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Hurricane Katrina brought thousands of 
evacuees from New Orleans to Houston. 
Many will stay, literally moved by the 
combination of diffi culties in New Orleans 
and opportunities in Houston. The 
massive Mississippi River fl ood of 1927 
produced a similar mass movement from 
parts of Louisiana to Houston; indeed, the 
news in the last month in Houston has 

featured several “feel good” stories of the descendants of those who 
came to our city in the 1920s taking in relatives who have now 
become, at least temporarily, migrants to Houston.  

The Katrina evacuees join many others in the past who have 
been pushed out of their former homes and have come to Houston 
to start new lives. This issue of The Houston Review contains 
articles on the migration to Houston of a generation of South 
Vietnamese refugees after the fall of Saigon in the 1970s, a group 
of Holocaust survivors after World War II, tens of thousands of 
African Americans fl eeing the harsh rural poverty of eastern Texas 
and western Louisiana in the fi rst half of the twentieth century, 
and a migrant worker from Mexico who ultimately made his way 
to Houston after decades of trips back and forth across the border 
in search of better work than he could fi nd in Mexico. 

It was no accident that these migrants and others ended up 
in Houston. The region offered opportunities and an openness to 
outsiders. For more than a century, the city’s dynamic economy 
generally has produced abundant jobs for professionals and indus-
trial workers alike. First the railroads, then cotton and oil, then 
space and medicine presented a promise of upward mobility, if 
not for the fi rst generation, at least for its descendants. Seeking 
a shelter from the storms of disasters and poverty, or simply 
looking to improve their personal options, millions of people from 
throughout the nation and around the world have made the move 
to the Houston area over the last 170 years. The city in which we 
live today has been shaped by their presence. This issue seeks to 
put a human face on the experience of coming to Houston. 

ON THE COVER—Clockwise from top left:
Holocaust survivor Louise Joskowitz (looking out the right window) on a train in 
Germany, waiting to be transported to the ship that would bring her to the U.S.

Louise holding her infant daughter, Pepi, on the ship to America.

In 1949, Holocaust survivor Morris Penn (right) left Europe behind, boarded a 
military ship all by himself and came to Boston. He then took a train to Houston 
and arrived August 16, 1949, wearing his nicest clothing—a wool suit. He was 
greeted upon his arrival by relatives who took him in for a month before he set off on 
his own to start a new life.                                  Courtesy Holocaust Museum Houston

Louise gazing out at her fi rst stop in America—the Port of New Orleans. Upon 
arrival, Louise and her husband, Rubin, took a train directly to Houston.  

Historic Preservation
We are now accepting article 
submissions and ideas for the spring 
2006 issue on “Houston & Historic 
Preservation.”  This edition of the 
magazine will focus on the various 
ways that the preservation of historic 
structures has shaped the physical, 
social, and economic landscape of 
the greater Houston area.  We are 
interested in stories that address 
diverse matters ranging from 
threatened buildings of historical 
signifi cance to sites saved and 
restoration successes.
 
  

The Arts in Houston
We are also accepting article 
proposals for an upcoming issue 
on “The Arts in Houston.”  The 
magazine plans to consider how the 
strong prevalence of artistic endeavors 
in Houston has contributed to and 
enriched the city’s cultural diversity.  
The editors are interested in articles 
that address all areas of the arts 
—from visual and performing to 
public and private to avant-garde 
and traditional.  We welcome your 
ideas for stories or interviews and 
encourage you to contact us at the 
addresses listed below.

Upcoming Issues:
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Charlotte Allen: The Mother of Houston
When brothers John and Augustus Allen came to Texas, they brought with them a 

vision, a drive, and a woman who would later become known as the “Mother of 
Houston.” Augustus’ wife, Charlotte, came to Texas from New York in the mid-1830s, 
when Houston was nothing more than swampland and bayou.1 Although the Allen 
Brothers are often given most credit for establishing Houston, Charlotte also had an 
enormous impact on the creation of this city. 

With funds from Charlotte’s inheritance, the Allen brothers began to speculate 
in land. They purchased 6,600 acres on Buffalo Bayou, and according to legend, at 
Charlotte’s suggestion they named the new city after General Sam Houston. The new 
city of prosperity they envisioned slowly took shape.

Charlotte remained a devoted Houstonian throughout her life. She was a founding 
member of the First Presbyterian Church, one of the fi rst churches established in 
Houston. She also owned many pieces of property throughout the city, land that would 
play host to numerous signifi cant moments in Houston’s history. Her home was torn 
down in 1911 to make way for the landmark Gulf Building. Charlotte also owned the 
site of Texas’ fi rst capitol, which later became the site of the famous Rice Hotel. 

In 1850, Augustus left both the city he helped found and his wife behind forever. 
Charlotte remained in her adopted city, however, and later became “one of the city’s 
best known citizens” of her time. She passed away in 1895. Charlotte is buried in 
Glenwood cemetery alongside some of Houston’s most famous residents: Howard 
Hughes, George Hermann, famous wildcatter and Shamrock Hotel developer Glenn 
McCarthy, Texas governor and newspaper publisher William P. Hobby, and Hollywood 
star Gene Tierney.2     

—Jenna Berger

Houston has attracted migrants for 
centuries. Various Native American 

groups settled near the streams and rivers 
in the area hundreds of years ago. Since 
the creation of the city of Houston in 
1836, waves of migrants moved to the 
region from surrounding areas in the 
interior, throughout the nation, and 
around the world. We did not come for 
the mild climate or the beautiful scenery; 
we came for jobs, for the opportunities 
presented by a growing economy, for a fresh 
start for ourselves and our children and 
grandchildren.

The Allen Brothers established the 
city on the most readily available spot 
near the confl uence of Buffalo Bayou and 
White Oak Bayou, hoping that the new 
town could become a center for trade and 
commerce in a region that seemed destined 
for expansion. Many of the original settlers 
were explorers of a sort. As part of the 

nation’s westward migration, they “lit out” 
for new places, places where they could 
pursue the main chance. Some came on 
business trips and decided to stay. Others 
trekked across the South in wagons looking 
for cheap land, access to a thriving town, 
and perhaps a familiar face or two. Those 
who settled on the outskirts of Houston 
generally found that in a generation or two 
this particular thriving town had reached 
out and absorbed them. In the decades 
before the Civil War, the newborn city 
had strong commercial and personal ties 
to the large cotton plantations that grew 
in the Brazos River bottom. Many of the 
descendants of slaveholders and slaves alike 
ultimately found their way to Houston. 

Men such as William Fairfax Gray 
found the fl edgling city and came to call 
it home. Gray was the son of Scottish 
immigrants who had prospered in 
Fredericksburg, Virginia. In 1835, the 

48-year-old attorney traveled to Houston 
as a land agent for two men based in 
Washington, D.C. Caught up in the fervor 
of the Texas Revolution and taken with the 
prospects for the Houston area, he sent for 
his family.

His wife Milly did not initially share 
his enthusiasm for uprooting the family 
from a pleasant, established home to the 
uncertainties of a frontier outpost in the 
Southwest, but she nonetheless packed up 
and moved. After a one-month sea voyage 
from Virginia, she and her family tackled 
the ordeal of a trip up Buffalo Bayou to 
Houston. She described the largely unim-
proved waterway as “so narrow at last that 
I thought it would be no diffi cult matter 
to jump ashore from either side of the 
boat. The water was pleasant but muddy.” 
In these early years, “pleasant” was not an 
adjective often applied to the city itself, 
which was muddy, hot, insect infested, 
and fl ood prone. Like many others, the 
Gray family persevered, and this family 
of lawyers and judges became one of the 
prominent families of early Houston and 
early Texas history. 

The Civil War marked a stark depar-
ture for the Bayou City. The town had 
grown to a healthy population of about 
7,000 at the onset of war in 1861. The 
region suffered little physical damage in the 
war, and it became a favored destination 
for migrants seeking a new life. Included in 
this wave of migration were thousands of 
newly freed slaves who came to the city to 
begin anew in an urban setting away from 
the harsh grind of rural life. Reverend Jack 
Yates, himself a former slave, became one of 
the leaders of the Fourth Ward community 
known as Freedman’s Town.

The late nineteenth century witnessed 
dramatic changes that transformed the 
city’s economy and pushed it forward as 
the regional center of trade, commerce, 
law, and fi nance. The most signifi cant of 
these was the coming of the railroads. The 
completion of local lines in the 1850s and 
after tied the region into the rich cotton 
and timber trade of the interior. Then in 
the 1870s and 1880s, the giant national 
railroad system tied the region to the mid-

Coming to Houston: 
170 Years of Migration
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West, the West, and the East. Quickly, 
Houston emerged as the undisputed rail-
road center in Southeast Texas, and the 
subsequent growth of its local banks, law 
fi rms, and railroad work force defi ned it as 
the center of future regional growth even 
before the Great Storm of 1900 dealt its 
regional rival Galveston a crippling blow. 

The unlikely rags-to-riches story of 
Robert Scott Lovett showed—in an admit-
tedly extreme form—the possibilities 
brought by the national railroad systems. 

Lovett grew up in rural San Jacinto County 
near the small town of Coldspring north of 
Houston. As a young man with little formal 
education, he worked digging stumps out 
of the ground around Coldspring to clear 
the right of way for the construction of the 
local connection to the Southern Pacifi c 
Railroad’s line from Florida to California. 
An ambitious man, Lovett migrated to 
Houston for the chance to “read law” with 
a local lawyer and qualify for the bar. In 
Houston, he captured the attention of 

John Henry “Jack” Yates was one of Houston’s most impor-
tant African American community leaders during the 

years following the Civil War. His remarkable story began in 
Gloucester County, Virginia, on July 11, 1828, where he was 
born the second son of Robert and Rachel Yates. The Yates 
family, which eventually included six children, were slaves on 
the Fields Farm near Ware Neck on Mobjack Bay, one of the 
small inlets on the Chesapeake Bay. Family lore speaks little of 
his father but his mother was said to have been an industrious 
woman with a quick mind. When the slaveholder’s wife died 
not long after giving birth to a son, George Fields, Rachel Yates 
assumed responsibility for nursing and caring for the infant, 
who was slightly older than Jack. George Fields and Jack Yates 
grew up as friends and playmates. Fields taught Yates how to 
read and write. This gave Yates a tremendous advantage as it 
was illegal to teach slaves how to read at that time. Years later 
he told how he read the Bible at night by the light of a pine 
knot. 

Yates also learned about oystering and fi shing as a young 
boy and learned to build and sail small boats in Mobjack Bay. 
In addition to fi shing, he became handy with tools and learned 
to repair and mend broken items on the farm. In time, Yates 
was permitted half a day on Friday and all day on Saturdays to 
work for himself, which allowed him to save a small amount of 
money. When young George Fields took over the family farm, 
he granted Jack Yates special privileges, including the oppor-
tunity to visit other farms in the community. Yates soon fell in 
love with Harriett Willis, a slave on a neighboring farm. The 
two married and eventually had eleven children. 

During the Civil War, the owners of Harriett Yates and 
the young children decided to move their slaves to the rela-
tive safety of Texas, far from the front line fi ghting, sometime 
in late 1863 or early 1864. Yates convinced Fields to allow 
him to accompany his wife and children to Texas. An atypical 
slaveholder, Fields never sold any of Jack Yates’ brothers or 
sisters, allowing them to remain together as a family. Even after 
moving to Texas, Yates maintained contact with his brothers 
and sisters in the years after the Civil War.  

Yates had his fi rst dealings with an overseer once the family 

arrived in Matagorda County, Texas, southwest of Houston. 
Accustomed to doing his work with a fair degree of freedom, 
Yates found his days of slavery in Texas very unpleasant. But all 
of this ended on June 19, 1865, when Texas slaves fi nally were 
set free. Yates briefl y considered returning to his native Virginia 
but decided instead to see what opportunities he could fi nd in 
Houston, where white people were seen by many freed people 
as being friendlier to the recently emancipated slaves than other 
places in the South.

Captain James A. Baker, a leading lawyer, 
who brought him into the law fi rm of 
Baker, Botts, Baker & Lovett. 

After practicing railroad law there as 
a partner for twelve years (1892-1904), 
Lovett became a lawyer for the Southern 
Pacifi c Railroad under E.H. Harriman. 
Upon Harriman’s death, Lovett became 
the Chairman of the Southern Pacifi c and 
the Union Pacifi c Railroad, a position that 
made him one of the most powerful men 
in the national economy. To complete the 

This stone plaque on the façade of James D. Ryan Middle School in the 
Third Ward is a reminder to students of the school’s history and the man 
who helped improve education for blacks in Houston.

John Henry “Jack” Yates: A Legacy
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Yates fi rst worked as a drayman, using a two-wheeled cart 
to haul merchandise for merchants in Houston. At night and 
on Sundays he preached. When the Home Mission Society 
sent a black minister, Isaac Sydney Campbell, to minister to the 
freed people of Houston, he sought the help of Yates, who as a 
slave had led prayer meetings and preached when he had visited 
farms in the Chesapeake region. Soon, Yates was ordained as a 
minister of the Baptist Church.

Yates worked in Harris, Fort Bend, Brazoria, Wharton, 
Matagorda, Waller, Grimes, Milam, Robertson, McLennan, and 
Liberty counties, traveling on horse back. He attended to the 
spiritual needs of his far-fl ung congregation while also encour-
aging them to become self-suffi cient by purchasing homes, 
raising live stock, planting gardens, working their farms and 
also educating their children in religion. He helped to organize 
churches and Sunday schools while traveling over the fi eld on 
his missionary journeys. 

Jack Yates soon became a major religious and commu-
nity leader in Houston and southeast Texas. He thought 
the road to prosperity and peaceful coexistence for blacks 
and whites required blacks to live in separate—but not 
distant—communities.

In 1866, a white Baptist minister, Rev. Crane, organized 
Antioch Baptist Church in Houston. The church fi rst held 
services in a lean-to located in a brush arbor on “Baptist Hill” 
near present day Rusk and Bagby Streets. Jack Yates was invited 
to become the pastor of this church, since he was ordained and 
also could read and write. He worked to build up the member-
ship and the treasury so the church could move to a more 
suitable location. In January 1874, the congregation was able to 
purchase two lots and eventually constructed a brick building to 
house their church. 

Yates purchased several lots on Andrews Street in 1869 and 
eventually built a two-story house, the fi rst owned by an African 
American in that part of the city. He also bought several lots 
on San Felipe Street (West Dallas Street today) where he grew 
vegetables and planted trees. He was described as being “not a 
giant in stature, but a giant in character, in integrity, in purpose-
fulness…He set an example of worthy citizenship by working 
if needs be with his own hands. He housed his family in a 
comfortable home, was a good husband and a dear father.” 

Sometime around 1867, Yates and other black commu-
nity leaders began an annual dinner to commemorate the 
nineteenth of June, Emancipation Day. Initially, they held the 

celebrations in a grove near present-day McGowen and Brazos 
Streets, where black churches also held their annual Sunday 
school picnics. After an unfortunate event occurred in the area, 
possibly an execution or even a lynching, Yates and leaders of 
the Trinity United Methodist Church formed a committee, the 
Colored People’s Harris County Festival Association, to search 
for a suitable place to use for picnics and festivals without any 
interference from white Houstonians. On July 10, 1872, the 
group formally purchased approximately ten acres in southeast 
Houston bounded by Dowling, Hutchins, Tuam, and Elgin 
Streets. The acreage became known as Emancipation Park, and 
still exists today as a part of the City of Houston parks system.

Yates played a key role in the establishment of Bishop 
College in Marshall, Texas in 1881, by the American Baptist 
Home Mission Society. Although he failed in his efforts to have 
the college located in Houston, four of his children attended 
the school. Jack Yates still held hope of establishing a school for 
blacks in Houston. 

In 1884, the American Baptist Women’s Home Mission 
Society of Chicago, Illinois, sent two white women, Miss Jennie 
L. Peck and Miss Florence Dysart, as missionaries to work 
among the freed people of Houston. Working with Reverend 
Yates through the Antioch Missionary Baptist Church, they 
started a “pay school” charging a modest tuition to help with 
expenses in 1885. The school offered classes for children by 
day and adults in the evening. It grew rapidly, reorganized as 
Houston Academy, and moved to a three acre parcel in what 
is now the 3200 block of West Dallas Street. With fi nancial 
help from white Houstonians, two buildings, one of which 
was named Yates Hall, were erected. The new campus formally 
opened in the fall of 1894.

Yates believed in living his life and running the Antioch 
Baptist Church on a “pay-as-you-go” philosophy. In 1890, 
when church members insisted on taking a loan to fi nance 
improvements at the church, Yates left and established Bethel 
Baptist Church. He died at age 69 on December 22, 1897. 
Houstonians hear his name most often today in connection 
with Yates High School, which is located in one of the city’s 
oldest neighborhoods in Third Ward, near Emancipation Park. 
This is fi tting, since Yates committed his life to encouraging 
education and religion and self suffi ciency to a segment of the 
population long denied these things under slavery. 

—William H. Kellar1

circle, his family moved east and his son 
Robert A. Lovett became a partner in one 
of the nation’s leading investment banking 
fi rms and “a symbol of the so-called Eastern 
Establishment.”    

Houston tended to attract hard-
working migrants, who, like Lovett, had 
scant education but abundant ambition. Of 
course, few who came to Houston in search 
of opportunity hit the jackpot as did Robert 
Scott Lovett. Most did not fi nd fame and 
fortune, but many did fi nd small advances 

for themselves and better educational 
opportunities for their children. Given the 
general poverty of the agricultural areas to 
the north and east and south of Houston, 
many migrants came to escape the hard-
ships of the farm and the tenant farm as 
much as to take advantage of the indus-
trial jobs in the coastal region. The steady 
stream of rural migrants to the Gulf Coast 
from the interior became a fl ood in the fi rst 
half of the twentieth century.

Cotton and oil-related jobs attracted 

many of these migrants. The processing 
and shipment of cotton grew steadily in 
Houston and in Galveston at least until 
the 1930s. Oil played even a larger role in 
creating the industrial jobs that made the 
region a Mecca for those in search of steady 
work. The giant Spindletop discovery in 
nearby Beaumont in 1901 set off a mass 
migration of experienced oil workers from 
Pennsylvania and Ohio to the Gulf Coast, 
and Houston gradually emerged as the 
center of the oil business in the region. 
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T H E  L O V E T T S
Like so many others before and since, 

Edgar Odell Lovett came to Houston 
for a job. It’s true that the job was a 
singular one—he was hired in 1909 to 
be the founding president of the Rice 
Institute—but in many respects his 
experience and that of his family refl ect 
the experiences of transplants to the 
Bayou City that are familiar even today. 
In 1909, Lovett was thirty-six years old, 
the holder of two PhDs, a full professor 
and chairman of astronomy at Princeton, 
and a rising star in that establishment 
institution. 

He was lured to Houston in the fi rst 
place by the possibility of accomplishing 
something truly big, something so big 
that perhaps, it could only happen in 
Texas. The members of that fi rst Rice 
Board of Trustees were charged with 
fi nding someone to build the new school. 
They had a pocket full of money, no real 
idea what a university was supposed to 
look like, and the people of Houston 
clamoring for action. They were also full 
participants in the culture of audacious 
Houston boosterism that we still know 
so well. Their relentlessly positive spin 
on the promise of the city was in the 
end perfectly matched with Lovett’s own 
striving personality and boundless (and 
justifi ed) confi dence.

