 1945-1968.  

Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1998. 

 

Lee, Chana Kai. For Freedom’s Sake: The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer. Urbana and Chicago:  

University of Illinois Press, 1999. 

 

de León, Arnoldo. Ethnicity in the Sunbelt: Mexican Americans in Houston. College Station:  

Texas A&M University Press, 2001. 

 

Lewis, Tom. Washington: A History of Our National City. New York: Basic Books, 2015. 

 

Little, Wilson. Spanish-Speaking Children in Texas. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1944. 

 

Light, Jennifer S. “Nationality and Neighborhood Risk at the Origins of FHA Underwriting.”  

Journal of Urban History 35, no. 5 (2010): 634-71 

 

MacLean, Nancy. Freedom is Not Enough: The Opening of the American Workplace. New York:  

Russell Sage Foundation, 2006. 

 

Madera, Mark, Liliana Milani, Danny Samuels, and John Zona. The Barrios: Mexican- 

Americans in Houston. Houston, Tx.: Rice University, 1971. Copy available at Woodson 

Research Center, Fondren Library, Rice University, Houston, Texas. 

 

Manuel, Herschel T. Education of Mexican and Spanish-Speaking Students in Texas. Austin:  



401 

 

University of Texas Press, 1930. 

 

McComb, David G. Houston: A History. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981. 

 

McGirr, Lisa. Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right. Princeton, N. J.:  

Princeton University Press, 2001. 

 

McMillen, Neil R. The Citizens’ Council: Organized Resistance to the Second Reconstruction.  

Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1971. 

 

Moneyhon, Carl H. “Public Education and Texas Reconstruction Politics, 1871-1874.”  

Southwestern Historical Quarterly 92, no. 3 (January 1989): 393-416. 

 

Morowski, Deborah L. “Meeting the Needs of Texas School Children: The Texas Minimum  

Foundation School Program,” American Educational History Journal 36, no. 2 (2009): 

327-41. 

 

Nájera, Jennifer R. The Borderlands of Race: Mexican Segregation in a South Texas Town.  

Austin: University of Texas Press, 2015. 

 

Nimmo, Dan and Clifton McCleskey. “Impact of the Poll Tax on Voter Participation: The  

Houston Metropolitan Area in 1966.” Journal of Politics 31, no. 3 (August 1969): 682-

99. 

 

Omi, Michael and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States. 3rd ed. New York:  

 Routledge, 2014. 

 

Orfield, Gary. The Reconstruction of Southern Education: The Schools and the 1964 Civil Rights  

Act. New York: Wiley-Interscience, 1969. 

 

Orfield, Gary. “Federal Policy, Local Power, and Metropolitan Segregation.” Political Science  

Quarterly 89, no. 4 (Winter 1974-1975): 777-802. 

 

Orfield, Gary. Must We Bus: Segregated School and National Policy. Washington, D. C.:  

Brookings Institution, 1978. 

 

Orfield, Gary and Franklin Monfort, Racial Change and Desegregation in Large School Districts  

– Trends through the 1986-1987 School Year. Alexandria, Va.: National School Boards 

Association, 1988. 

 

Orton, Susan E. and and Gary Orfield. “Introduction.” In Dismantling Desegregation: The Quiet  

Reversal of Brown v. Board of Education, edited by Gary Orfield and Susan E. Eaton, 

xiii-xix.  New York: The New Press, 1996. 

 

Patterson, James T. Brown v. Board of Education: A Civil Rights Milestone and Its Troubled  

Legacy. New York: Oxford University Press, 2001. 



402 

 

 

Payne, Charles M. I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi  

Freedom Struggle. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995. 

 

Payne, Charles M. “‘The Whole United States is Southern!’: Brown v. Board and the  

Mystification of Race.” Journal of American History 91, no. 1 (June 2004): 83-91. 

 

Peltason, J. W. 58 Lonely Men: Southern Federal Judges and School Desegregation. Urbana  

and other cities: University of Illinois Press, 1971. 

 

Perea, Juan F. “The Black/White Binary Paradigm of Race: The ‘Normal Science’ of American  

Racial Thought.” California Law Review 85, no. 5 (1997): 1213-1258. 

 

Phelps, Wesley G. A People’s War on Poverty: Urban Politics and Grassroots Activism in  

Houston. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2014. 