While Lovett was trying to decide 
whether to accept this job, Captain 

A young H. Malcolm Lovett and his sister, 
Adelaide, standing with their maid, Mamie Price, 
in front of their home on Polk Ave.

c. 1911, Courtesy Rice University

James A. Baker, chairman of the Board 
of Trustees, wrote him: “We all realize 
that it is no small sacrifi ce to give up a 
position such as you have in Princeton; 
while this is true, yet I can assure you 
that in coming to Houston you and your 
family will fi nd a warm welcome among 
generous and hospitable people, who will 
strive in every way to make you feel at 
home among them.” 

Once he agreed to move to Houston 
and prepare for the birth of a 
new university, Lovett also had 
to prepare to move his young 
family here. His son Malcolm 
later recalled that the fi rst time he 
heard of Houston was when his 
father announced at the dinner 
table that he had decided to 
leave Princeton to take the reins 
at Rice. While Edgar stayed in a 
Houston hotel and looked for a 
house, his wife Mary Hale along 
with seven-year-old Malcolm and 
an older daughter, Adelaide, then 
eleven, stayed with her family 
in Kentucky, postponing their 
initiation into Houston’s summer. 
Again, like more than a few trans-
plants, young Malcolm (who later 
became chairman of Rice’s Board 
of Trustees) held several misappre-
hensions about life in Houston. 
One story that his father loved 

to tell and that he himself particularly 
enjoyed involved a boastful conversa-
tion that took place not long after the 
dinner table announcement. Learning to 
skate on a New Jersey pond, he informed 
his friends that next winter he would 
be doing his ice skating on the Gulf of 
Mexico. 

Still, Houston was not without its 
charms for the Lovett children. Their 
father had been promised a President’s 

Men like Joseph Cullinan, the son of 
Irish immigrants who had settled in western 
Pennsylvania, gained valuable training in 
the Pennsylvania oil industry before coming 
to Texas in pursuit of blacker pastures. 
Cullinan worked in Corsicana and then 
in Beaumont, where he helped create and 
manage the company that became Texaco. 
His decision to move Texaco’s headquarters 
to Houston in 1908 marked the beginning 
of the growth of the city as the administra-
tive headquarters of the southwestern oil 
industry. After he lost control of Texaco, 
he remained in Houston, created other 
oil-related companies, and took his place 
among the city’s leaders. 

The long-term impact of Cullinan’s 
decision to migrate to Houston lasted 
throughout the twentieth century, for his 

children Nina and Craig continued 
to infl uence the city’s growth with 
their work and their charitable 
contributions. Nina Cullinan 
remained an infl uential patron of 
the arts until her death in 1986, 
helping to develop the institutions of high 
culture that are one hallmark of a maturing 
city. As Nina Cullinan and many others 
supported the creation and growth of 
museums, symphonies, and operas, others 
used wealth inherited from Houston’s past 
to help build another symbol of maturity, 
institutions of higher education such as the 
Rice Institute.

The opening of the Houston Ship 
Channel (HSC) in 1914 marked the begin-
ning of an era of stunning growth in the 
region. Not only did the new deep water 

channel to the sea establish Houston as a 
major port, it also opened space for indus-
trial expansion on the banks of the channel. 
The growth of oil refi neries from the 1920s 
through the 1960s, petrochemical plants 
from the late 1930s through the remainder 
of the century, and assorted other industrial 
plants along the HSC drove the economy 
forward. These plants attracted to the 
region tens of thousands of industrial 
workers, engineers and technical specialists, 
and professional managers. The building 
and expansion of the plants encouraged 
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House by the Rice board, but it clearly 
could not be built immediately (and would 
not be, in fact, for almost fi fty years). 
Lovett instead had the university rent 
a house at the intersection of Polk and 
Caroline, a location that would then have 
been thought nearly the outskirts of town 
(but now is the site of the Toyota Center). 
The Lovetts lived there for their fi rst couple 
of years in Houston, then had several short 
stays at other residences before settling 
into a suite of rooms at the Plaza Hotel on 
Montrose, which was only a short walk 
from the Rice campus. Edgar and Mary 
would spend the rest of their lives there.

Once in Houston, the Lovett family 
embraced its new hometown whole-
heartedly and with genuine relish. And 
what Captain Baker had promised in 
his letter was delivered. Then, as now, 
Houston proved to be a city that welcomes 
newcomers and makes a place for those 
who want one. The Lovetts soon were at 
home. They joined the Central Christian 
Church at the corner of Main and Bell, 
attending and contributing regularly. 
Mary Hale Lovett became a valued and 
valuable member of the community in 
her own right, not only serving as hostess 
of various Rice events, but also helping 
organize the Museum of Fine Arts and 

the Houston Symphony. She worked with 
the Houston Settlement Association, the 
Faculty Women’s Club at Rice, and the 
First Christian Church until illness forced 
her to curtail her activities. 

The Lovett children also adapted 
quickly, attending classes at the Houston 
Academy (Christopher Welch’s School) 
and then Houston High School. Naturally, 
they spent quite a bit of time at Rice. One 
of the fi rst things the family did when they 
arrived in town, according to Malcolm, was 
to hire a Pierce-Arrow car and motor out 
Main Street—then an oyster shell road—to 
see the land where the new college would 
be built. (It was, familiarly, mostly under 
water). In their early years in Houston, the 
Lovett children attended nearly every social 
function on campus, and both Malcolm 
and Adelaide graduated from Rice, 
Adelaide in 1920 and Malcolm in 1921. 
Adelaide Lovett eventually married Captain 
Baker’s son, Walter Browne Baker and was 
one of the founders and fi rst president of 
the Houston chapter of the Junior League. 
Like her mother, she gave a great deal of 
her time to the Museum of Fine Arts. 

Edgar Odell Lovett himself, while 
much occupied with his pressing duties at 
Rice, also managed to participate actively 
in Houston’s civic and cultural affairs. He 

spoke almost endlessly at business and 
social gatherings, was instrumental, along 
with his wife, in the formation of the 
Alliance Francaise, and was even crowned 
King Nottoc of the No-tsu-oh carnival 
in 1911. Above all, Lovett became one of 
Houston’s strongest public boosters. He 
quickly grasped that the fates of Houston 
and of Rice were profoundly intertwined, 
and he drove this reality home as he spoke 
to audience after audience. Rejoicing in 
Houston’s growing prosperity, Lovett noted 
that “great trading centers have often been 
conspicuous centers of vigorous intel-
lectual life: Athens, Florence, Venice, and 
Amsterdam were cities great in commerce, 
but inspired by the love of truth and 
beauty, they stimulated and sustained the 
fi nest aspirations of poets, scholars, and 
artists within their walls. It requires no 
prophet’s eye to reach a similar vision for 
our own city. I have felt the spirit of great-
ness brooding over the city. I have heard 
her step at midnight. I have seen her face 
at dawn. I have lived under the spell of the 
building of the city and under that spell I 
have come to believe in the larger life ahead 
of the city.” 

 That’s a Houstonian.

—Melissa Kean1

the growth of giant specialized construc-
tion companies; the needs of the workers 
and their families spawned the growth of 
service industries in “refi nery towns” such 
as Baytown, Deer Park, Texas City, and 
Pasadena. Oil production had sparked 
a regional boom in the early twentieth 
century, but oil refi ning was the core of the 
industrial expansion that pushed Houston’s 
ascent up the ranks of the largest cities in 
the United States in mid-century. 

The rapid expansion of trade and 
manufacturing unleashed by the opening 
of the ship channel created a regional boom 
in the 1920s, then helped cushion the 
area from the worst impacts of the Great 
Depression. The demands of World War II 
sparked another boom led by the expansion 
of existing refi neries, the rapid construction 
of petrochemical plants, and the building of 
steel mills and giant shipyards in the region. 
The post-World War II boom accelerated 
a fundamental on-going transformation 
of both the Texas Gulf Coast and the 
surrounding areas in Texas and Louisiana. 

The extraordinary expansion after 
World War II refl ected the fact that the 
region was home to three of the nation’s 
fastest growing industries: oil, natural 
gas, and petrochemicals. As regional oil 
production declined, pipelines fed crude 
oil from around the Southwestern U.S. 
into the giant refi ning complex that spread 
from Corpus Christi to New Orleans. A 
new oil-related industry, the shipment of 
natural gas from southwestern fi elds to 
northeastern markets, grew rapidly after 
the war, and Houston became the admin-
istrative headquarters for Tenneco, Texas 
Eastern, Transco, and El Paso, the leading 
companies in this industry. The region also 
quickly became the largest center of petro-
chemical production in the world, and this 
relatively new industry added tens of thou-
sands of industrial jobs. 

With its growing array of oil-related 
activities, it is no wonder that Houston 
also attracted more and more of the admin-
istrative and technical jobs in oil, natural 
gas, and petrochemicals. By the 1960s, 

Houston could accurately lay claim to 
the unoffi cial title as the “nation’s energy 
capital.” This status was reinforced by the 
steady expansion of oil-related headquarter 
buildings in the city, particularly the much 
publicized move of Shell Production 
Company (the U.S. affi liate of the Royal 
Dutch-Shell Group) from New York City 
to Houston in 1970.

As the region’s population grew in the 
decades after World War II, racial segre-
gation under Jim Crow laws effectively 
divided Houston into two groups: “Black” 
and “not Black.” In this era, the city’s 
growing population of Latino immigrants 
and migrants were classifi ed as more or less 
not Black for social and economic and even 
educational purposes. Other growing ethnic 
groups, notably Asian Americans, did 
not fi t easily within the segregated order. 
Changes in Houston’s racial and ethnic mix 
and the Civil Rights Movement’s successful 
challenges to Jim Crow in the 1960s fi nally 
forced the city to begin to acknowledge and 
fi nally to embrace its growing diversity. Jobs 
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In describing the art museum she envisioned for Houston, 
Dominique de Menil stated, “We would show only portions 

of the collection at a time, but displayed in generous and attrac-
tive space. The public would never know museum fatigue and 
would have the rare joy of sitting in front of a painting and 
contemplating it. Works would appear, disappear, and reap-
pear like actors on a stage. Each time they would be seen with a 
fresh eye. Habit blunts vision.”1 This concept of rotating works 
of art to galleries for limited periods, showing only ten percent 
of the collection at any one time to ensure an intimate setting, 
was an innovative one in the Houston artistic environment and 
became the founding principle for the Menil Collection. The 
museum, which displays the vast art collection of its founders, 
Dominique and her husband John de Menil, opened to the 
public on June 7, 1987.2

Dominique de Menil was born in France in 1908 and was 
the daughter of Conrad Schlumberger, one of the founders of 
Schlumberger, an oil-drilling equipment company. In 1931, 
she and her husband John began to amass their uniquely 
personal art collection in Europe, shortly after they were 
married. They left France when it was occupied by the Germans 
in World War II, bringing their family in 1941 to Houston, 
where John headed up the local Schlumberger offi ce. The de 
Menils quickly became a force in the local artistic community, 
serving as patrons to the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, the 
Contemporary Arts Museum, and the art departments of the 
University of St. Thomas and Rice University, and involving 
themselves in various other Houston art ventures. During this 
time, they continued to collect art on their own, supported 
by the profi ts from a mineral identifi cation device that 
Dominique’s father invented. Beginning in 1927, this device 
was marketed throughout the world by the Schlumberger 
companies and provided the basis for Dominique de Menil’s 
personal fortune, which was estimated at over $100 million 
in 1989.3

By 1973, when John de Menil died, the couple had accrued 
over 10,000 works of art, encompassing a broad spectrum from 
the antiquities to tribal cultures and present-day Western art. 
After her husband’s death, Dominique continued to pursue their 
goal of keeping the collection together, rather than donating it 
to various existing institutions. Over the previous twenty years, 
the de Menils also had purchased twelve acres in the Montrose 
section of Houston, where the museum and accompanying 
offi ces were to be located. Dominique’s desire for a museum 
building that looked small on the outside and big on the inside 

was realized through the work of Italian architect Renzo Piano.4

The de Menils’ artistic legacy includes both the Menil 
Collection and Rothko Chapel. The collection, protected by 
a $35 million endowment, houses art worth between $75 
million and $150 million.5 The commission of the Chapel 
and its mission, “to be a public space where mortality could 
be contemplated, religious ecumenism practiced, and spiritual 
reconciliation pursued,” are unique because they embody the 
moral, political, religious, and aesthetic values of the de Menils.6 
Dominique de Menil’s fi nal project before her death in 1998 
was the $4 million Byzantine Fresco Chapel Museum, located 
on the same Montrose tract of land. 

Devoted to civil rights as well as art, Mrs. de Menil spear-
headed annual $10,000 gifts to recipients of the Rothko Chapel 
Awards, honoring individual efforts on behalf of human rights. 
Additionally, every two years she offered a $20,000 award 
named for El Salvadoran Catholic Bishop Arnulfo Romero, 
who was murdered as he said Mass. 7

Dominique and John de Menil’s profound sense of respon-
sibility to their enormous wealth, a belief in moral worthiness 
of modesty, and a strong sense of aesthetics, faith, intelligence, 
and vision distinguished them from other people and directed 
their life’s work. They had the power, the means, and the imagi-
nation to push the city of Houston to new possibilities and 
international acclaim, especially in the arts. Their impact and 
important contributions in the multicultural life of the city are 
still unfolding today.8 

—Leigh Cutler
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Dominique and John de Menil.  
Photo credit: Hickey-Robertson, Houston. Courtesy The Menil Collection, Houston

remained the roux for the rich gumbo of 
Houston’s many different racial, ethnic, and 
national groups. 

After almost forty years of sustained 
growth following World War II, the region 
suffered an economic body blow, the oil 
bust of the mid-1980s. Amid widespread 
lay-offs in the oil industry, the city reeled—
and then regrouped and began in earnest 
to diversify its economy. A new wave of 
migrants with professional training in 
medical services and space technology and 

higher education bolstered the city’s growth, 
and the continuing expansion of cultural 
institutions brought an added richness to a 
maturing metropolis. 

Looking back over the 170 years 
since the founding of Houston, one is 
struck by the extraordinary growth of the 
region sustained over a long period and 
by the increasing diversity of the region’s 
population. By the turn of the twenty-fi rst 
century, Houston had both the economy 
and the tone of an international city. This 

required more than global trading ties; it 
also required migration to the region of 
people from around the world. Individual 
decisions to come to Houston have been 
primarily a quest for personal opportuni-
ties, but taken as a whole, these decisions 
by millions of individuals and their families 
have provided the people and resources and 
energy to make Houston an international 
city.  
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In August 1969, Shell Oil Company 
announced plans to move most of its 

administrative offi ces from New York City 
to Houston. “Shell to Move 1,000 Workers 
Here” read the banner headline across the 
front page of the Houston Chronicle the day 
after the announcement. The fi nal number 
was closer to 1,400, and the success of the 
move encouraged the company to consoli-
date others parts of its operations in the city. 

The move bolstered the Bayou City’s 
emergence as a center of gravity for Shell. 
Houston had been a Shell town for many 
decades. It had a major refi nery in Deer 
Park since the 1930s. Its Exploration & 
Production (E&P) research laboratory was 
in Bellaire. And most of its operations in 
Texas and the Mid-Continent were run 
out of the area offi ce there. Shell already 
employed more than 5,000 people 
in the area, the largest single concen-
tration of Shell employees in the 
country. During the early 1960s, 
the company started to outgrow 
its offi ces in the Shell Building, the 
Fannin Building, and the Prudential 
Building. 

In 1966, the company arranged 
to install most of Shell’s Houston 
employees in a new skyscraper to 
be built by Gerald D. Hines, whose 
tallest building at the time was a 
sixteen-story apartment project. 
Hines’ personal charisma, his 
deep-pocketed local investors, an 
innovative design, a favorable lease, 
and the low cost of living in Houston 
helped convince Shell to commit to 
the project. 

With Shell as the primary 
tenant, Hines agreed to name his 
building One Shell Plaza. Over 
the next three years, Houstonians 
watched a modern-style tower 
rise up 650 feet to dominate 
the downtown skyline. Clad in 
gleaming-white, Italian Travertine 
marble quarried from the same 
region as the marble in Rome’s 
Coliseum, the fi fty-story One Shell Plaza 
laid claim to being the tallest building west 
of the Mississippi and the highest rein-
forced concrete structure in the world.1

In 1967, as the groundwork was laid 
for the skyscraper, the lease on Shell Oil’s 
offi ces in New York City’s RCA building 
came up for renewal. Manhattan’s rising 
costs and deteriorating working condi-

tions prompted Shell to examine the idea 
of moving much its operations to another 
city. During eighteen months of study aided 
by the Stanford Research Institute, Shell 
collected data on a half-dozen cities but 
eventually narrowed the list to two, Dallas 
and Houston. Both cities had low costs-
of-living, room for growth, and a Sunbelt 
ambience. And they were located in the 
Central Time Zone, making intra-company 

communications easier. Ultimately, the 
availability of offi ce space gave Houston 
the edge. Gerald Hines already had plans 
to build a high-rise garage across the street 
from One Shell Plaza and agreed to turn 
the building into a 28-story combination 
garage/offi ce that became Two Shell Plaza 
once the company decided to move to 
Houston and agreed to lease half of the new 
building.

The company’s Texas-sized move 
took nearly a year beginning in November 
1969. Shell’s method of moving individual 
offi ces only lost one working day at the 
end of each week. Each Thursday evening, 
equipment was loaded up in cross-country 
moving trucks. By the following Monday 
afternoon, 1,620 miles away in Houston, 
the equipment was unloaded and arranged. 
Employees reported for work Tuesday 
morning. Shell offered to transfer and 
absorb moving costs for practically all 
operating headquarters personnel from top 
managers to fi le clerks and secretaries. 

Some 700 employees refused the offer, 
choosing to stay in New York City. Many 
others welcomed the move and adapted 
quickly. “I had heard about places like the 
Shamrock Hotel and the restaurants and 

how everybody barbecued,” recalled 
one secretary who accepted the 
transfer. “When you live in New York 
City, you never barbeque!”2 Houston’s 
much lower housing costs meant that 
people were able to buy homes often 
twice the size of the ones they left 
behind in the suburbs of Connecticut 
or Long Island. “I happened to be 
a New Yorker, but I didn’t mind 
leaving New York,” said Jim DeNike, 
who became vice president of Shell 
Chemical a few years after the move. 
“And I know very few people who 
went back.”3 The move eliminated 
the long commute people had been 
taking into Manhattan and gave the 
company an hour more work per day 
out of each individual. Shell quickly 
recouped the $35 million it spent 
to relocate its offi ces and people in 
the form of lower administrative and 
operating costs. “It paid out like a slot 
machine,” said DeNike.4

Moving most of the headquarters 
staff to Houston was so successful that 
in 1971, Shell Oil decided to pull up 
its entire stakes in New York City and 
transfer its remaining executive offi ces 
to Houston. The savings and effi cien-

cies achieved by the move opened up the 
possibilities of consolidating other activi-
ties. In 1972-73, Shell moved all of its data 
processing, with the exception of the credit 
card center in Tulsa, from regional centers 
into a new building on the south side of 
Houston near the Astrodome.5 The fi nal act 
in the centralization of Shell was the closing 
of the Emeryville research laboratory in 

Shell 
to 

Houston

One Shell Plaza stands over fi fty stories tall and was the tallest 
building west of the Mississippi when it was completed in 1971.
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California and the construction of the 
Westhollow Research Center, a sprawling 
new research complex on the west side of 
Houston. Completed in 1975, the new 
facility housed all of Shell Development’s 
research laboratories and offi ces, except 
those for E&P. 

This marked the end of a decade 
of major reorganization and centraliza-

tion of Shell Oil Company’s nation-wide 
operations. Shell benefi ted from the 
consolidation of its operations in Houston 
through better communications and reduc-
tions in overhead during a period of tight 
budgets. It could more closely coordinate 
its activities in oil, petrochemicals, and 
natural gas, while also taking advantage 
of the services of the many oil-related 

Often deemed Houston’s fi rst lady 
of Mexican cooking, Mama 
Ninfa Rodriguez Laurenzo was a 

restaurateur, innovator, community 
leader, and role model whose family, 
friends, and dining customers simply 
called her “Mama.” During her fi ve 
decades in Houston, the founder of 
Ninfa’s restaurants was credited with 
expanding the city’s food frontier 
by introducing the fajita-meat dish 
called “tacos al carbon,” later evolving 
into “tacos a la Ninfa,” and eventu-
ally known widely as “fajitas.”1 “I 

grew up in the lower Rio Grande Valley,” Mama Ninfa once said. “I 
was just serving the same kind of good, honest food at my restau-
rant that we used to eat at home. Fajitas were an old family recipe.” 
Mama Ninfa’s indulgence of this old family recipe to the Houston 
community was largely responsible for the fajita craze that swept the 
country in the late twentieth century.2

Maria Ninfa Rodriguez was a Mexican American Catholic, born 
May 11, 1924, and raised with her eleven siblings in Harlingen, 
Texas. On a small patch of farmland in the Rio Grande Valley, 
her parents grew peppers, tomatoes, and squash, and raised cows, 
chickens, and pigs. After graduation from Henrietta High School in 
Kingsville, Texas and Durhan Business School in Harlingen, Mama 
Ninfa traveled to Rhode Island in 1945 to visit her twin sister, Pilar. 
There, she met and married an Italian American and Rhode Island 
native, Domenic Thomas (D.T.) Laurenzo. In 1947, the couple’s fi rst 
child, Roland, was born, and they began to look for opportunities in 
Los Angeles and Houston. A son-in-law later recalled that the family 
came to Houston as a result of a coin toss.3

The Laurenzos opened Rio Grande Tortilla Co. in Houston’s 
East End in 1949 and had four more children. For two decades, 
they woke up daily at 3:30 a.m. to begin a sixteen-hour day of 
rolling out corn tortillas at the factory on Navigation Boulevard. 
The business prospered, but the Laurenzos continued to live in a 
small frame house next to the factory in order to send their children 
to a private parochial school. Daughter Phyllis Mandola remem-
bered, “Mama would always tell us: ‘Education is your passport to 
opportunity.’ It was very important to her.” When D.T. Laurenzo 
died suddenly in 1969, Mama Ninfa was left a widow with fi ve 
children to raise. The tortilla company was struggling, but she 
continued to run the business until 1972 when new equipment 

regulations forced her to turn the factory into a restaurant.4

After banks turned her down for a loan, Mama Ninfa borrowed 
several thousand dollars from a friend in Mexico City to transform 
the factory into a makeshift ten-table restaurant. She stocked the 
kitchen with dishes, pots, and pans from her home and furnished 
the dining area with tables and chairs she salvaged from another 
restaurant that had discarded them after a fi re. With help from her 
children, the original Ninfa’s opened in July 1973.5 The little restau-
rant sold about 250 tacos al carbon on its fi rst day in business, and 
was so prosperous that Mama Ninfa tripled its size and eventually 
opened a second location on Westheimer three years later. By the 
early 1980s, the Laurenzo family’s Rio Star Corporation boasted nine 
Houston restaurants; currently, more than fi fty Ninfa’s restaurants are 
open in Texas, Georgia, and Louisiana.6

Mama Ninfa’s success as an entrepreneur and restaurateur 
inspired others in Houston to pursue the restaurant business. 
Doneraki restaurant founder Cesar Rodriguez recalled how she 
changed people’s perception of Mexican food. “She took our food to 
the Anglo people. Before Ninfa’s, most people considered Mexican 
food cheap street food. Señora Ninfa changed all that. She said to 
me, ‘If they like our food, they need to pay for it.’ So she doubled 
the prices. It was incredible,” he said. Although typical in “Tex-Mex” 
restaurants today, at the time that Ninfa’s began, dishes like chalupas, 
sopapillas, avocado and tomatillo green sauce, fl autas de pollo, chorizo 
con queso, and tacos al carbon were brand new to people.7

Mama Ninfa’s fame spread far beyond the kitchen, as charity 
work and other civic endeavors made her a Houston institution. She 
sat on various public boards of directors and received numerous local 
and national honors and awards.8 Her children have said that her 
proudest moment was in 1984, when then Vice President George 
Bush appointed her to be one of fi ve goodwill ambassadors to 
welcome Pope John Paul II in Puerto Rico.9 In 1992, she was in the 
national spotlight when she seconded Bush’s nomination for presi-
dency at the Republican National Convention in Houston.10 Mama 
Ninfa died of bone cancer in 2001 at the age of 77.

Despite the expansion of Ninfa’s into a chain spreading across 
multiple cities, a meal at the restaurant’s original location on 
Navigation Boulevard in Houston’s East End neighborhood still 
attracts customers from around the city and the world. Diners 
continually return to savor the home cooking that changed the face 
of “Tex-Mex,” a legacy that Mama Ninfa Laurenzo, a true entrepre-
neur in a city of bustling economic opportunity, left to the Houston 
restaurant community.  

—Leigh Cutler

specialists headquartered in Houston. The 
city also reaped great benefi ts from Shell’s 
move, which gave Houston a major new 
company headquarters, a potent symbol of 
its status as the nation’s energy capital, and 
a company that quickly established itself as 
a leading corporate citizen. 

—Tyler Priest 6

“ M a m a ”  N i n f a  R o d r i g u e z  L a u r e n z o

Photo by Al-Fin. 
Courtesy Mama Ninfi a’s



page 12 The Houston Review...Volume 3, Number 1

As a train pulled in to Houston’s Union 
Station in October 1949, a family of 

three, fresh from the displaced persons 
camps of Europe, stepped onto the landing 
unaware of what their future would hold. 
With her newborn daughter held tightly in 
her arms, Louise Joskowitz and her husband 
Rubin were both excited and nervous as 
they arrived at their destination. They did 
not know anyone in the city, yet a few 
young women were already at the station, 
ready to welcome them to their new home. 

“We were awaited at the train 
station by a couple of ladies. One was 
Mrs. Friedman, from the Jewish Family 
Service. And they took us to a prepared 
apartment…and we got a one fl oor apart-
ment…We came in October. We thought 
we were gonna die over here; it was so hot 
‘cause we were not used to the climate at all. 
Very, very hot. And they gave us the furni-
ture, a full refrigerator, the rent was paid for 
three months, and they took my daughter 
to the doctor right away…we came in and 
my husband got work right away.”1

Like many other survivors of the Nazi 
genocide, these refugees came to America 
looking for a brighter future, free from 
discrimination and persecution. The United 
States was an extremely desirable destina-
tion, since it remained untouched during 
the war and emerged with its economy 
intact. Many refugees also saw it as a land 
of freedom, hope, and opportunity. 

The American Jewish community 
recognized that something had to be done 
to help their European brethren. Very 
few survivors were able to leave Europe 
immediately after the liberation of the 
concentration camps.2 Most languished 
in Displaced Persons (DP) camps waiting 
and hoping that they would soon be able 
to rebuild their lives outside of war-torn 
Europe. 

Between 1945-1953, approximately 
140,000 Holocaust survivors emigrated to 
the U.S.3 Four hundred of those survivors, 
or “newcomers” and “new Americans” as 
they were called at the time, joined the 
vibrant, growing Houston Jewish commu-
nity. The 14,000 Jews in Houston in 1948 
made it the largest Jewish population in 
the southwestern United States, with the 
exception of Los Angeles.4 Houston had 
several synagogues throughout the city and 
suburbs, a newly-built Jewish Community 
Center, and a Jewish newspaper.5 The 
various institutions already in place greatly 
helped as the community developed its 
resettlement plans. 

A variety of factors drew Holocaust 
survivors to Houston. Many came 
because family members were willing to 
sign affi davits for them, assuring that the 
newcomer would not become a burden 
to society. These individuals arrived with 
a support structure already in place, with 
the strength of such assistance varying 
from family to family. Houston also was 
a desirable destination because it had a 
bustling economy with many available jobs. 
For others, social service groups arranged 
their destinations for them. Working with 
Hebrew Immigration Aid Society (HIAS) 
and United Service for New Americans 

(USNA), Houston’s Jewish leaders agreed 
to accept a certain number of “units” each 
month and assume full responsibility for 
their resettlement and adjustment.6

Between June 1, 1948, and May 16, 
1952, Houston welcomed 318 individuals 
under Displaced Persons Act quotas, and 
an additional 88 “non-quota” individuals 
who were allowed to immigrate after family 
and friends signed affi davits for them.7 
“Many of the latter group adjusted them-
selves…without the necessity of fi nancial 
assistance; others, however, had to be taken 
care of by [United Jewish Campaign] 
funds,” reported community leader J.L. 
Zuber. He continued, “The total cost to the 
Jewish community of Houston for resettle-
ment and rehabilitation of newcomers 
from the period January 1, 1948, through 
April 30, 1952, amounts to $86,970.”8 
Despite the increasing costs of resettling the 
immigrants, Houston’s Jewish community 
accepted the challenge, always working to 
meet the quotas that the USNA assigned. 
The caseworkers involved in resettlement 
recognized the growth and development 
taking place in Houston and saw it as a 
good place for a fresh start. 

Throughout the postwar years, rural 
Texans (of various ethnic and racial back-
grounds) fl ocked to Houston, hoping 
to cash in on the prosperity that fl owed 
throughout the city.9 Houston was one 
of the emerging Sunbelt cities that had 
much to offer newcomers because of its 
constant growth and development, indi-
rectly supported by federal funds. The 
returning GIs with all their benefi ts in tow 
and “consumers with maturing U.S. war 
bonds to cash in” helped to foster prosperity 
throughout the city.10

Unlike older, crowded cities of the 
northeast, Houston had room to grow, 
making it an ideal location to resettle. After 
World War II, Business Week highlighted 
Houston as having the most industrial 
plant construction of all U.S. cities, with 
New York City a close second. As growth 
in various new industries brought new 
workers, other businesses were created 

Shattered Lives, New Beginnings: 
Holocaust Survivors Rebuilding in Houston
by Jenna Berger

Rubin Joskowitz holding his infant daughter, 
Pepi, who was born in a displaced persons camp in 
Europe on their journey to America.
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to service these new industrial workers. 
Construction workers were needed to build 
the new industrial facilities, the growing 
city’s infrastructure, and the homes for the 
region’s new citizens. Houston was a city 
on the move, and the national resettlement 
agencies took notice.

The majority of Holocaust survivors 
came to America with no family, little 
money, and little to no English skills. For 
those without relatives, organized groups 
took the place of family. On the national 
scene, the Joint Distribution Committee 
(JDC) migration services and HIAS helped 
resettle Jewish refugees, working closely 
with local organizations to welcome these 
“new Americans” to their new home. In 
Houston, the collaborative efforts of the 
Jewish community welcomed the survivors 
upon their arrival via train, plane, or ship, 
and offered support for the next fi ve years 
of their lives, if need be. Most, however, 
found employment and stood on their 
own two feet within the fi rst year of their 
arrival. The main organized body for these 
efforts was the Refugee Service Committee 
(RSC) of the Houston Jewish Community 
Council.11

The Jewish Community Council 
divided the work into three main parts, 
with a different community group taking 
the responsibility for each part. The RSC 
dealt with the technical work, including 
fi ling affi davits, location efforts on behalf 
of people in this country for their relatives 
overseas, and aid for overseas survivors. 
Casework, such as resettlement and 
employment, was left to Jewish Family 
Service. The Houston section of the 
National Council of Jewish Women took 
responsibility for port and dock services, 
education classes, Americanization classes, 
and “generally helping newcomers integrate 
into the communal life of Houston.”12 
The Jewish Community Center (JCC) also 
got involved providing the much needed 
social aspects of resettlement. This division 
of labor helped the community address 
the newcomer’s varied needs—fi nancial, 
emotional, and social. 

Council of Jewish Women—
Houston Section
Members of the Houston section of the 
National Council of Jewish Women 
(NCJW) welcomed the survivors upon 
their arrival to Houston.13 Overall, NCJW-
Houston’s main goal was to make the stress 
of immigration and rebuilding as painless as 

story is indicative of the survivors’ drive 
and dedication to becoming American, 
learning the language, and fi tting in. Nearly 
all mentioned the diffi culties and successes 
in trying to learn English and become an 
American. 

NCJW also held citizenship classes to 
prepare the newcomers for their citizenship 
tests. Morris Penn recalled the nervous-
ness and anxiety he and his wife felt while 
preparing for their citizenship exams. “We 
were a little afraid that we wouldn’t make 
it and we wanted it so badly.”17 But with 
the help and encouragement they received 
at these classes, they passed on the fi rst try. 
Morris also noted that their teachers were 
extremely proud of them. The collaborative 
efforts that were so crucial in making the 
initial phases of the resettlement program 
run smoothly benefi ted greatly from the 
support of the Council of Jewish Women-
Houston section. These women were 
extremely devoted and dedicated to “inte-
grating the new citizen in the community, 
to the benefi t and enrichment of both.”18 

Jewish Family Service
Jewish Family Service (JFS) played a central 
role in Houston’s resettlement program. 
Since the Houston chapter formed in 1912 
as the United Jewish Charities, it has been 
the main social work agency for Houston 
Jews in need of help. These newcomers 
were no exception. While JFS provided 
support for most of the survivors, it focused 
on helping the child refugees that arrived in 
Houston. 

JFS collaborated closely with the 
Pauline Stern Wolff Memorial Home, a 
residential care facility for orphans, troubled 
youths, and “indigent widows,”19 in placing 
these children in foster care. The age of 
the immigrant upon arrival greatly infl u-
enced how they would adjust. Most of the 
youngest immigrants were around fi fteen 
to seventeen years old, simply because the 
majority of children younger than that 
did not survive the war. Because of their 
age and the fact that many were often the 
only survivors in their entire family, social 
workers had to reevaluate how to handle 
these cases. 

In Houston, these younger survivors 
were often mature beyond their years, a 
result of having to fend for themselves 
throughout the war. However, they had 
also been deprived of their childhood. This 
contradiction, according to contemporary 
social workers, was diffi cult to reconcile.20 

possible. Upon arrival, the refugees found 
furnished apartments prepared for them 
by the NCJW, with refrigerators full of 
groceries and closets full of clothing. The 
organization also helped the refugees with 
shopping and “teaching them American 
ways.”14 

The NCJW also sponsored English 
classes and citizenship classes held at the 
JCC. Some had previous knowledge of 
English; however, the vast majority had 
to start from scratch. In order to fi t with 
the newcomers’ schedules, NCJW offered 
multiple classes each week. The Jewish 
Herald-Voice described the students’ devo-
tion to learning English: “Their enthusiasm 
is remarkable and no climatic trouble can 
keep them from their class.”15 Even torren-
tial rains and humid summer heat could 
not keep them away.

Many learned simply from watching 
movies and television and reading the news-
paper. For some it came easier than it did 
for others. Bill Orlin began his preparation 
for life in America while still in the DP 
camps. “During my stay in Butzbach [DP 
camp], it’s very important to me, I started 
subscribing to an American magazine, 
Time magazine, and that’s where I learned 
most of my English… Time followed me 
around wherever I was for the next fi fty to 
sixty years—including to this date,” said 
Bill, while motioning to the stack of Time 
magazines next to his kitchen table.16 This 

Louise Joskowitz with daughters, Pepi and Geri, in 
front of their fi rst Houston apartment in 1953.
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A photo taken at a Chanukah party given for New 
Americans on December 16 at the Jewish Community 
Center by the Houston Section, National Council of 
Jewish Women. An entertaining program, refreshments, 
and prizes for all children attending were features of the 
afternoon.    January 3, 1952, Courtesy Jewish Herald-Voice

Because of the traumatic experiences they 
faced and because of their young age, they 
sometimes clashed with those who tried to 
help them. 

Despite efforts by JFS to make the 
newcomers comfortable at the Wolff Home, 
Holocaust survivor Lea Weems remem-
bered it as a place lacking the warmth 
and comfort needed by orphans who had 
experienced the traumas of war. “It was a 
very cold place to be in,” she recalled, “but 
it was ok.”21 Despite less than ideal condi-
tions at the Wolff Home, many who passed 
through recognized as they grew older that 
the organizations had done the best they 
could at that time. A JFS staff member 
helped to put the adolescent adjustment 
in perspective: “They arrive angry at the 
world in general. Life has been very tough 
on them. It is tough to start over here again. 
Once they work out the resentment that is 
in them, they do fi ne.”22 Some had diffi cul-
ties in adjusting to life in Houston, and 
needed a scapegoat to place the blame on. 
JFS was often that scapegoat. 

While no severe critiques of JFS’s 
efforts have been made publicly, some survi-
vors recalled, concerted efforts to help often 
were not that successful. Survivor Leon 
Cooper, who was almost eighteen years old 
when he arrived in Houston, noted, “The 
JFS people were ‘amateurs.’ We were too 

old for foster homes but [they] still tried.”23 
Wolf Finkelman, who also stayed at the 
Wolff Home, recognized that he “expected 
a lot. JFS was helping but didn’t do as good 
a job as we had expected.”24 It is diffi cult to 
gauge how successful an organization was in 
helping the younger new Americans settle 
into life in Houston. Each experience was 
very much colored by initial interactions 
with places like JFS and the Wolff Home. 
In turn, these interactions were infl uenced 
by the survivors’ expectations and what 
the social workers thought the newcomers 
needed. 

Contrary to the less than positive 
experiences of some younger survivors, 
Sol Stopnicki, who was 27 years old when 
he arrived, noted a warm reception by 
Houston’s Jewish community and the JFS: 
“[They] took us to JFS. And from my 
standpoint, we had a very excellent recep-
tion here from the Jewish community. It 
was exceptional. They were so nice and 
caring and tried to help us out. As a matter 
of fact, everybody had apartments already 
with furniture, with food…they give us 
money in advance, try to get clothing 
for us, and look for jobs.”25 Critics and 
supporters alike agreed that JFS worked 
tirelessly in the late 1940s and early 1950s 
to help the refugees adjust to their new lives 
in Houston. 

Jewish Vocational Service
Once the newcomers settled into their 
apartments, they turned to the challenge 
of fi nding employment. Working closely 
with the Jewish Family Service, the Jewish 
Vocational Service (JVS) helped hundreds 
in job training, guidance, and placement. 
The last two years of the 1940s saw an 
increased number of immigrants coming to 
Houston. Luckily, as Fred Wiener, execu-
tive director of JVS, noted in the May 1951 
annual report, “We are fortunate to be in a 
part of the country that is far more able to 
absorb workers in a developing industrial 
system than are the already over-crowded 
and developed areas of the north and east, 
where scores of new Americans are unem-
ployed.”26 The concern of overcrowding 
New York and other east coast cities 
prompted national resettlement organiza-
tions to disperse immigrants throughout 
the U.S., bringing many of the survivors to 
Houston and other cities. 