 

Pitre, Merline. In Struggle Against Jim Crow: Lulu B. White and the NAACP, 1900-1957.  

College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1999. 

 

Pruitt, Bernadette. The Other Great Migration: The Movement of Rural African Americans to  

Houston, 1900-1941. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2013. 

 

Rabinowitz, Howard N. Race Relations in the Urban South, 1865-1890. Athens: University of  

Georgia Press, 1978. 

 

Raffel, Jeffrey A. “Pairing.” In Historical Dictionary of School Segregation and Desegregation –  

The American Experience. Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1998. 

 

Rangel, Jorge and Carlos M. Alcala. “Project Report: De Jure Segregation of Chicanos in Texas  

Schools.” Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law Review 7, no. 2 (March 1972): 307-

91. 

 

Ravitch, Diane. “Desegregation: Varieties of Meaning.” In Shades of Brown: New Perspectives  

on School Desegregation, edited by Derrick Bell, 31-47. New York: Teachers College 

Press, 1980. 

 

Ravitch, Diane. The Troubled Crusade: American Education, 1945-1980. New York: Basic  

Books, 1983. 

 

Read, Frank T. “Judicial Evolution of the Law of School Integration Since Brown v. Board of  

Education.” In The Courts, Social Science, and School Desegregation, edited by Betsy  

Levin and Willis D. Hawley, 7-49. New Brunswick, N. J.: Transaction Books, 1977. 

 

Rosales, F. Arturo. “Mexicans in Houston: The Struggle to Survive, 1908-1975.” Houston  

Review 3, no. 2 (Summer 1981): 224-48. 

 



403 

 

Rosales, F. Arturo. Chicano!: The History of the Mexican American Civil Rights Movement.  

Houston: Arte Público Press, 1996. 

 

Rosiek, Jerry and Kathy Kinslow. Resegregation as Curriculum: The Meaning of the New Racial  

Segregation in U. S. Public Schools. New York: Routledge, 2016. 

 

Ruiz, Vicki L. “South by Southwest: Mexican Americans and Segregated Schooling, 1900- 

1950.” OAH Magazine of History 15, no. 2 (Winter 2001): 23-27. 

 

Rumbaut, Ruben G. “Pigments of Our Imagination: On the Racialization and Racial Identities of  

‘Hispanics’ and ‘Latinos’.” In How the United States Racializes Latinos: White 

Hegemony and Its Consequences, edited by Jose A. Cobas, Jorge Duany, and Joe R. 

Feagin, 15-26. Boulder, Co.: Paradigm Publishers, 2009. 

 

San Miguel, Jr., Guadalupe. “Mexican American Organizations and the Changing Politics of  

School Desegregation in Texas, 1945 to 1980.” Social Science Quarterly 63, no. 4 

(December 1982): 701-14. 

 

San Miguel, Jr., Guadalupe. “Let All of Them Take Heed”: Mexican Americans and the  

Campaign for Educational Equality in Texas, 1910-1981. College Station: Texas A&M 

University Press, 1987. 

 

San Miguel, Jr., Guadalupe. Brown, Not White: School Integration and the Chicano Movement in  

Houston. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2001. 

 

San Miguel, Jr., Guadalupe. Chicana/o Struggles for Education: Activism in the Community.  

College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2013. 

 

San Miguel, Jr., Guadalupe. “Huelga Schools in Houston: Community-Based Education in the  

Struggle for Legal Recognition, 1970.” Journal of Latinos and Education 16, no. 4 

(2016): 266-74. 

 

Schrecker, Ellen. Many Are the Crimes: McCarthyism in America. Princeton, N. J.: Princeton  

University Press, 1998. 

 

Shabazz, Amilcar. Advancing Democracy: African Americans and the Struggle for Access and  

Equity in Higher Education in Texas. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

2004. 

 

Slotboom, Eric. Houston Freeways: A Historical and Visual Journey (Cincinnati, 2003). 

 

Sokol, Jason. There Goes My Everything: White Southerners in the Age of Civil Rights. New  

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006. 

 

Sørensen. Annemette and Karl. E. Taeuber. “Indexes of Racial Residential Segregation for 109  



404 

 

Cities in the United States, 1940 to 1970.” Sociological Focus 8, no. 2 (April 1975): 125-

42. 