Plans called for placing immigrants in 
a city that could benefi t from their skills. 
Finding the right fi t for the newcomers was 
essential so that they could fi nd a job and 
work towards self-suffi ciency, an important 
factor in rebuilding their lives. Houston’s 
strong economy created many positions 
that these newcomers could easily fi ll. In 
June 1949, survivors Haskell and Sonia 
Witenberg and their twin sons arrived in 
Houston. The JDC arranged for them to 
come here because Houston had a need for 
tailors, Haskell’s trade.27 The more immi-
grants who arrived with skills matching the 
needs of the city, the easier the job was for 
JVS. 

Isaac S. Brochstein was a member 
of the Refugee Service Committee and 
worked with JVS to help fi nd jobs for the 
Holocaust survivors. His custom woodwork 
and furniture business, Brochsteins Inc., 
established in 1935, provided a job for a 
young cabinetmaker arriving from the DP 
camps. Survivor Louise Joskowitz gratefully 
recalled how her husband was able to go 
straight to work and begin providing for 
their family, thanks to the Brochsteins.28 
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“For the fi rst time in 
the last twelve years 
I feel really free; and 
for the fi rst time I 
feel a little inde-
pendent and useful.  
Now I can do my 
share and contribute 
to my new country.”

—“A New American 
Writes A Letter,” 

Jewish Herald-Voice, 
March 16, 1950.

The new Americans were anxious to get to 
work, develop productive lives, and, as one 
refugee wrote, “do my share and contribute 
to my new country.”29 This aspect of reset-
tlement again highlights the important role 
the refugee played in Houston’s develop-
ment, simply by their presence and ability 
to fi ll needed jobs. 

Jewish Community Center’s 
Gateway Club
The social adjustment of the survivor was 
a very important aspect of the resettlement 
process. Always at the heart of recreation 
and activity, the Jewish Community 
Center (JCC) became the ideal locale for 
newcomers to gather, meet, and integrate 
into the community. The JCC created the 
Gateway Club with the goal of helping new 
Americans adjust to life in Houston, by 
“hastening the Americanization process.”30 
Membership was limited to new Americans 
only, with the more established immi-
grants who had been in Houston ten years 
or more arranging activities for the most 
recent arrivals. With over 200 members 
for the several years of its existence, the 
Gateway Club held a variety of social events 
for the newcomers. Crowds of over 100 
new Americans attended bingo parties, 
fi lm nights, wiener roasts, and Passover and 
Chanukah celebrations. Such playful activi-
ties and many other events had a specifi c 
goal: “to integrate the newly arrived immi-
grant into the American way of life and to 
speed his social adjustment.”31 

The JCC quickly became a hub 
for all Jewish activity, especially for the 
newcomers. Many survivors even met their 
future spouses at JCC events. Survivor 
Ruth Steinfeld recalled, “The Jewish 
Community Center used to be my home 
away from home…. I went to the Center a 
lot. Then Larry and I became kinda good 
friends.”32 Larry and Ruth were married 
shortly after. At most JCC events, the new 
Americans had the opportunity to meet 
with fellow immigrants, but they also 
mingled with American-born Jews. A few 
even married American-born Jews, which 
undoubtedly aided in their integration 
process. The community took very seri-
ously the importance of social adjustment 
in the overall resettlement and saw the 
various activities offered at the JCC as an 
effective way of doing so. 

The JCC’s social programming, the 
JVS’s career counseling, the overall guid-

ance and funds that JFS provided, and 
the welcoming activities of the NCJW all 
contributed in making Houston’s Refugee 
Service Committee the most comprehensive 
resettlement program the city had ever seen. 

However, during these initial years of 
resettlement, several challenges threatened 
the success of the institutional support 
being provided to the newcomers. The RSC 
could not always manage and control all the 
challenges that arose. Surmounting these 
challenges required the efforts of the survi-
vors themselves, as well as the initiatives of 
Houston’s Jewish community. 

Americanization and 
Assimilation
One of the biggest challenges of the 
resettlement program was integrating 
the newcomer into the community and 
encouraging acculturation. The RSC devel-
oped programs and activities to help during 
the adjustment phase. These programs 
succeeded because of the newcomers’ 
openness to this new life, as seen in their 
active participation, and the efforts of the 
RSC. “A great deal of time [was] spent 
assisting the family in understanding the 
American way so that his orientation 
would be rapid.”33  Presented with a series 
of Americanization courses, programs, 
and general attitudes on how they should 
behave, the survivors valiantly embraced 
American culture. While there was external 
pressure from the community to fi t in and 
become American, there was a clear drive 
from the newcomers themselves to shed 
their “newcomer” designation and simply 
become like everyone else.

The newcomers had been persecuted 
in Europe because they were different. They 
were seen as the “other.” Most came here 
looking to shed “the other” moniker, and 
live a peaceful life, blending in with those 
around them. Several described their feel-
ings early on as just wanting to fi t in and be 
like everyone else. Survivor Ruth Steinfeld 
spoke about her fi rst interactions with her 
future husband. “He called me a ‘greener,’” 
she recalled. “A ‘greener’ represented green, 
not yet an American, green around the 
ears or whatever. How could he call me a 
greener? I’m an American. I speak English, 
ya know.”34 She continued, “My main thing 
was to learn English, to not have an accent, 
and to be like everyone else. That was my 
goal.” 

Joskowitz family portrait, 
c. 1953, one of their fi rst 
photographs of them in their 
new American clothing.
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While her goal to fi t in seems self-
imposed, she later related that some 
external factors may have played a part. 
When asked whether she felt pressure to 
become American, Ruth responded that she 
was defi nitely infl uenced by others around 
her and longed to be like everyone else. 

The survivors continued to persevere 
towards their goal of feeling at home in 
their new country. Edith Mincberg “really 
wanted to learn the American way of life,” 
while Helen Rosenbaum felt that “slowly, 
slowly, I became American.”35 The Houston 
survivors’ oral histories indicate a devo-
tion and appreciativeness for the lives they 
built in Houston, and more importantly, 
in America. Many held a special affi nity for 
Houston, staying here from the moment 
they arrived in the late 1940s and early 
1950s until the present. 

Many of Houston’s newcomers felt 
very passionate about their new homeland, 
so much so that they were willing to join 
the military and defend their new country. 
The majority of newcomers arrived close 
to the Korean War, and some were even 
drafted into the army. Bill Orlin recalled his 
time in the army with much enthusiasm. “I 
got a greetings from General Eisenhower, 
advising me that my friends and neighbors 
are proud to present me for service in the 
Armed Forces of the United States. I went 
willingly. There was no problem on my 
part. My parents, especially my mother, 
were very upset... She cried, and I told her, 
I gotta go, I gotta. If I’m gonna live here, 
I gotta represent this country and be a 
good citizen, whatever is involved.”36 Even 

though they were not yet citizens of the 
United States, many brave young men will-
ingly went to fi ght for the country that was 
giving them a second chance at life. 

While most newcomers had to wait 
the fi ve-year waiting period before getting 
their citizenship, those in the military 
received it earlier. Orlin described the 
dramatic experience of being sworn in as 
a U.S. citizen while serving in the army, 
stationed in Germany. The American 
consulate was headquartered in the old IG 
Farben Company complex in Frankfurt, the 
company that provided death camps like 
Auschwitz with Zyklon B, the poisonous 
gas used in the gas chambers. Despite the 
irony of the location, Orlin remembered it 
as “a fantastic experience. It was extremely 
exhilarating. This was something I wanted 
to do from the time I was in the DP camp 
and that I wanted to come to the U.S.”37 

Those who waited the full fi ve years 
for citizenship also looked back fondly on 
the experience as an epic moment in their 
lives. Survivor Morris Cweigenberg tried to 
express his feeling upon becoming a citizen: 
“Its hard to explain, if you aren’t a citizen, 
you kinda feel like you don’t belong 100 
percent.”38 But once he got his citizenship, 
he felt more complete. “There is nothing 
like this country,” he noted. 

Receiving one’s citizenship clearly 
was a momentous occasion, a moment 
that seemed to demarcate the period 
between early resettlement and when the 
newcomers ventured out on their own. 
They were no longer newcomers. Nor were 
they yet “Holocaust survivors.” They were 
just Americans living their lives like other 
Americans, trying to establish themselves 
and provide for their families. 

Most seemed to embrace this new 
chapter of their lives. The survivors who 
arrived in the years prior to 1955 spent 
their time working hard to achieve the 
American dream. They built and expanded 
businesses, raised families, and worked to 
become like every other American. After 
several years of relying on fi nancial and 
moral support from the Jewish community, 
survivors fi nally began to reap the benefi ts 
of their new lives in America. 

Since most survivors lost the majority 
of their relatives during the war, starting a 
new family often became a priority. Some 
even married and became pregnant while 
still in the displaced persons camps. Many 
female Holocaust survivors of childbearing 
age longed to start families and fi ll the void 

created when their relatives were taken away 
and murdered. By the mid-1950s, most had 
already started families, and their children 
grew up with all the benefi ts of being an 
American citizen. When they arrived in 
Houston, a newspaper article described 
Edith and Joseph Mincberg as “a happy 
couple, hard-working and determined to 
give their son all the advantages that can be 
his in a free country.”39 They did this and 
more.40

Most of the survivors worked tirelessly 
to provide for their children and ensure 
that they were protected from the horrors 
of the world around them. Edith Mincberg 
recalled that making the conscious deci-
sion not to have a child in Europe was the 
“best thing that ever happened to her.”41 
Survivors’ children often were their pride 
and joy, the center of their universe. 

They provided stable homes for their 
sons and daughters, and according to soci-
ologist William Helmreich, they did more 
so than American Jews.42 He found that 
survivors’ family lives were “remarkably 
stable,” their economic patterns showed 
they held down jobs better, and their social 
interactions showed that they did quite 
well socially, joining synagogues and other 
organizations.43 

Many female survivors defi ned their 
own personal success through their role as 
a mother. Lea Weems’ sense of success is 
tied to her role as a proud mother, although 
she shied away from claiming any responsi-
bility for her children’s achievements. After 
telling about their education, degrees, and 
career paths, she proudly remarked, “they 
are exceptional kids. That’s my pride and 
joy and I had nothing to do with it, except 
to encourage them. I really get credit for it 
where I shouldn’t.”44 Despite her modesty, 
seeing her children succeed was the valida-
tion she needed to feel successful herself. 
This was especially important for female 
survivors who worked inside the home and 
did not have the opportunity to bring home 
a paycheck. 

For the male heads of households, 
aside from having children, the top 
priority was fi nding steady employment. 
The desire to provide a stable life for their 
families drove many male survivors to 
work extremely hard to become gainfully 
employed. After they grew weary of the 
entry-level, menial jobs available upon 
their arrival, most branched out on their 
own, creating small and medium-sized 
businesses. 

Newcomers to Houston took courses to help them 
“Americanize.”
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minority of Jews interspersed with other 
ethnicities, they were also more prepared 
to integrate into the larger Houston 
community.

In Houston, many became very 
involved in the Jewish community, joined 
synagogues after they had children, had 
their children bar and bat mitzvah’ed, and 
supported the State of Israel. However, as 
far as religious beliefs, most seemed to stick 
with the traditions. Survivor Bill Orlin 
clearly illustrated the point: “I am not a 
religious Jew. I’m a traditionalist—tradi-
tion in the truest sense of the word.”52 
Psychologist and second-generation 
survivor Aaron Hass explained survivors’ 
ambivalence towards religion, but dedica-
tion to “ritual traditions” as a way for “the 
survivor to pay homage to his parents, 
and to feel closer to them and his past.”53 
Although most did not become devout Jews 
in their religion, they became dedicated 
members of the Jewish community with a 
strong, reconstructed Jewish identity. 

Breaking the Silence
While working so hard at rebuilding their 
lives and integrating into the community, 
survivors often had suppressed much of 
their emotional baggage. Just as very few 
survivors in Houston sought therapy upon 
their arrival, even fewer got professional 
counseling to help work through the long-
term effects of the Holocaust. In several 
instances, survivors felt like they probably 

Their drive for self-suffi ciency had 
much to do with the encouragement from 
the community, but also came from within. 
One new American wrote, “Somehow we 
wish to repay the Jewish community for 
bringing us to America and for making it 
possible for us to start life over again. But…
all we have is our hands and the few skills 
that we have been able to retain since 1939. 
Our worldly possessions are slim. But we 
do have ambition, willingness, and a strong 
desire to make up for lost time.”45 By not 
giving up and working towards building a 
strong life, it was a way to prove that Hitler 
did not win.

From furniture and jewelry stores, 
to construction fi rms, to import-export 
businesses, survivors started all types of 
businesses, which added to Houston’s 
growing economy. The wives of those who 
were married often helped out in all aspects 
of the business. Trust between husband and 
wife was extremely important, and was one 
of the driving factors behind Bill Morgan’s 
pursuit of his future wife, Shirley. Bill’s close 
friend, fellow survivor Walter Kase, recalled, 
“When he met Shirley, he felt she was a 
solid person, someone he could trust with 
his life, his work, and his means. That was 
the most important thing to him because 
he had lost everyone.”46

Bill Morgan could easily be seen as the 
poster-boy for Holocaust survivor postwar 
success. After several years of different jobs, 
including owning a snack bar, selling used 
cars, and peddling meat door-to-door out 
of his car, he settled on a career in construc-
tion, creating from the ground up a highly 
successful nationwide real estate develop-
ment fi rm, The Morgan Group. As his 
biographer writes, “Bill Morgan’s timing 
was perfect.”47 He entered the construction 
and real estate business just as Houston 
was growing by leaps and bounds. With a 
rapidly expanding population that reached 
1.3 million by the late 1960s, Houston 
desperately needed new housing. His 
success came from years of hard work and a 
dedication that never wavered. 

Moreover, it is amazing to think back 
where he came from and what he went 
through. Born to a peasant family in small 
town Poland in 1925, Morgan made it 
through the war after escaping the ghetto 
and hiding on a farm in the Ukraine. 
His parents and six brothers and sisters 
perished. The war interrupted his youth as 
well as his education. He came to the U.S. 

with a seventh grade education and went on 
to become the CEO of a major corporation. 
He had no MBA or law degree; instead, he 
relied on his “degree in survival” to help 
him succeed.48 By coming to America, he 
got a second lease on life. He also demon-
strated that success post-migration was not 
necessarily dependent on the immigrant’s 
pre-migration economic and educational 
levels. 

One explanation for the strong work 
ethic of so many survivors is that to these 
individuals, work meant survival, both in 
the camps and in their subsequent lives.49 
Arbeit Macht Frei (work makes you free) 
were the words they read as they walked 
through the gates of Auschwitz. Those 
lucky enough to walk back out through 
those gates lived by those words in the 
United States as well. Houston’s newest citi-
zens did remarkably well, and through their 
hard work and determination, they became 
an integral part of the Jewish community 
and the larger Houston community.

Shaping Integration
During this period of integration, several 
factors shaped how the survivors reacted to 
their new lives in America. The changing 
role of Judaism in their lives was central 
in the rebuilding process. As Jews, their 
lives had been threatened because of their 
religion and many watched as family 
members were murdered for that same 
reason. Many asked themselves, where was 
God during all of this? Many questioned 
their religiosity while others abandoned it 
completely. Survivor Morris Cweigenberg 
came out of the camps no longer believing 
in God. Nevertheless, he still participates 
in all the traditions and celebrates the 
Jewish holidays.50 Many needed to question 
and redefi ne their Jewish identity, before 
they could comfortably be part of the 
Jewish community. Especially since most 
were living in Jewish neighborhoods and 
interacting mostly with other Jews, they 
frequently had to face these issues. 

Survivor Sol Stopnicki recalled that 
all the newcomers were moved into the 
Third Ward/Riverside neighborhood, a 
predominantly Jewish area at the time.51 
By the mid-period of integration, the shift 
of Jewish residency towards Meyerland in 
the southwest part of Houston had begun, 
and the survivors moved right along with 
them. For survivors, this close proximity to 
other Jews hastened the identity rebuilding 
process. But because they were also a small 

Bill Orlin was proud 
to serve his new 
country after being 
drafted during the 
Korean War. Worried 
that he might never 
return, he took this 
portrait (left) after 
receiving his induction 
papers.  

Because of his 
knowledge of several 

languages, he was 
stationed in Hanau, 

Germany (right) 
even though he had 
not yet been made a 

U.S. citizen

Continued on page 58
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The voices of the most recent Latino immigrants to the United 
States not only echo earlier generations of migrants, but also 

refl ect a new global economic reality which transforms rural peas-
ants into members of a transnational labor force with their feet 
planted in two worlds. They are driven from their homelands by 
powerful social forces that lead them to the United States where 
they transform communities. Houston, Texas, has become a major 
hub for Latino migration from all of Latin America, predomi-
nantly from Mexico, El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. The 
South American nations of Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Uruguay, and Venezuela also contribute to the diverse mix. The 
majority of this population is very recent with sixty-one percent 
arriving since 1990. According to the 2000 census, one out of three 
Houstonians were Latino.1 In 2005, Harris County contains the 
second largest Latino community in the United States after Los 
Angeles and is the most popular destination for Central American 
immigrants in Texas.2 While Mexicans still dominate with eighty-
one percent of Hispanics, Houston Latinos are much more diverse 

than during earlier historical periods.3 The New Latinos have 
emerged as the fastest growing ethnic group in Houston and will 
probably equal Anglos in population by the year 2015.4 

This explosive Latino demographic growth is mirrored at the 
national level. In 1970, there were only 760,000 Mexican-born resi-
dents in the United States. By 2004, that population grew by fi fteen 
times.5 Even trying to count the Latino population presents serious 
problems because so many of them have entered the nation sin 
papeles, without papers. One immigration historian calls attempts 
to accurately estimate the number of undocumented aliens in the 
nation “BOPSAT” or “a bunch of people sitting around a table.”6 
What is clear is that since the mid-1980s, illegal immigration has 
surged into the United States, especially from Latin America. In 
fact, some highly respected experts believe that illegal has exceeded 
legal immigration since 1995.7 

It is estimated that the 2004 unauthorized immigrant popula-
tion in the United States was 10.3 million or 29 percent of the total 
foreign-born residents in the nation. Mexicans made up 57 percent 
of the undocumented, followed by other Latin Americans with 24 
percent.8 Illegal immigration was a relatively small part of Mexican 
migration in the early 1980s comprising only 18 percent of the 
total, but between 2000 and 2004 it is estimated that 85 percent 
of Mexican migration to the U.S. has been undocumented.9 As a 
result, half of all Mexicans living in the United States are unauthor-
ized.10 This same phenomenon has been true for Central American 

The New Latinos and 
Houston’s Global Pueblo

by Jan Swellander Rosin 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Jan Swellander Rosin received her doctorate from the 
University of Houston and is a Visiting Assistant Professor 
at Sam Houston State University. She writes and teaches 
in the areas of American immigration and ethnic history.



The Houston Review...Volume 3, Number 1 page 19

Did you know?
• In 2005, one out of ten Mexicans lives in the United 
 States. 

• One out of fi ve Mexican men between the ages of 
twenty-six and thirty-fi ve live in this 
country. 

• Mexicans make up almost 66.9 percent of 
the 38 million Latinos in the nation. 

• The next largest groups are Central and South 
Americans (14.3 percent), Puerto Ricans 
(8.6 percent), and Cubans (3.7 percent). 

“Status Quo: In Latin America, Rich-Poor Chasm Stifl es Growth,” The 
Wall Street Journal, July 18, 2005, sec. A, 4; Roberto R. Ramirez and 
G. Patricia de la Cruz, The Hispanic Population in the United States: 
March 2002, Current Population Reports, P20-545, U.S. Census Bureau, 
Washington D.C. (2002).

migrants. About 86 percent of this massive new undocumented 
population has arrived in the United States since 1990.11 Texas has 
become the number two home for unauthorized immigrants after 
California.12 It is impossible to consider the New Latinos separate 
from the phenomenon of illegal immigration.

THE FORCES OF MIGRATION
The University of Houston sociologist, Nestor Rodriguez, considers 
the forces driving this migration beyond the control of govern-
ments.13 Mexicans left behind poor economic conditions and 
a social system that stifl es development and maintains income 
inequality by favoring family connections over education and hard 
work. Mexicans complain that, “It seems like there’s a limit to how 
far up a poor person can go.”14 Salvadorans escaped a twelve-year 
civil war that took 75,000 lives and impressed twelve-year-old child 
soldiers into competing armies. One seventeen-year-old Salvadoran 
reported, “There are a lot of people there without hands, because 
they were booby-trapped by grenades or homemade bombs.”15

Guatemalans fl ed a thirty-six-year guerrilla war in which the 
government initiated a scorched earth policy against the indigenous 
people that included aerial bombardments and artillery attacks. The 
government campaign left 100,000 people dead and one million 
displaced.16 

Honduras suffered the ravages of serving as a haven for anti-
Sandinista contras fi ghting the Marxist Nicaraguan Government 
and was devastated by Hurricane Mitch in 1998. A thirty-fi ve-year 
guerrilla insurgency and drug-related violence convinced many 
Colombians to fl ee their homeland. With a murder rate nine times 
that of the United States, Colombian sociologist Hugo Acero said, 
“We are fi nishing off entire generations...We are exterminating our 
youth.”17 

Poverty, extreme income inequality, and violence feed all these 
movements. In many Latin American communities, especially in 
Mexico, making the trip to El Norte is a male cultural rite of passage. 
Young men follow in the footsteps of their fathers, uncles, brothers, 
and friends. Many rural areas of Central America have no teenagers. 
Immigrants also do it por los hijos—for the children. They cannot 
afford to send their children to school in their homelands. In the 
United States, their children can go to school without charge and 
even get a free lunch.

The trip north is not taken lightly. Elders and religious leaders 
are consulted. Families often go into debt or mortgage their homes 
in order to fi nance the trip of a family member. Mexican migrants 
leave small votive paintings at religious shrines and Guatemalan 
Mayans perform Pentecostal ayunos ceremonies to insure that God 
will protect them on their dangerous journey.18 Their treks can take 
three months and are very dangerous. Central American migrants 
walk to the southern border of Mexico, the Suchiate River where 
“you’re killed like a dog and they throw you into the river and 
nobody does anything.”19

Passing through Mexico is called “crossing the beast” because 
migrants are often robbed, assaulted, raped, and murdered by 
corrupt government offi cials and vicious Central American gangs 
called maras. One Mexican activist said, “There is a hidden war 
going on here, a Cold War . . . It’s worse every day. There are the 
daily assaulted, the daily injured, the daily dead.”20 The poorest 
migrants who cannot afford to hire coyotes to smuggle them into the 
United States, stowaway on northbound trains known as the “Beasts 
of Death.”21 Everyday people are killed on the trains either when 

they fall under the wheels and lose their limbs or when they are 
thrown off by machete-wielding gang members. Children as young 
as ten or eleven make the dangerous journey alone or with smug-
glers. Some of them fi nd help from a Good Samaritan or one of a 
dozen shelters operated by the Roman Catholic Church along the 
Guatemalan and United States borders with Mexico.22 

When migrants reach northern Mexico they must negotiate 
another hostile border. Mexican and American coyotes offer to get 
them into the United States for a price—pay half up front and the 
family pays the other half once the migrant is safely in the United 
States. Migrants are held prisoner in crowded trailers or hotel rooms 
until families raise the necessary cash or they are consigned to lives 
in indentured servitude. Desperate people are fl oated across the 
Rio Grande in inner tubes, walked across hot, dry Arizona deserts, 
packed into stifl ing trailers of eighteen wheelers, or transported 
in minivans. Some die of exposure, asphyxiation, or heat stroke. 
Others are abandoned by their guides in the middle of nowhere 
if they cannot keep up the pace. If they are caught by Mexican 
or American authorities at either border they are sent back home 
and must try again. And many try again and again. They are often 
traumatized and some are “walking time bombs” suffering from 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.23

One expert equates United States government attempts to 
staunch this fl ow of illegal immigration to “spitting in the wind.”24 
Its main results have been opposite to those intended. Before the 
Immigration Act of 1965, there were no numerical restrictions on 
immigration from the Western Hemisphere. In both 1965 and 
1976, the U.S. government established limits on the number of 
immigrants admitted legally from both North and South America. 
Migrants, primarily from Mexico, continued to follow established 
circular migration patterns despite the new limits and became 
“illegal” immigrants. 

During the 1980s, Americans became very concerned about 
the number of undocumented aliens and passed legislation designed 



to legalize the existing undocumented population and stop the 
continuing fl ow. The 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act 
(IRCA) included employer sanctions against bosses who know-
ingly hired illegal aliens and strengthened border enforcement. The 
border patrol began to tighten control at the most popular urban 
crossings with highly publicized border control operations. Most 
importantly, IRCA established the precedent of awarding amnesty 
to illegal immigrants who had lived in the U.S. for several years, 
which attracted even more hopeful migrants. Illegal immigration 
slowed for about two years but then renewed with a vengeance. 

Border states like California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas 
became very concerned about the costs of illegal immigration to 
both their state and local communities. In 1994, California voters 
approved Proposition 187 which attempted to deny undocumented 
immigrants access to state social services including public schooling, 
medical care, and welfare. The California proposition was criti-

cally weakened by the courts and never really implemented, but the 
federal government was forced to respond. In 1996, Congress passed 
three laws designed to address the social and political problems 
associated with heavy immigration. First, the Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act denied both legal and 
undocumented immigrants access to federal public benefi ts, such 
as Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income, and food stamps. 
Second, the Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act made 
it easier to arrest, detain, and deport non-citizens. Third, the Illegal 
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act expedited 
the deportation of undocumented aliens who committed crimes in 
the United States, funded 5,000 additional Border Patrol agents, 
and authorized the building of a fourteen-mile-long triple fence 
along the border at San Diego, California. 

One unexpected consequence of these American policies 
was the rise of vicious new international gangs known as Mara 

On November 2, 1993, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (INS) conducted a sting operation against undocu-

mented immigrants living at Casa Juan Diego, a Catholic Worker 
House of Hospitality, in Houston, Texas. After receiving what the 
INS claimed was fi fty “complaints a year for the past three years” 
from the Casa’s neighbors, the INS moved in. Posing as employers 
anxious to hire the men of Casa Juan Diego, immigration offi cials 
appeared at 6:00 a.m. in an unmarked van. Some of the agents, 
according to Mark Zwick, a Catholic Worker and co-founder of 
the Casa, “chased his residents through his property and up to the 
center’s front door.” Meanwhile, other offi cials offered the immi-
grants fi ve dollars per hour, loaded them in a van, and drove them 
to a staging area in Cleveland Park near Memorial Drive, where they 
were detained.1 

The sweep conducted that day by INS netted them 111 undoc-
umented aliens. A little more than a week after the sweep, protestors 
converged on the federal courthouse in downtown Houston to voice 
their objections to INS tactics. Zwick used the event to invite his 
business neighbors to help him in his long-held dream: building an 
employment center for the immigrants. That, he believed, would 
help cut down on the numbers of men milling about the street. His 
neighbors never helped him in that effort, but eventually, through a 

healthy bequest, the Zwicks bought an old steel-fabrication factory 
and turned it into another shelter for immigrant men called the 
Padre Jack Davis House.2

The immigrants who lived at Casa Juan Diego were refu-
gees who had fl ed poverty or war-torn countries in Central and 

The Houston Catholic Worker: 
Casa Juan Diego, 1981–2004 

Louise Zwick (r) confronts immigration offi cials after the arrest of guests as Casa 
Juan Diego.
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South America. They arrived in Houston with few possessions and 
required almost everything to sustain life—food, clothing, a place 
to live, medical treatment, diapers for their babies, as well as shoes 
for their feet. Unlike governmental welfare agencies that operated 
during normal business hours, where ticket-clutching patrons fi lled 
out forms as they waited to be called so that their needs could be 
determined, the items given at this refugee station were not supplied 
in a regulated fashion. The Casa was not open only from 8:00 a.m. 
to 5:00 p.m. because immigrants did not arrive by some pre-deter-
mined timetable. They came night and day, seven days a week. 
The founders of the House, Mark and Louise Zwick, were there to 
welcome them and provide all that they needed, regardless of the 
hour or the want. 

The Zwicks have operated Casa Juan Diego for twenty-four 
years. It is one of dozens of Catholic Worker Houses of Hospitality 
in the United States.3 They are its primary caretakers. The work is 
not glamorous. The hours are long. There is no pay. The job is often 
dirty and underappreciated. Accepting people into Casa Juan Diego 
means admitting all of their problems as well. Nevertheless, Mark 
and Louise Zwick are dedicated to the undocumented immigrants 
that show up on the Casa’s doorstep. Their job, as they see it, is not 
merely to work for those in need, but to put their love in action 
by serving the poor. The Zwicks believe that the fi lth, the danger, 
the worries are all worth it. As Mark Zwick once told a newspaper 
reporter, “[T]hat is where the fi re is needed—born with the love of 
the poor and of the refugees, not just love of ideas.”4 

Mark Zwick’s sentiments toward Houston’s most abject popu-
lation, and his association with the Catholic Worker movement, 
sprang from the life’s work of Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin. 
Born on November 8, 1897, in Brooklyn, New York, Day’s concern 
with life’s downtrodden led her to join the Socialist Party in the 
late 1910s. In 1927, after the birth of her daughter, she converted 
to Catholicism but she never lost interest in the plight of the poor. 
Maurin, born May 9, 1877, in Oultet, France, had once been a 
member of the pious De la Salle Christian Brothers. He subse-
quently left the order and migrated to the United States in 1908. 
Day and Maurin founded the Catholic Worker movement in New 
York City in 1933.5 

The couple began by publishing a newssheet called the Catholic 
Worker. Day’s and Maurin’s periodical expressed a radical concern 

for social equality and reminded Catholics that the church’s social 
program rebuked unrestrained greed and placed the interest of 
workers above that of corporations and states. Equally pervasive 
within the pages of the Catholic Worker were the three overarching 
principles upon which Day and Maurin built their movement: 
personalism, pacifi sm, and voluntary poverty. Established at the 
height of the Great Depression, New York’s citizens responded posi-
tively to the broadsheet.6

Personalism is a radical doctrine that stresses an abandon-
ment of materialism, an absolute renunciation of violence, and a 
commitment to a system of just labor. Catholic Workers volun-
tarily take on the involuntary poverty of others. They believe this 
shows respect for the poor, and dedication to the works of mercy.7 
Christian anarchy rather than secular hierarchy is another tenet 
of the Catholic Worker movement. Workers eschew government 
bureaucracy. They have no bylaws or articles of incorporation. They 
elect no offi cers, hold no elections, and write no constitutions. They 
live a communal existence.8

Such an existence, Day and Maurin believed, demonstrated 
love for the poor. One way in which the Catholic Worker founders 
expressed their love for those in need was in their house of hospi-
tality. They opened their fi rst one in a former barbershop in 
Manhattan in New York City several months after beginning publi-

The fi rst purchase of Casa Juan Diego was at the corner of Durban and Rose in 
1982. It burned in 1985 with the second fi re.

Continued on page 59

Salvatrucha or MS-13. Young, undocumented Central American 
men growing up in Los Angeles during the 1990s formed their 
own gangs to protect themselves from the rival Mexican 18th Street 
Gang in the barrio communities. When these Central American 
gang members were convicted of crimes in the United States, 
they were quickly deported to their home countries. These largely 
Americanized felons were penniless, unskilled, and unwanted 
outsiders in their homelands. Some did not even speak Spanish 
very well. They quickly exported their outlaw lifestyle sowing gang 
methods and culture in the fertile soil of small, unstable Central 
American nations. Offi cials estimate that at least 70,000 gang 
members operate in Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala.25 
These nations now suffer the highest murder rates in the world 
and have instituted major government crackdowns against all gang 
activity.26 Under government pressure, the maras are now reentering 
the United States and establishing gangs in thirty-one states and 

several major cities, including Houston.27 They are known for their 
machete wielding brutality. 

Another unintended consequence of employer sanctions against 
hiring unauthorized workers was a booming black market in fake 
green cards and social security cards. According to law, employers 
could not “knowingly” hire illegal workers. Several types of docu-
ments were ruled acceptable by law. Workers provided their bosses 
with forged documents which protected the employers under the 
law. One immigration lawyer said that a fake document “only has 
to pass the laugh test.”28 Immigrants could easily buy fake papers at 
fl ea markets for $50-$150.

Most importantly, these policies did not halt or even slow illegal 
immigration. The social and economic forces driving migrants were 
seemingly unstoppable. Instead, migrant pathways simply changed. 
A Mexican consul said, “The migrant fl ow is like the fl ow of water. 
When it hits an obstacle, water seeks its own path. The same 
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happens with migrants.”29 Unfortunately, new immigration path-
ways passed through much more treacherous terrain, such as the 
deserts of Arizona. It became much more diffi cult and dangerous 
to enter the United States. As a result, undocumented immigrants 
were less likely to follow traditional patterns of circular migration 
between the United States and their home countries. Instead, they 
abandoned the sojourner mentality and adopted the strategy of 
permanent settlement. Men led the migration, but they brought 
their families to the United States as soon as possible. Because of 
laws passed to discourage undocumented immigration, this growing 
population lost access to many social services. 

This New Latino population is young, with a median age of 
just twenty-fi ve. More than half do not have a high school education 
and 75 percent are noncitizens.30 Because of their heavily undocu-
mented status, it will be diffi cult for them to become naturalized 
citizens. Many unauthorized Latinos come to Houston from the 
southern border and then disperse to other parts of the country. In 
their prime childbearing years, Hispanics produced 43 percent of 
the newborns and 44 percent of children under the age of four in 
Texas in recent years.31 Unauthorized families are often of “mixed 
status” containing both foreign-born and native-born citizen 
members. Their family income is 40 percent less than legal immi-
grant or native-born families. About one third of these families live 
in poverty and most lack access to health insurance.32 

With low levels of education and limited knowledge of English, 
they tend to work at low paying jobs in construction, retail sales, 
food services, building cleaning and maintenance, production, 
and agriculture.33 One scholar calls the New Latino immigrants a 
“manual labor migration.”34 Some are forced to work as esquineros 
or day laborers standing on street corners waiting to be hired by a 
contractor. Mark Zwick, director of Casa Juan Diego, says, “They 
will do the dirt work, the slop work . . . to tear down this awful 
building, clean up this awful mess. And they will do it. It doesn’t 
make any difference what it is, they will do it.”35 Day laborers 
often work eight to ten hours a day for $50-60 per day at what-
ever manual labor is needed. Sometimes they are paid with a bad 
check or not paid at all. Sometimes they are physically assaulted. 
Native Houstonians often complain that esquineros are trashing 
neighborhoods, urinating behind fences and buildings, and scaring 
residents.36 Efforts by local authorities to set up offi cial, regu-
lated day labor sites have been met with a “not in my backyard” 
mentality.37

These modest trabajadores or workers are global players with 
one foot still planted in their homelands. They change lives back 
in their hometowns with their remittances. The ability to send 
money home motivates migration, refl ects strong family ties, and 
demonstrates personal reliability. Between 40 and 60 percent of all 
foreign-born Hispanics in the United States regularly send money 
home to their families. Most remittance senders are recently arrived, 
young, married men with limited education, low earnings and little 
familiarity with formal banking systems. Two-thirds send an average 
of $200 at least once a month. The average individual annual remit-
tance is $3,000.38 These modest amounts add up to massive income 
fl ows within the global economy. 

In 2004, Latin American nations received $30 billion in 
remittances from emigrants in the United States. Texas Latinos 
contributed over $3 billion to that fl ow.39 Remittances have grown 
dramatically since 1980 and seem to be immune to economic 

downturns in the U.S. economy. Mexico received $16.6 billion in 
2004 making it the top remittance-receiving nation in the world. 
In November 2004, remittances became the most important source 
of foreign exchange for the Mexican economy surpassing both oil 
and tourism.40 El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and 
Ecuador all receive more than fi ve percent of their gross domestic 
product from remittances.41 This money serves as both “safety valve” 
and “fuel pump” for Latin American nations. Seventy percent of this 
money is spent to cover basic living expenses, healthcare, and educa-
tion. The remaining 30 percent is spent on family investments or 
community development.42 

Foreign remittances have both positive and negative effects on 
the receiving nations. On one hand, they provide foreign currency, 
fi nance imports, contribute to the balance of payments, and increase 
national income. On the other hand, they weaken the national 
labor force and may reduce the incentive for the rest of the family to 
work.43

Both receiving nations and international businesses are well 
aware of the importance of the New Latinos as players in the 
global economy. They have both adopted strategies to try and tap 
into the rising fl ood of remittances. Most immigrants send their 
money home via postal or money orders, wire transfers, or banks. 
Institutions that perform these transfers charge a 10-15 percent fee. 
After 1990, this potential source of fat profi ts attracted an exploding 
number of new institutions to handle the remittance transfers. 
Western Union and Moneygram dominate the American market, 
but there are many competing companies.44 

Latin American banks entered the Houston market in order 
to tap the lucrative trade. Banco Popular expanded from Puerto 
Rico and advertised its mission to serve the working classes and 
unbanked. It operates in six states and has six branches in heavily 
Hispanic parts of Houston.45 El Salvador’s fourth largest bank, 
Banco de Comercio, established storefront money-transfer loca-
tions known as Bancomercio de El Salvador in Houston’s Salvadoran 
enclaves.46 

Immigrant home nations also understand the powerful 
transnational role played by their expatriate citizens in their own 
economies. Sending governments are very anxious to encourage 
the continued fl ow of remittances to their countries. In order to do 
this, they need to maintain strong ties with their absent citizens. 
During most of the twentieth century, Mexico either considered 
emigrants “traitors” to their nation or simply ignored their problems 
in the United States. But, during the 1990s, when remittance fl ows 
skyrocketed, President Carlos Salinas instituted a policy of dual 
nationality so that Mexicans who became naturalized American 
citizens would suffer “no loss of Mexican nationality.” After the 
2000 election, President Vicente Fox proclaimed Mexican emigrants 
“heroes,” who despite being forced to leave their homeland still 
loyally sent billions home each year. Fox created a special offi ce 
within the foreign affairs ministry to deal with emigrant problems 
overseas and supported voting rights for Mexicans living abroad. He 
also worked hard to reduce the fees for remittance transfers. 