 

Steptoe, Tyina L. Houston Bound: Culture and Color in a Jim Crow City. Berkeley and Los  

Angeles: University of California Press, 2016. 

 

Sugrue, Thomas J. The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit.  

Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1996. 

 

Sugrue, Thomas J. Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North. 

 New York: Random House, 2008. 

 

Sullivan, Patricia. Lift Every Voice: The NAACP and the Making of the Civil Rights Movement.  

New York: The New Press, 2009. 

 

Theoharis, Jeanne. “Introduction.” In Freedom North: Black Freedom Struggles Outside the  

South, 1940-1980, edited by Jeanne F. Theoharis and Komozi Woodard. New York: 

Palgrave MacMillan, 2003: 1-15. 

 

Theoharis, Jeanne. The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks. Boston: Beacon Press, 2013. 

 

Theoharis, Jeanne and Komozi Woodard, eds., Groundwork: Local Black Freedom Movements  

in America. New York: New York University Press, 2005. 

 

Trombley, William. “Houston.” In School Desegregation in America: Experiences and  

Explorations, edited by Meyer Weinberg and Gertrude Martin, 92-94. Evanston, Ill.: 

Center for Equal Education, 1977. 

 

Tsanoff, Corinne S. Neighborhood Doorways. Houston, Tx.: Neighborhood Centers Association  

of Houston and Harris County, 1958. 

 

Thuesen, Sarah Caroline. Greater Than Equal: African American Struggles for Schools and  

Citizenship in North Carolina. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013. 

 

Turner, Matt Warnock. Remarkable Plants of Texas: Uncommon Accounts of Our Common  

Natives. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2009 

 

Tushnet, Mark V. Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme Court, 1936- 

1961. New York: Oxford University Press, 1994. 

 

Tyson, Timothy B. Radio Free Dixie: Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power. Chapel  

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999. 

 

Valencia, Richard R. Chicano Students and the Courts: The Mexican American Legal Struggle  

for Educational Equality. New York: New York University Press, 2008. 

 



405 

 

Verney, Kevern and Lee Sartain. “The NAACP in Historiographical Perspective.” In Long is the  

Way and Hard: One Hundred Years of the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People, edited by Kevern Verney and Lee Sartain, xv-xxviii. Fayetteville: 

University of Arkansas Press, 2009. 

 

Ware, Gilbert. “The NAACP-Inc. Fund Alliance: Its Strategy, Power, and Destruction.” Journal  

of Negro Education 63, no. 3 (Summer 1994): 323-25. 

 

Wasby, Stephen L. “Civil Rights Litigation by Organizations: Constraints and Choices,”  

Judicature 68, no. 9-10 (April-May 1985): 337-352. 

 

Webb, Clive, ed., Massive Resistance: Southern Opposition to the Second Reconstruction. New  

York: Oxford University Press, 2005. 

 

Weinberg, Meyer. Race & Place: A Legal History of the Neighborhood School. Washington,  

D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1967. 

 

Wilkinson III, J. Harvie. From Brown to Bakke: The Supreme Court and School Integration,  

1954-1978. New York: Oxford University Press, 1976. 

 

Williamson, Joel. A Rage for Order: Black-White Relations in the American South Since  

Emancipation. New York: Oxford University Press, 1986. 

 

Wilson, Steven Harmon. The Rise of Judicial Management in the U. S. District, Southern  

District Court of Texas, 1955-2000. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2002. 

 

Zelden, Charles L. “‘In No Event Shall a Negro Be Eligible’: The NAACP Takes on the Texas  

White Primary, 1923-1944.” In Long is the Way and Hard: One Hundred Years of the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), edited by Kevern 

Verney and Lee Sartain, 135-53. Fayetteville, University of Arkansas Press, 2009. 

 

Unpublished secondary sources 
 

Benjamin, Karen. “Segregation Built to Last: School Construction and the Formation of  

Segregated Housing Patterns in Interwar Houston.” Paper presented at “The Past and  

Present of Race and Place in Houston,” Rice University, Houston, Texas, 2013. Copy in  

author’s possession. 

 

Davidson, Chandler Franklin. “Negro Politics and the Rise of the Civil Rights Movement in  

Houston, Texas.” Ph. D. diss., Princeton University, 1969. 