Mexican consulates increased in number and became much 
more aggressive about defending the rights of their citizens living in 
the United States. Consuls also began to issue the matricula consular 
so that undocumented immigrants could identify themselves to the 
police and state governments with an offi cial Mexican identifi cation 
card. These documents were issued with no indication of the immi-
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Bancomercio—The fourth largest bank in El Salvador expanded into the 
American market in order to provide storefront money-transfer services in 
Houston’s Salvadoran enclaves.

gration status of the Mexican migrant. Local U.S. governments, 
police forces, utilities, and some airlines recognized the new ID card. 
Some states began to accept it for getting a driver’s license. Although 
the U.S. federal government did not recognize the matricula 
consular for its own functions, it did not ban other institutions from 
accepting it as valid identifi cation.47 Vicente Fox also encouraged 
both documented and undocumented Mexicans to actively lobby 
the U.S. Congress on behalf of the Mexican government.48 

Other emigrant nations followed the lead of Mexico in order to 
maintain strong ties with their expatriates and ensure the continued 
fl ow of remittances. El Salvador also instituted a form of dual citi-
zenship. The Dominican Republic and Colombia allowed emigrants 
to vote from abroad. Colombian expatriates gained the right to elect 
their own representative to the national legislature.49 Guatemala, 
Peru, Honduras, and El Salvador also began to issue their own 
versions of the matricula consular.50

Latin American governments also attempted to tap directly into 
the huge fl ow of remittances. Government offi cials came to view 
this money sent home to families as a potential solution to their 
national development problems. They encouraged immigrants to 
join Hometown Associations (HTAs) in the United States. Latino 
settlers in the U.S. who came from the same village or region joined 
social organizations to promote the wellbeing of their hometown 
communities by raising money to fund public works or community 
improvements. 

There are more than 550 
Mexican and 200 Salvadoran 
hometown associations in 
the United States.51 They 
are also common among 
Guatemalans, Guyanese, 
Dominicans, Colombians, 
and Nicaraguans. Latino 
immigrants in the United 
States have invested funds 
in these private/public part-
nerships for community 
infrastructure (roads, street, 
and building repair), equip-
ment (ambulances, medical 
equipment, vehicles), and 
education (scholarships, 
school construction, school 
supplies). The fi ve Houston 
area HTAs have fi nanced 
expansion of a church, paved 
village streets, expanded a commu-
nity hall, built a baseball fi eld, 
installed an electric pump on a 
community well, landscaped a town square, purchased computers 
for a school, and sent truckloads of coats, blankets, and food.52 

Most projects are tangible and limited in scope. It is estimated 
that Mexican communities gain $30 billion in development proj-
ects each year through HTAs.53 With these projects, immigrants in 
the U.S. not only enhance their hometowns, but also gain political 
muscle because they are able to insist on higher standards of govern-
ment transparency and accountability. Political power shifts within 
the community toward the remittance senders and their families.54

THE NEW LATINOS IN HOUSTON
The New Latinos have their other foot fi rmly planted in American 
communities. This recent wave of migration has transformed the 
social geography of Houston. Recent Latino immigrants have not 
restricted themselves to the traditional Mexican barrios. During the 
1980s, the new Gulfton Latino enclave arose in southwest Houston 
near Loop 610 along Bellaire to Chimney Rock. During a Houston 
economic downturn, Hispanics moved into apartments with high 
vacancies offering low rents and “No Deposito.”55 

During the same period, the Spring Branch area also became 
an immigrant hotbed as Latinos from Guatemala, Honduras, and 
El Salvador joined Koreans, Japanese, Chinese, and Indians. The 
same transformation took place in Alief, Aldine, Spring, Bellaire, 
Fifth Ward, Magnolia, and the East End.56 As African Americans 
moved out to the suburbs, Latinos spilled over into traditionally 
black neighborhoods in South Park, Kashmere Gardens, Sunnyside, 
and the Third and Fifth Wards.57 Inner city or older suburban 
neighborhoods were not the only ones transformed. While the area 
within the city limits of Houston had 40 percent Hispanic residents 
in 2003, the entire Houston area PMSA (Primary Metropolitan 
Statistical Area), including all the surrounding bedroom communi-
ties, also had 32.6 percent Latinos.58 Between 1990 and 2000, all 
of the major suburban communities saw substantial increases in the 
relative size of the Latino population.59 

Public schools were one of the institutions impacted most 
strongly by the settlement of young 
Latino families. In 1970, every 
census tract within Spring Branch 
Independent School District in one 
of Houston’s older suburbs was 99 
percent white.60 By 2005, the school 
district was 53.8 percent Hispanic 
and only 34.1 percent white.61 
The larger Houston Independent 
School District (HISD) was 59 
percent Hispanic in the same year.62 
Poverty compounded the challenges 
faced by HISD where four out of 
every fi ve students qualifi ed for free 
or reduced lunches.63 Paralleling 
national trends, the New Latino 
student population suffered the 
highest rates of school segregation 
in the public schools resulting from 
socioeconomic housing patterns.64 

Public schools had to deal with 
large populations of students who 
did not come to school knowing 
English. School districts set up 

bilingual programs for students and scoured the nation for Spanish-
speaking teachers. Administrators and teachers had to communicate 
with parents who were unfamiliar with both English and the 
expectations of the American school system. Some districts set up 
special Hispanic parent committees to solicit input from the ethnic 
community. Other districts established centers which gave parents 
access to English language instruction and information on available 
social services. 

Every campus experienced its own unique demographic revo-
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lution. Community change did not proceed without controversy. 
Native-born parents fought changes in attendance zone boundaries 
when they impacted the ethnic make-up of their children’s schools. 
In some districts, newcomer Latino parents began to organize in 
order to gain more political power in school politics. Even local 
colleges had to adjust to the rising fl ow of New Latino students. 
North Harris College offered free computer access and online classes 
for Spanish-speaking students.65 In 1991, Texas became the fi rst 
state to grant undocumented students, who had spent most of their 
lives in Texas, the right to attend Texas colleges and universities at 
the resident tuition rate.66

By 2003, Spanish was the primary language of thirty-six 
percent of all Houstonians.67 This meant that the City of Houston 
had to fi nd new ways to communicate with much of its population. 
Neighborhood public health clinics did not just provide medical 
services, but also English classes for their clientele. Three out of fi ve 
patients in these clinics were Latino. This young population needed 
pediatric services, children’s vitamins, and immunizations for their 
American-born children. Medical personnel also had to deal with 
diseases such as tuberculosis, whooping cough, and measles that 
previously had been largely controlled in the United States. A lack 
of interpreters left many recent immigrants bewildered by their 
doctors’ instructions.68 

The city also experienced a dire shortage of Spanish-speaking 
social workers and mental health thera-
pists. The University of Houston began 
to offer special scholarships to Spanish-
speaking students willing to enter the 
graduate social work program.69 Latinos 
could also take their driver’s license 
tests in Spanish. The Houston Police 
Department had to change its law 
enforcement strategies. In 1979, the 
bilingual Chicano Squad was created 
to handle crimes in barrio neighbor-
hoods. Most of the squad’s members 
were second-generation Hispanics who 
had grown up in Mexican barrio neigh-
borhoods. The same squad continued 
to work with the more diverse Latino 
population later in the century.70 Because 
of the huge size of the undocumented 
Latino population, the City of Houston 
adopted a “hands off” policy toward 
immigration in 1992. Houston police 
offi cers were forbidden to enforce immi-
gration laws in most cases. This “don’t 
ask, don’t tell” strategy was designed 
to encourage illegal aliens to coop-
erate with the police and report crimes 
within their community.71 In 1991, the 
mayor of Houston created the Offi ce of 
Immigrant and Refugee Affairs to deal 
with the unique problems of the city’s foreign population.72 

The Spanish language echoed throughout Houston as the 
New Latinos created their own world in their new home. Recent 
immigrants listened to a wide variety of Spanish language radio 
stations pulsing to a “Tejano” Latin beat. A dozen Spanish language 

newspapers catered to different segments of the Latino commu-
nity. Houston’s premier daily newspaper, the Houston Chronicle, 
purchased La Voz in 2004 in order to better serve their Spanish-
speaking customers. They also published La Vibra to cover the local 
and national entertainment scene in Spanish.73 

By 2005, seven Spanish language television stations served the 
community. Miami-based Univision dominated the local Hispanic 
television scene by appealing to a broad cross cultural audience. 
Despite the fact that most of their audience was Mexican in back-
ground, Univision programs were accent-neutral and avoided 
words that varied in meaning from one Latin American country 
to another. Latinos learned about the news, enjoyed fl ashy musical 
variety shows, and followed their beloved telenovelas or extended 
miniseries soap operas. A recent study found that Univision was 
the second most important institution among Hispanics living 
in the United States after the Roman Catholic Church.74 Other 
networks, however, were targeting more specifi c segments of the 
Latino market. In 2004, David Batres launched “Salvadorenos de 
Corazon” (Salvadoran from the Heart) in the local television market. 
His Central American themed program captured 20-25 percent of 
Houston’s Latino market.75

The New Latinos also brought their religion to Houston. Since 
1990, the Roman Catholic population in the Houston-Galveston 
diocese doubled, fed by Latino immigration. Hispanics grew from 

just six percent of area Catholics in 1960 to forty-fi ve 
percent in 2004.76 In response to this rapid growth, the 
Houston-Galveston diocese was elevated to an archdiocese 
by the Roman Catholic Church. 

But not all was well within the denomination that 
had comfortably claimed all Latin Americans as its own 
for hundreds of years. Many Hispanics were leaving 
the Catholic Church in the United States and Latin 
America. Protestant denominations like the Pentecostals, 
Methodists, Episcopalians, Southern Baptists, Mormons, 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses made signifi cant inroads. Many 
of the Central American immigrants in Houston came 
from countries where 10 to 30 percent of the population 
were Protestant evangelicals. Mormon Spanish-speaking 
missions in Houston were twice as successful as those for 
the English-speaking.77 Evangelical Protestant Mayans 
established their own churches in Houston while still 
maintaining strong ties to their home churches back in 
Guatemala. These churches helped to maintain Mayan 
culture and quickly connected newcomers with an ethnic 

support network. Their 
Houston congregations also 
provided fi nancial support 
for their churches back 
home.78 

Established, old-timer 
Houston churches also 
reached out to newcomer 
immigrant congregations. 
In Spring Branch, many 
Anglo, mainline Protestant 
congregations shared their 
campuses with small, ethnic 
churches until they could 
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Churches created by and for the Latino community dot the Houston landscape. 
The Lakewood Church has even hired a Latin American minister to lead 
services in Spanish.

afford to buy or build their own sanctuaries. Some churches initi-
ated separate Spanish language ministries. Houston’s Lakewood 
Church, the nation’s largest mega-church, hired a famous Latin 
American minister, Marcos Witt, to lead their Spanish services. The 
church’s Latino ministry paralleled the English services and had full 
access to all the resources of the congregation. Witt’s services were 
even televised.79

Enterprising New Latinos were not just investing in their 
homelands. They were also building their own businesses in 
Houston. Growing businesses required capital and local banks were 
more than willing to provide that help. During the 1990s, fi nan-
cial institutions realized the untapped potential of the Hispanic 
market. The matricula consular enabled many undocumented 
Latinos to open bank accounts. Major American banks like Wells 
Fargo and Citibank welcomed new unauthorized customers. Banco 
Popular targeted the working class, unbanked Latino population, 
and provided micro loans for small home and storefront busi-
nesses.80 Laredo National Bank, which operated in Mexico City, 
Monterrey, Guadalajara, Laredo, San Antonio, and McAllen 
entered the Houston Hispanic market in 1999. It offered check 
cashing for customers who did not have accounts, small consumer 
loans, bill paying, and even a U.S. Postal Service center.81 Aquila 
Bancorporation became the fi rst Hispanic-owned fi nancial institu-
tion in Houston organized under the community development 
banking laws in 2001. The bank served low to moderate income 
Latinos living inside Loop 610. Its goal was to revitalize inner-city 
communities by providing capital to small entrepreneurs in the 
unbanked, underserved immigrant community.82 

Between 1993 and 2003, the number of Small Business 
Administration loans issued to Hispanic businesses quadrupled.83 
This availability of capital allowed Latinos to open a wide variety of 
small businesses including carnicerias, taquerias, restaurants, janitor 
services, and building contractors. Others became multi-million 
dollar enterprises, such as La Espiga De Oro Tortilla Factory and the 
public relations fi rm of Carreno, McCune and Co. By 2003, there 
were 41,000 Hispanic-owned businesses in Houston.84

All of this economic activity meant that the New Latinos 
offered an irresistible market opportunity for American business. 
Perhaps the best local example was Fiesta Mart. Founded in 1972 
by Donald Bonham and O. C. Mendenhall, Fiesta Mart offered full 
service grocery stores with many Hispanic products not available in 
other stores. The fi rst store served the North Side barrio. By 2005, 
it had fi fty stores in Houston, Dallas/Fort Worth, and Austin. Fiesta 
Mart was also the fi fth largest supermarket chain in Houston.85 
Sociologist Nestor Rodriguez said, “It is still one of the best ways of 
following the Hispanic population here. Wherever a Fiesta opens, 
there is bound to be a Hispanic settlement nearby.”86 

In 2001, rather than shying away from the Bellaire barrio once 
known as the “Gulfton Ghetto,” Houston developers built the 
new Plaza of the Americas to house retailers catering to Hispanic 
consumers.87 Latin American companies anxious to expand into 
the United States like Pollo Campero, a fried and rotisserie chicken 
chain from Guatemala, were located in the new shopping center.88 
The Latino market spurred tremendous excitement and sparked the 
publication of a new Houston Hispanic Yellow Pages in 2004. Local 
department stores began to carry cosmetic lines designed to comple-
ment the skin tones of Latino women. Geico Insurance marketed 
car insurance policies specifi cally to the Hispanic market. Blue Bell 

Creameries offered Latinos new ice cream fl avors like tres leches with 
pineapple and coconut. The Houston basketball superstar Hakeem 
Olajuwon began to promote Pure Tejano Water in brightly colored 
bottles. 

Several Hispanic marketing fi rms helped American compa-
nies to sell their products to the Latino market. Lopez Negrete 
Communications, Inc., the fi fth largest Houston advertising fi rm, 
shaped the messages for Microsoft, Bank of America, Tyson Foods, 
and Wal-Mart. Alex Lopez Negrete used “Spanglish,” a mixture of 
Spanish and English to appeal to his audience and produced Sonic 
Drive-In’s fi rst Spanish language television commercials.89 

Local Hispanic realtors and home builders were also anxious 
to help the New Latinos become homeowners. Banks and realtors 
offered “Homeownership 101” classes in both English and Spanish. 
Local homebuilders hired bilingual sales persons. Two South Texas 
home builders, Armadillo Homes and Obra Homes, entered the 
Houston market to construct affordable houses with three, four, 
or fi ve bedrooms.90 Other key signs of rising Latino consumer 
power were the introduction of Latin American “futbol” or soccer 
at Reliant Stadium to packed crowds and the addition of record 
setting “Go Tejano Days” at the annual Houston Livestock Show 
and Rodeo. 

All of this economic clout did not necessarily translate into 
power in the Houston political scene. Political experts referred to 
Houston Latinos as a “sleeping giant.” Their average age was very 
young and older people tend to be much more dependable voters. 
The majority of the New Latinos was undocumented and could 
not become naturalized citizens with the right to vote. Even among 
Hispanic citizens, less than half were registered to vote. This new 
population was also very diverse and unpredictable. It was not clear 
whether it would favor one political party over the other. Several 
well established Mexican American political organizations including 
the League of United Latin American Citizens, the Association for 
the Advancement for Mexican Americans, the Mexican American 
Legal Defense and Educational Fund, and La Raza Unida tried to 
mobilize the New Latinos. Some Hispanic and African American 
leaders called for united action among both “communities under 
siege.”91 Other Latino politicians expressed doubts about such a 
biracial political strategy. Orlando Sanchez, a Cuban-American 
Republican who nearly became Houston’s fi rst Latino mayor in 
2001 said, “There will be a Libertarian in the White House before 
there is a black-brown coalition in Houston.”92 Latino political 
power remained more mirage than reality in Houston.

The two issues that seemed to prompt the most grassroots 
activism among the New Latinos were immigration policy and labor 



conditions. Recent undocumented immigrants wanted the United 
States government to reestablish the 1980s amnesty program and 
Hispanic laborers wanted decent working conditions. New Latinos 
were more likely to die or suffer injury on the job than any other 
ethnic group. They also had less access to health insurance and 
medical care. Workers often did not receive the wages they had been 
promised. Labor unions that had traditionally resisted immigrant 
labor tapped into these frustrations by beginning to organize and 
educate both legal and undocumented Latino workers. 

The local AFL-CIO union began to investigate prevailing-
wage violations and taught immigrants how to sue for their back 
wages.93 At AFL-CIO Labor Day celebrations, recent immigrants 
became the stars of the show. Union leaders stressed the theme that, 
“Immigrants have built America, and they’re going to continue 
to build America alongside other workers.”94 In 2003, the union 
also sponsored 
Houston workers 
participating in a 
national “freedom 
ride” where eighteen 
buses carried 900 
immigrant workers 
to Washington, D.C. 
to demand changes 
in workplace protec-
tions and more visas 
to encourage family 
reunifi cation.95 The 
Service Employees 
International Union 
(SEIU) worked to 
organize janitors in 
commercial offi ce 
buildings. Houston 
members of the 
SEIU led the nation 
in a strike against 
ABM Janitorial 
Services in 2005. 
After Houston 
workers walked out, 
janitors in thirty 
other cities struck in sympathy. Most of the local strikers were 
immigrant women making $5.25 per hour.96 Perhaps the sleeping 
giant was beginning to stir.

The New Latinos are a dominant force in Houston, the nation, 
and their homelands. Houston has become the number two center 
of Hispanic settlement in the nation and moves to a more Latin 
beat. The U.S. government is faced with a seemingly intractable 
problem of controlling our border with Mexico and incorporating 
this new population into the national community. This wave of 
migration is particularly unique in American history because of 
the issue of illegal immigration. While Asians suffered an extended 
period of “illegal immigration” because of the 1882 Chinese 
Exclusion Act and the national origins quota system, the numbers 
involved in that migration were miniscule compared to what the 

United States is experiencing during this period. Presently, more 
than one half of all immigration to the United States is illegal and 
more than eighty percent of the undocumented are Latinos. 

This completely changes the process of assimilation for the 
unauthorized Latino fi rst generation. These immigrants live in an 
illegal shadow world of forged documents, cash payments, uncer-
tainty, and fear. They cannot hope to gain political clout without 
the right to naturalize. Their children born in the United States 
possess that cherished legal status and American citizenship. Until 
those children reach adulthood, however, the latent political and 
economic power of the New Latinos cannot be fully unleashed. 

The New Latinos are also a very diverse group. Just because 
Americans conveniently group all Latin Americans into the clas-
sifi cation “Hispanic” or “Latino” does not mean that they all 
have common interests. Broad generalizations are very risky when 

comparing Mexicans 
to Colombians or 
highland Mayans to 
urban Venezuelans. 
The Hispanic media 
may serve to homog-
enize these disparate 
groups with their ethni-
cally neutral Spanish 
and culture. Political 
realities, government 
policies, and cultural 
assimilation also will 
encourage the develop-
ment of a Pan-Latino 
identity just as it did 
with earlier genera-
tions of immigrants. 
At this point in their 
American history, 
many New Latinos still 
straddle two worlds—
their homeland and 
their new American 
communities. Their 
transnational character 
not only shapes their 

mentality, but also world fi nancial fl ows, business trends, and even 
religious movements. 

Additionally, the New Latinos exert a very strong infl uence 
on their home nations. Starting out poor and dispossessed, they 
become the engines of change for their own families and countries. 
Their remittance fl ows fi nance both higher standards of living and 
political expectations. Home nations must beware because most 
Latino immigrants begin to send less money home after about ten 
years when they establish their own families and businesses in the 
United States. Latin American nations that remain heavily depen-
dent on remittance fl ows will either have to learn to live without 
them or continue to lose entire generations of their young people. 
The New Latinos are certainly proving that they have the power to 
change two worlds.  

Immigrant men who are Catholic Workers at Casa Juan Diego.                            Courtesy Casa Juan Diego
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Quite often, immigrants are perceived 
as helpless, poor victims who came 

here with little or no fi nancial resources 
and are constantly exploited. However, 
perception is often different from reality, 
and sometimes these earlier notions linger 
in the public memory. In contrast to this 
weighted perception, Vietnamese refugees 
and immigrants that have come to Houston 
have been active agents in constructing 
their community and reconstructing an 
identity that challenges and contradicts 
how Houstonians view the Vietnamese 
American presence in the city. 

This has been no small task for an 
ethnic group in which some left their native 
land for fear of Communist retribution. 
Others fl ed to seek a better life for them-
selves and their families. Yet, the Southern 
Vietnamese identity1 constructed during 
the Vietnam War era can be linked to the 
creation of the Vietnamese fl ag, commonly 
sighted along the Milam corridor near 
downtown Houston and along Bellaire 
Boulevard in Southwest Houston. It carries 
forth a legacy, albeit a troubled one, of these 
immigrants’ former nation to pass on to 
future generations. 

From the Ashes of the Cold War: 
Constructing a Southern Vietnamese 
Community and Identity in Houston 

by Roy Vu

Vietnamese Americans have 
signifi cantly contributed to Houston’s 
multicultural history. Since 1975, 
Vietnamese enclaves within Harris and 
Fort Bend counties have grown, creating a 
strong, viable ethnic group that has changed 
the residential and business districts in 
the greater Houston area. The Vietnamese 
American community in Houston is the 
third largest in the U.S. with a population 
over 58,000 in the greater metropolitan 
area. In development of such a community, 
the Vietnamese have struggled to survive 
and adjust to the socioeconomic realities 
of life in Houston. While doing so, they 
have transformed the community by either 
challenging or altering traditional beliefs 
about gender roles and physical and mental 
health to suit their immediate concerns and 
new perspectives as Vietnamese Americans. 
Others maintained their Southern 
Vietnamese identity through anticom-
munist politics and preservation of the 
Vietnamese language and culture to serve 
both as a coping mechanism and a method 
of survival. 

THREE MAJOR WAVES OF 
VIETNAMESE REFUGEES 
A small number of Vietnamese men and 
women lived and settled in the United 
States before 1975. In early 1975, fewer 
than 30,000 lived in this country, with 
fewer than 100 in Houston, which was 
home to twenty to forty wives of former 
servicemen, thirty to fi fty students, and 
a small number of instructors.2 The end 
of the Vietnam War in 1975 brought the 
fi rst wave of Vietnamese refugees to the 
United States. The “boat people” who fl ed 
the country between the years 1978 to 

1982 constituted a second wave. The third 
wave was made up of the former political 
detainees and Amerasians who arrived here 
from the late 1980s to the mid-1990s. 
Throughout each wave, Vietnamese refu-
gees and immigrants came to Houston.

The fi rst wave of Vietnamese refu-
gees included “the originals, those who 
went out with the Americans and most 
of the rest of the foreign community in 
April-May 1975.”3 Historian Douglas Pike 
characterizes this group as “urban, upper 
class, well-educated, and familiar with 
American lifestyles.”4 After the capitulation 
of Saigon on April 30, 1975, thousands of 
Vietnamese previously affi liated with the 
South Vietnamese government (Republic of 
Vietnam) fl ed the country. 

This fi rst group included a consider-
ably higher percentage of professionals and 
managers and a much smaller percentage 
of blue-collar workers than the general 
Vietnamese population in Vietnam.5 A 
majority of heads of families from the fi rst 
wave of refugees had at least a secondary 
school education, which in Southeast Asia 
was the key to a white-collar job. This 
pattern changed with the refugees who 
came after 1977, but a random survey 
of the Vietnamese in Houston in 1982 
demonstrated that a high percentage still 
held white-collar positions in Vietnam. 
These were not persons with important 
careers and high social standing, but were 
what could be called middle class.6 

With hundreds of thousands of 
Vietnamese refugees seeking political 
freedom in the United States after the 
fall of Saigon, this mass exodus created a 
great consternation for the Gerald Ford 
administration. Thus, four major refugee 

The Southern Vietnamese, United States, Texas, 
and POW/MIA fl ags stand tall outside a shopping 
center on Bellaire Boulevard.  
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camps were set up at U.S. military bases 
throughout the country: Fort Indian Town 
Gap in Pennsylvania, Fort Chaffee in 
Arkansas, Camp Pendleton in California, 
and Eglin Air Force Base in Florida. 
Thousands of Vietnamese arrivals stayed 
at these makeshift camps for a few months 
until they were dispersed throughout the 
U.S. with the assistance of religious orga-
nizations, non-profi t groups, government 
programs, and generous American sponsors. 

Yet, many Vietnamese newcomers 
would make a secondary migration. A 
majority of them decided to resettle in 
states with a warmer climate, healthier 
economy, and in California’s case, a strong 
welfare program. As a result, Texas and 
Louisiana became attractive places for 
Vietnamese refugees to settle their families. 
Houston, with its booming economy in 
the late 1970s, warm weather, and adjacent 
location to the ocean, became an attrac-
tive place for many Vietnamese refugees. 
Despite the early economic adjustments 
made by the fi rst wave of refugees, success 
did not come for all Vietnamese, particu-
larly those who arrived in Houston in the 
second and third waves of immigration. 

The “boat people” of the second wave 
arrived in the United States under the 
Refugee Act of 1980, legislation designed 
to establish a legal framework for admis-
sion in response to the massive infl ux of 
Vietnamese refugees. These refugees had 
a more diffi cult time adjusting to the 
American way of life.7 Their fi nancial woes 
were harder to overcome and their children’s 
educational performance was not as strong 
academically as the fi rst wave’s children. 
One of the explanations for this economic 
and educational distinction was that the 
earlier Vietnamese refugees came from the 
educated, professional class in Vietnam. 
The majority of the second wave refugees 
and immigrants were from the working 
class with less education. Vietnamese 
immigrants who arrived in the 1980s and 
1990s did so “with little formal education 
and few resources, having survived horrible 
conditions in refugee camps and terri-
fying voyages across the seas.”8 Sociologist 
Stephen Klineberg notes: “Often they speak 
little English: 47 percent of the Vietnamese 
respondents in the Asian surveys completed 
the interviews in their native languages.”9 
These “boat people” had a hard time 
adapting to the American environment and 
establishing themselves fi nancially. 

In 1988, with the intervention of the 

U.S. government, Vietnamese detainees 
and political prisoners were released en 
masse. Beginning in 1990, many came 
to the United States in the third wave of 
Vietnamese refugees. According to the 
Offi ce of Refugee Resettlement’s 1993 
report to Congress, 114,389 detainees 
arrived in the U.S. from 1990 to 1993.10 

Not all achieved the “American 
dream,” and many still struggle today to 
make ends meet in Houston. A growing 
socioeconomic divide exists between the 
fi rst wave of Vietnamese refugees and 
the later two waves. The 1975 group of 
Vietnamese refugees held distinct advan-
tages such as a higher level of education, 
relatively greater capital, and more knowl-
edge about American society that allowed 
them to adjust better to life in the U.S. 
The fi rst wave of Vietnamese refugees 
received a warmer welcome in the United 
States as many Americans were feeling 
the “war guilt” that their Vietnamese 
counterparts had been left behind by our 
government. They gained more media 
attention and thus, greater government 
and public assistance. The “boat people” 
of the second wave consisted of a larger 
contingent of ethnic Chinese refugees 
with less education, less English skills, and 
fewer capital. Lastly, and perhaps the group 
that had the most trouble making social 
adjustments was the political detainees 
and Amerasians who came to America. 

The former was coping with mental and 
physical ills from years of imprisonment, 
and the latter, already a social pariah in 
Vietnam, struggled to gain social accep-
tance in the U.S. Nonetheless, all three 
waves of Vietnamese migrants contributed 
to the establishment of a community and 
the reshaping of a Vietnamese identity. 

VIETNAMESE RESIDENTIAL 
SETTLEMENTS
Part of building a visible community is to 
live and settle in concentrated residential 
areas. Such residential areas with large 
Vietnamese populations are clustered 
throughout the city. Concentrations 
of Vietnamese Americans are found 
primarily in three areas of Houston: 
Southwest, which is the largest concentra-
tion; Northwest, the second largest; and 
Southeast. 

Within the Vietnamese American 
community, smaller residential enclaves 
exist to further complicate the defi nition 
of a community. A large percentage of 
the third wave of Vietnamese immigrants 
resides in several run-down apartment 
complexes known as “villages” throughout 
the city of Houston. Heavily settled by 
recent Vietnamese newcomers, these 
villages include St. Joseph Village, Saigon 
Village, Thai Xuan Village, Hue Village, St. 
Mary Village, Da Lat Village, and Thanh 
Tam Village. Five of the larger villages are 
located in Southeast Houston on Park 

The main entrance to St. Joseph’s Condominium. Notice the two Southern Vietnamese fl ags depicted on the 
entrance sign. Such symbolic gestures remain important for Vietnamese residents here and, in general, for the 
local Vietnamese American population, to remember and uphold the ideals of their former country of South 
Vietnam.                                                                                                                Photograph by Van Pham
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Place Boulevard and Broadway Street. Most 
Vietnamese Americans occupying these 
low-income apartments in the villages are 
fi nancially strapped and run into constant 
fi nancial problems that lead to an overall 
poor quality in health and below-average 
living standards. Furthermore, Vietnamese 
village leaders have little power and 
resources to remedy the problems that 
plague the health and living conditions 
of these fellow renters. More signifi cantly, 
these Vietnamese villagers remain largely 
isolated from the rest of the Vietnamese 
American community and have become a 
part of the shut-out class in Houston.

At St. Joseph Village, located in the 
Park Place neighborhood, Vietnamese 
villagers face problems such as a poor sewer 
system, lack of maintenance service, and 
not enough security, according to a recent 
report by St. Luke’s Episcopal Health 
Charities.11 The 2000 census income data 
for St. Joseph villagers have shown a higher 
percentage of those with income $35,000 
or less than the average Houstonian. 
In the Park Place super neighborhood, 
approximately 67 percent of the popula-
tion fi ts into this economic category. By 
comparison, 57 percent of Houston’s 
population falls into the household income 
category of $35,000 and under.12 Thus, real 
income for those residing in the Park Place 
neighborhood, particularly at St. Joseph 
Village, falls well below the city’s average. 
Despite economic struggles, some are able 
to become successful business owners.

BUSINESS DISTRICTS
Vietnamese businesses tend to be located 
where their ethnic clients reside, adding to 
the visibility of a community and forging 
a sense of a cultural identity. For example, 
the Hong Kong Food Market, the largest 
chain of Asian grocery stores, is strategi-
cally located in these areas of high Asian 
populations.13 Within fi ve years after the 
fall of Saigon, the number of Vietnamese 
in Houston was already in the thousands, 
and various Vietnamese business districts 
began to take shape in the city. The 
Vietnamese businesses quickly developed, 
reviving not only old business districts but 
expanding other once-decrepit economic 
sectors as well. The largest Vietnamese busi-
ness centers are located in the Southwest 
section of town on Bellaire Boulevard, and 
the downtown areas of Old Chinatown 
and the Milam corridor. In Southwest 
Houston, Bellaire Boulevard and its vicinity 

contain hundreds of Vietnamese restau-
rants, groceries, private medical offi ces, 
legal services, auto repair services, churches, 
temples, realtors, investors, and community 
centers. 

Before the existence of Little Saigon, 
“Vinatown” was established downtown 
next to the George R. Brown Convention 
Center near the old Chinatown. However, 

more and more Vietnamese businesses 
began moving down the street and farther 
west along Milam Street. As a result, 
by the end of the 1980s, a new Little 
Saigon became the key cultural center for 
Vietnamese Houstonians to shop, eat, 
browse, and hang out. Eventually, street 
signs along the Milam corridor were 
marked in the Vietnamese language as 
well. Local Vietnamese American leaders 
under the direction of My (Michael) Cao 
Nguyen, then-President of the Vietnamese 
Community of Houston and Vicinity 
(VNCH), the offi cial liaison group for the 
community, managed to pass a resolution 
to post street signs in Vietnamese language 
along Milam Street in Midtown. 

More recent business developments 
include the establishment of the Mekong 
Shopping Center. Popular restaurants such 
as Mai’s Restaurant also cater to the palates 
of non-Vietnamese Americans while trendy 
places like Tropioca Tapioca and Coffee 
caters to a largely young Asian American 
crowd. Thus, Milam has remained a diverse 
business district despite the recent gentri-
fi cation movement as new condominiums 
and townhouses have been erected to attract 
middle to upper class Houstonians to 
Midtown. Nonetheless, Vietnamese immi-
grants have used Milam Street between 

McGowen and Holman streets, the area 
dedicated as “Little Saigon” in May 2004, 
as a social, cultural, and commercial center. 

SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS OF 
VIETNAMESE AMERICANS
The success of very visible Vietnamese 
businesses has fed a common mispercep-
tion held by many Houstonians that the 
majority of Vietnamese Americans are 
doing well fi nancially. In part, due to the 
“model minority myth” that commonly 
lumps all Asian Americans as faring well 
economically and excelling in education, 
people tend to embrace such a stereotype 
and incorrectly tag Vietnamese Americans 
as well-to-do citizens. 

Sociologist Stephen Klineberg 
conducted surveys of Houston’s ethnic 
communities throughout the 1990s 
and early 2000s.14 His groundbreaking 
work thoroughly analyzes the socioeco-
nomic conditions of Houston’s Asian 
Americans and how they compare with 
white Houstonians and other minorities. 
He concludes that Vietnamese American 
businesses have not been as successful as 
outsiders perceived. In fact, Klineberg’s 
statistics refute the stereotype of the fi nan-
cially successful model minority status that 
is unfairly tagged on all Asians. This inac-
curate label is common among Vietnamese 
and other Southeast Asian Americans 
who do not fare economically as well as 
more prominent groups like the Chinese 
Americans. He argues, “In terms of income 
and occupation, the Vietnamese in Houston 
are doing somewhat better than most Blacks 
and Hispanics, but they are faring much 
worse than most other Asians.”15 

Klineberg concludes, “The Vietnamese 
are more likely than the other Asian 
respondents to be working in semiskilled 
production work or as unskilled laborers, 
and they are less likely to be in profes-
sional or managerial positions. Six out of 
ten reported personal earnings of less than 
$25,000; this was true of fewer than 40 
percent in the other communities.” He adds 
that about 28 percent of the Vietnamese 
have low-skilled production or laboring 
jobs, as did 30 percent of their fathers. His 
fi nal overall assessment realistically suggests 
that “Houston’s Southeast Asian popula-
tion, including not only the Vietnamese 
but also growing numbers of Cambodians 
and Laotians, are encountering far greater 
diffi culty than other Asians in fi nding 
adequate employment and support in the 

Along the Milam corridor in Midtown, several street 
signs are given Vietnamese names to further preserve 
and substantiate the predominantly Vietnamese 
business district as “Little Saigon.”
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city.” He asserts, “They may also be less 
likely to receive the help they need, in a 
language they cannot understand, from a 
city that continues to believe that all Asians 
fi t the ‘model minority’ image.” In his most 
recent survey in 2002, Klineberg found that 
the model minority myth “glosses over the 
fact that large segments of 
the Asian population in 
America are far from pros-
perous, and make it less 
likely that impoverished 
Asians will be given the 
help that others receive.”16 

Klineberg accurately 
describes the plight of some 
Vietnamese Americans 
in Houston as many of 
the more recent arrivals 
continue to struggle 
fi nancially, lack access and 
awareness to healthcare 
services, and live in decrepit 
housing in low-income 
neighborhoods. His studies 
indicate the need for both the 
local Vietnamese American 
community and the American 
mainstream society to recognize and 
combat these current economic problems. 

HEALTHCARE ASSESSMENTS 
OF VIETNAMESE RESIDENTS 
IN ALIEF AND PARK PLACE 
NEIGHBORHOODS
Embedded within these economic concerns 
are the diffi culties in providing access 
to healthcare services. The importance 
of healthcare and the practice of home 
remedies versus Western medicine illustrate 
an interesting culture clash. The St. Luke’s 
Episcopal Health Charities (SLEHC) 
research project conducted by an advisory 
group headed by Dr. Jane Peranteau focuses 
on the health conditions and available 
services for low-income Vietnamese refu-
gees. She focuses on two local areas with 
a signifi cant concentration of Vietnamese 
Americans: the Alief super neighborhood 
and St. Joseph Village in the Park Place 
area. 

Drawing their data from short inter-
views with current Vietnamese American 
residents in Alief, the SLEHC advisory 
group reports several key health concerns, 
including diabetes, high blood pressure, 
hepatitis, cancer, and kidney and heart 
diseases. The interviews suggest that 
Vietnamese American men smoke too 

much, which would lead to health prob-
lems later on in life. Vietnamese Americans 
also voice their concerns about immuni-
zation problems, lack of information on 
nutrition, and the rise in obesity and drug 
use by their children.

Vietnamese residents in the Alief 

neighborhood mention some of the 
barriers or the lack of access to better 
health services. According to the SLEHC 
study, Vietnamese Americans want more 
health services in Vietnamese so the 
language barrier would be less daunting. 
Transportation remains a problem for 
other Vietnamese Americans as well. As for 
cultural barriers, Vietnamese Americans 
declare that historically, Vietnam had no 
system of preventive care, and as a result, 
Vietnamese refugees who settled in the U.S. 
inherit the same attitude toward taking 
preventive health measures. Furthermore, 
they have their own ideas about healthcare, 
using traditional medicine fi rst and then 
relying on Western medicine should the 
former method fail to cure their physical 
ailments. In other cases, they would mix 
traditional Vietnamese herbs and Western 
medicine. Using Vietnamese medicine 
allows them to retain a part of their identity 
and cultural self-awareness. Yet, many resi-
dents are also fl exible. Prolonged illnesses 
will force some residents to be more 
receptive toward Western medicine and 
healthcare treatment.