 

Grose, Charles William. “Black Newspapers in Texas, 1868-1970.” Ph. D. diss., University of  

Texas, 1972. 

 

Kuhlman, Martin Herman. “The Civil Rights Movement in Texas: Desegregation of Public  

Accommodations, 1950-1964.” Ph. D. diss., Texas Tech University, 1994. 



406 

 

 

SoRelle, James M. “The Darker Side of ‘Heaven’: The Black Community in Houston, Texas,  

1917-1945.” Ph. D. diss., Kent State University, 1980. 

 

Trevino, John Albert. “Cisneros v. CCISD: The Desegregation of the Corpus Christi Independent  

School District.” Ed. D. diss., Texas A&M University, 2010. 

 

Digital Sources 
 

Brodkin, Jon. “50 Years Ago, IBM Created mainframe that Helped Send Men to the Moon.” Ars  

Technica. April 7, 2014. https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2014/04/50-

years-ago-ibm-created-mainframe-that-helped-bring-men-to-the-moon/ (accessed 

November 14, 2017). 

 

City of Houston. “Superneighborhoods Map.”  

https://www.houstontx.gov/superneighborhoods/snmapsbyzip.pdf (accessed June 27, 

2016). 

 

Duncan, Robert J. "Berry, Weldon Horatio." Handbook of Texas Online.  

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fbera (accessed November 13, 2017). 

 

Ericson, Joe E. and Ernest Wallace. “Constitution of 1876.” Handbook of Texas Online. Texas  

State Historical Association. http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/mhc07 

(accessed April 24, 2017). 

 

Greater Northside Management District. “Map.”  

http://www.greaternorthside.org/Uploads/about/Greater%20Northside%20Management%

20District%20Boundary%20Map.pdf (accessed June 27, 2016). 

 

Huff, Christopher Allen. “Roy V. Harris (1895-1985).” New Georgia Encyclopedia. June 28,  

2007. http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/roy-v-harris-

1895-1985 (accessed November 13, 2017). 

 

Museum of Broadcast Communications, “Perry Mason,”  

http://www.museum.tv/eotv/perrymason.htm (accessed November 13, 2017). 

 

Steen, Ralph W. “Constitutional Convention of 1875.” Handbook of Texas Online. Texas State  

Historical Association, http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/mjc05 

(accessed April 24, 2017). 

 

Tarleton Law Library. “Gloria Bradford, ’54.” The First African American Graduates of the  

University of Texas School of Law. http://tarlton.law.utexas.edu/african-american-

graduates/gbradford (accessed November 13, 2017). 

 

Texas A&M Forest Service. “Freedmen’s Bois d’Arc.” Famous Trees of Texas.  

https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2014/04/50-years-ago-ibm-created-mainframe-that-helped-bring-men-to-the-moon/
https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2014/04/50-years-ago-ibm-created-mainframe-that-helped-bring-men-to-the-moon/
https://www.houstontx.gov/superneighborhoods/snmapsbyzip.pdf
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fbera
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/mhc07
http://www.greaternorthside.org/Uploads/about/Greater%20Northside%20Management%20District%20Boundary%20Map.pdf
http://www.greaternorthside.org/Uploads/about/Greater%20Northside%20Management%20District%20Boundary%20Map.pdf
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/roy-v-harris-1895-1985
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/roy-v-harris-1895-1985
http://www.museum.tv/eotv/perrymason.htm
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/mjc05
http://tarlton.law.utexas.edu/african-american-graduates/gbradford
http://tarlton.law.utexas.edu/african-american-graduates/gbradford


407 

 

http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu/websites/FamousTreesOfTexas/TreeLayout.aspx?pagei                                                            

d=15959 (accessed November 16, 2017). 

 

Wintz, Cary D. “Texas Southern University.” Handbook of Texas Online.  

https://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/kct27 (accessed November 14, 2017). 

 

http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu/websites/FamousTreesOfTexas/TreeLayout.aspx?pagei%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20d=15959
http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu/websites/FamousTreesOfTexas/TreeLayout.aspx?pagei%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20d=15959
https://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/kct27

	2017 12 15 - EBreeden title page081
	2018 2 19 - Final submission