Vietnamese residents at the Park Place 
neighborhood reaffi rm some of Alief resi-
dents’ health perspectives toward Western 
medicine. Western medicine is used to “save 
your life” whereas traditional medicine “is 

used to save your health.” In other words, 
Vietnamese refugees at St. Joseph’s Village 
lean on Western medicine for surgery or 
when they are severely ill. One female 
village resident stated, “Culture is thou-
sands [of ] years; we respect our culture, 
follow it as [we] can, especially in [our] way 

of life. Use Oriental medi-
cine fi rst, then try western. 
Food to have good health, 
fruit, vegetables; use system 
of food for diabetes, kidney, 
liver, high blood pressure.”17 

For Vietnamese women 
at St. Joseph Village, health 
services are a primary 
concern surpassed only 
by environmental risks. A 
meeting among Vietnamese 
mothers insisted that a 
Vietnamese-speaking 
medical team should come 
to the village to give free 
medical and pharmaceu-
tical services.18 One woman 
declared that she “developed 
a lump in her breast, but it 
doesn’t hurt so much,” so 

she left it alone.19 The woman went on to 
add that by the time the lump was painful, 
it was too late; the cancer had spread. She 
replied that her children were angry and 
wanted to sue the doctor who was telling 
her about her cancer, but she said, “No. 
It was because I didn’t get checked.”20 
Another female resident mentioned that 
people are afraid to go the doctor because 
“they will be found sick.”21 Thus, for these 
Vietnamese mothers, their primary area 
of health needs include the desire to know 
more about preventive care measures, and 
the importance of having a Vietnamese-
speaking medical team to visit the village 
on a regular basis and provide free medical 
check-ups and pharmaceutical advice. 

Dr. Peranteau concurs that Vietnamese 
Americans in the Alief area are better off 
health-wise than the Vietnamese refugees 
at St. Joseph because of the former group’s 
higher income, greater accessibility to 
healthcare, more support from Vietnamese 
American organizations, and better insur-
ance coverage.22 The problem for Park Place 
residents refl ects their fi nancial situations, 
scant information on healthcare services, 
and inadequate insurance to cover medical 
expenses. 

Nonetheless, residents rely heavily 
on home remedies to cure their illnesses. 

It is not at all uncommon to see Vietnamese businesses next to their homes. This photo 
demonstrates that several residents of Da Lat Condo also opened their own businesses in the 
same building complex making it more convenient for them.            Photograph by Van Pham
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Not only are they attempting to maintain 
Vietnamese medical traditions by growing 
herbs to cure common colds or practice 
“coining,” the rubbing of a Vietnamese 
ointment (usually a Tiger Balm product) 
with a sizable coin or spoon on the back 
of an ill individual, but they are upholding 
a part of their healthcare identity. Despite 
the cynicism and ignorance of those who 
viewed such practices as backwards and 
even detrimental to one’s health, it is 
another method of retaining a portion of 
their heritage. Furthermore, Vietnamese 
Houstonians are being resourceful and in 
their minds, practical, for growing medic-
inal herbs in their backyards or “coining” 
their sick family members. 

One Houston-based organization 
that tries to meet the health needs of 
Vietnamese refugees is the Vietnamese-
American Community Health Network, 
Inc. (VACHNET), which has held several 
health fairs throughout the years.23 Such 
health fairs rotated around to different areas 
of Houston, usually in low-income neigh-
borhoods including several Vietnamese 
villages to provide free, basic medical care 
and advice to those who cannot afford it or 
lack access to treatment. These particular 
Vietnamese neighborhoods are in the 
Hobby Airport area, the Bellaire and Alief 
neighborhoods, and the Veterans Memorial 
area. Volunteers from a variety of health 
professions, including pharmacists, dentists, 
and chiropractors, and even non-health 
professionals, donate their time to the 
health fairs. At these fairs, medical services 
such as blood tests, glucose tests, and free 
consultations are dispensed to the patients. 
The attendance has ranged from 300 to 
1,000 patients, 85 to 90 percent of whom 
were Vietnamese Americans. The rest of the 
attendees included poor whites, Latinos, 
and Chinese Americans.24

MENTAL HEALTH CONCERNS 
Many Vietnamese refugees in Houston lack 
access to mental health treatment due to 
both the shortage of services and cultural 
barriers. In recent years, local social services 
and leading health professionals in the 
Vietnamese American community have 
gained ground in raising awareness about 
mental health symptoms and illnesses, 
providing more adequate services to meet 
the population’s needs. One of the most 
important mental health organizations in 
Houston is the Asian American Family 
Services (AAFS), formerly known as the 

Asian American Family Counseling Center 
(AAFCC), which focuses on serving the 
social needs of Asian American communi-
ties, including Vietnamese Americans.25 
Kim Szeto, executive director of AAFS, 
has played an integral part in creating and 
developing this organization to provide 
professional private counseling. According 
to Szeto, most of the new clients are recent 
Vietnamese immigrants and refugees.26 She 
also explains that clients who have been in 
Houston for twenty to twenty-fi ve years 
are actually more comfortable with using 
their native language. Thus, AAFS needed 
counselors who are fl uent in Vietnamese in 
order to communicate and provide proper 
diagnosis to their Vietnamese patients. 

Thach Ho,27 who once worked for 
the organization as a licensed professional 
counselor, focuses on counseling Asian 
American adolescents while also working 
with adolescents in the general popula-
tion as well. On Vietnamese perceptions 
of mental health, Ho believes that people 
are slowly accepting such concerns, but 
cautions that change is a slow, arduous 
process. Ho mentions several areas in 
mental health that lack attention in the 
Vietnamese American population. Issues 
of domestic violence and relationships 
between men and women are particular 
concerns that need greater attention among 
Vietnamese Americans. Coming to the 
United States, many Vietnamese men face 
the pressures of fi nding new jobs, while 
suffering from the memories of war and 
the brutal experience of imprisonment as 
political detainees. Those who do not know 
how to resolve their mental problems often 
cope by drinking, gambling, 
smoking, and reverting to 
isolation. Many men in the 
latter waves of refugees were 
prisoners of war and are still 
experiencing Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder.

Another unfortunate 
situation that remains largely 
ignored or denied among 
Vietnamese Americans is 
domestic violence. The 
majority of these cases point 
to men who physically and 
verbally abuse their spouses, girlfriends, 
or daughters. A defi cient number of social 
services and the lack of understanding 
about what qualifi es as domestic violence all 
too often trap many Vietnamese American 

women in prolonged abusive situations.
In one study, a group of Vietnamese 

mothers met together to discuss their 
concerns about living conditions at one 
of the Vietnamese villages in Southeast 
Houston.28 Some Vietnamese American 
women in these villages voiced opposition 
to domestic violence. As for Vietnamese 
American male villagers, they link their 
violence toward their wives as a cultural 
by-product from Vietnam. However, as 
mentioned before, a change in gender rela-
tions and expectations has evolved with 
their migration to the United States, as 
both women and men face diffi culties rede-
fi ning family roles. 

This change in gender roles between 
Vietnamese women and men creates 
tension and in some cases, contributes 
to domestic violence.29 Even one man 
dared to proclaim, “You have to be able 
to hit your wife. Otherwise, how will you 
teach her?” Furthermore, some of the 
men interviewed disliked the fact that 
women and their children, too, knew they 
could call 911 for help. The village men 
did not believe that the police had the 
right to intervene in the family. Even one 
Vietnamese American immigration lawyer 
asserted, “I deal with domestic violence 
and battered women, which is common in 
Vietnam.”30 Here, the lawyer is connecting 
Vietnamese traditional gender expecta-
tions and what is culturally acceptable 
in the confi nes of the family roles to the 
numerous cases of domestic abuse. 

However, Vietnamese American 
women have responded to such abuse 

Continued on page 63

This Vietnamese Baptist Church once provided 
service but has now been abandoned and the local 
Vietnamese Baptists have relocated to a newly 
constructed Baptist Church across the street. 
The only similarity between the old and new 
Vietnamese Baptist Churches is the burglar bars 
welded on the window.     Photograph by Van Pham
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LIFE IN MEXICO

Daniel Galván: A small village called El Refugio de Trancas... 
[in central Mexico] is where I was born and raised. [I spent my 
childhood]…looking after goats and then working a team of 
oxen when I was old enough, planting corn and beans, planting 
chile. All the land belonged to the Hacienda. We were seven 
siblings...And two who died.

I don’t remember anything earlier [than my mother’s 
death] because I was fi ve years old when she passed away. 
And my dad only remained single for less than a year, he then 
married another woman. 

 [In Mexico, I worked] as a sharecropper...The Hacienda 
only provided the land and the seed, we provided everything 
else, and we split everything in half. Oh, and we also brought 
the Hacienda’s part to them. When the time came to harvest 
the corn and beans everything was brought to a cantón (barn).1 
And from that place everything was parted in half and every-
body got what belonged to him and took it home. The rastrojo 
(cornstalks) we carried on our shoulders to take it to the piles 
of the patrón, that we did without pay.2 Because that was the 
tradition and we had to do it. That was in 1960 and 1961. 

I also had my own land, but I worked only in part of my 

A Long Road to Houston:
An Interview with Daniel Galván 
by Juan Manuel Galván

The road traveled by many men and women who cross the southern border 
of the United States carries countless experiences of suffering and humili-
ation as well as tireless efforts to provide for their families. Throughout the 
decades, thousands, perhaps millions of Latin Americans have abandoned 
their homelands and left for “El Norte,” the United States, in a quest for 
survival or simply for better opportunities. The stories of these immigrants 
share many peculiarities, one of the most salient being the struggle and 
tenacity to earn a living even at the cost of one’s life. What follows is one 
of those stories that we have heard in part; the rest is known only to those 
who have experienced what it is like to be an undocumented worker in this 
country.  

This is an account of the life of my father, Daniel Galván, in his own 
words. His experiences are common, yet unique. While thousands have 
lived and worked undocumented in the U.S., few have experienced 
this process both before and after the Bracero Program, a guest worker 
program in the 1940s to 1960s, and even fewer have eventually become 
U.S. citizens.

Daniel Galván was born in 1937 in a village in the mountains of 
Guanajuato in central Mexico and lost his mother at the age of fi ve. He 
completed less than one year of elementary education and at fi fteen, he fi rst 
crossed over the border as an undocumented farm worker to briefl y pick 
cotton near Harlingen, Texas. In 1957, he joined the Bracero Program and 
for the next seven years worked off and on in the United States as a legal 
guest worker. 

In these years he generally worked in California picking cotton and 
lettuce, returning to Mexico to work as a sharecropper in the winters. In 
1959, he married Inés Rodríguez and started a family in Mexico, but two 
of his young children died of preventable diseases due to the isolation and 
poverty in which he and his family lived. 

After the end of the Bracero Program in 1964, Daniel continued to 
travel back and forth between Mexico and the United States in search of 
jobs to support his family. From then until 1978, he worked throughout the 
United States as an undocumented worker once again. He picked cotton 
in Texas, oranges and lettuce in Arizona, potatoes and alfalfa in Idaho, 
oranges in Florida, cucumbers in North Carolina, apples in Virginia. 
Additionally, he worked for a time as a cowboy and irrigator in Idaho and 
an oil fi eld worker in Texas. During these years, he also regularly visited his 
family in Mexico, where he worked for months at a time as a sharecropper 
and a tunneler on projects to build fresh water systems. Every trip across the 
border brought harsh challenges, with dangerous days walking across hot 
deserts and the ever present threat of apprehension by border guards. 

He fi rst visited Houston in 1978, and he began to stay there and 
work in service jobs in hotels and restaurants and in construction. In 1987, 
after 35 years of work in the U.S., he received a green card; in 1994, he 
became a citizen of the United States. This allowed him to bring his family 
from Mexico to Houston, where he purchased a home and watched with 
pride as his family prospered.

The following text is my translation of two long interviews conducted 
in Spanish in the fall of 2004. Daniel Galván speaks in the idiom of rural 
central Mexico, and I have tried to preserve his syntax in the transcript. I 
encourage interested readers to consult the Spanish transcripts, which are 
housed in the Oral History of Houston archives at the University of Houston.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Juan Manuel Galván grew up in rural 
central Mexico and came to the United States as an adult. 
He is currently a PhD student in Latin American History 
at the University of Houston working with Professor John 
Mason Hart.  His interests include the study of identity and 
consciousness in the Mexican countryside.

The Galván family in Mexico before their fi eld of maize, beans, and 
calabash, ca. 1982.
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land and the rest of the time I worked the Hacienda’s land...They let 
us use their pastures for our livestock. And the water channels and 
everything belonged to the Hacienda, because back then we didn’t 
have to go and get water anywhere else. Back then we used the water 
from the Hacienda’s channels that go by the village. We always had 
water, even during the dry season, the channels always had water. 

[The patrón was] a man called Carlos Lance. Because it was 
back then when the old patrón, Salvador Azanza, passed away. I 
am not sure when he died, perhaps in 1961 or 1962. Because Don 
Salvador Azanza supported and defended my father very much, and 
when he died of a heart attack, the people went after my father.3 

In ’63 or ’64, I had worked in construction in the city of 
Guanajuato when they opened all those tunnels [for potable 
water]...Towards the end of 1965, I went to work in Mexico City 
for an engineer with whom I had worked in Guanajuato digging the 
tunnels [for potable water]. 

And in La Lumbrera there was a tunnel where they called 
me to work as a helper of El Escudo.4 They had a rock crusher 
they called El Escudo; it was a machine that they had where they 
worked underground; the rock crusher had something like a round 
drill that was like a base and was opening the way…There was an 
operator and two helpers, but were short of a helper and they called 
me. And I went to work with them; it must have been four or fi ve 
months, something like that. It wasn’t a long time, but outside they 
earned $248.00 pesos a week [working twelve hours a day, fi ve days 
a week].  

 And from behind the machine they were pulling all the 
crushed rock to the outside, they pulled all the debris out with 
wheelbarrows all the way to the end. I was there helping get all that 
debris out. Underground, as a helper on El Escudo, I made $650.00 
pesos a week. Which was a lot more, it was very good money. They 
even would tell me, “Hey, you are making more than engineer 
Lemus,” who was a very young engineer. And I would say, “Maybe 
I am working a lot more too.” Today as a laborer you couldn’t make 
the kind of money I made back then. 

I don’t remember how many more weeks I worked, but I went 
back home to Guanajuato, to my farm to continue working on my 
crops. My dad and my brother Lupe [who lived in Mexico City] 

encouraged me to stay [with 
them]. They used to tell me, 
“Sell everything you have 
over there, here you can 
support yourself and your 
family.” But my brother 
Hipólito thought differently. 
He would say, “My recom-
mendation is that if you are 
okay over in your farm, that 
you stay over there. If you 
decide to move over here to 
Mexico City, let that come 
out of your own heart. We 
will help you if you come 
over, but if you feel that 
you are fi ne over there, then 

stay over there. [My wife] Inés 
had never wanted to move 
to Mexico City. And I didn’t 

really want to move to Mexico City either. I was making pretty good 
money and my brothers and sisters-in-law did tell me, “Come over, 
man; look, the money you are making is really a lot, often those 
who are already over here make less than you do, and here we are, all 
of us.”

 But I was also aware that my job was not permanent. Once 
they fi nished that project they would lay everybody off and when 
they started another project, not everybody would be hired again. 
That’s because among the employees there are many who want to 
get jobs for their people and then some of those that are working 
might not be re-hired. And I was aware of that, so I chose to go 
back, go back to my village, to my farm, and I stayed back there 
working on my lands and working for the patrón. 

In ’68, I only worked in agriculture. Part of the time I worked 
on my own land and part of the time for the Hacienda, getting paid 
a little bit of money. Some days I prepared my own lands and every 
once in a while I worked for the patrón. When I didn’t have a lot to 
do I could make a little bit of money, right? Four pesos a day is not 
a lot of money but we had to work for the patrón anyway, and four 
pesos was better than nothing. I don’t know how to explain that, 
those were the customs and the traditions of the hacendados of old, 
because back in the day there were only big landowners, that was it.5 

[I then went to work cleaning the water channel.] The interest 
we had in helping clean up the water channel wasn’t so much for 
what we got paid, because we didn’t get paid much at all. But that’s 
where we lived and those were the water fl ows on which we lived. 
After cleaning up the water channels, for a few days the water ran 
turbid, because who knows what people did in the tunnels. But later 
the water came out clear, it was all clear. 

[We had] access to the water for our cattle and for us; we also 
worked for the pastures, for all the pasture lands belonged to the 
Hacienda and it didn’t cost us anything. [I had] twelve heads of 
cattle, including big and small ones, and a team of horses, perhaps 
eighteen animals in total, and we needed the Hacienda’s pastures.

Those years [from 1960 to 1970], I worked in my own lands 
and, like I told you, also as a laborer and a sharecropper for the 
Hacienda...Working with one team of oxen we could still take 
home, say, two tons of corn and one ton of beans a year. And yet 
those were not excellent harvests because the lands are poor and 
don’t yield very much.6 

I was very happy back there in the village because that lifestyle 
was very beautiful. We raised cows, chicken, pigs, turkeys, and all 
that we could. Back there you slaughtered a pig and fi lled one, two, 
even three fi ve-gallon cans of lard. When you fi nished up that lard 
you already had another pig ready to be slaughtered and you had 
more lard. The chicken laid many eggs; we picked up to thirty eggs 
a day. We cooked large pans of eggs and all that. Man, that really 
helped a lot! The cows had milk most of the time. When one didn’t 
have milk, another one did; and there were eggs, there was lard.7 
What people worried the most back then was about buying soap 
and salt and sugar; they had everything else. 

Daniel’s story of the death of two of his children in 1963 
and 1967 reveals a harsher side of life in the Mexican 
countryside.
I was in Mexico when they died...I was there when they were born 
and I was there when they died. They were born in the village. 
Eugenio began to cry at night, around 10:00 p.m. He began to 

After living in Houston for four years, in 
1982 Daniel visited his family in Mexico. 
In this photograph, his daughter Isabel 
watches as Daniel cooks for her on her 
birthday.
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cry…and he cried all night….Back in that time [nobody had 
cars]; there was only a truck in El Ciprés and another truck in El 
Paderón.8 And at night, we couldn’t fi nd a way… to move. The city 
was very far. At sunrise, we ran with the child to Dolores [Hidalgo], 
we got there, and we ran to look for the priest where he would 
baptize the child...where he would pour the holy water on him. We 
came to Father Moisés Castillo, and he sent us away. He said, “You 
have to look for the doctor, to look for something to cure him, this 
child is very ill.” And I don’t know how it was that we couldn’t fi nd 
a doctor at that time. 

And we got back to the priest …he baptized [my son Eugenio] 
right then and there, he poured the holy water on him. And then we 
got out and left. And we found a doctor, I don’t remember what his 
name was. He gave us something to give to the child, but he told us, 
“If he lives two more hours, he will have life, but he’s not going to 
make it, he is too ill.” And yes, he left… In less than two hours the 
child died right there in Dolores Hidalgo. And we went back home 
to make preparations for his wake [and funeral]. 

And later [in 1967] my girl Ricarda, the same thing happened 
with her. It was also a pneumonia, and…we also left for Dolores 
Hidalgo; well, yes, until dawn. And it was all too late; everything 
was in vain because of being so far away from the city. Back there in 
the village there was nothing we could do…. We would give them 
some… chamomile tea and thyme tea and things like that, but 
that didn’t help them at all.… And yes, it hurt me, it hurt me very 
much. And every time I remember I think that if there had only 
been better medical aid…we could’ve taken them to the doctor, they 
would have lived… But that was one of the causes, that we never 
had a chance. 

[Life in the hacienda] fell apart [in the early 1960s] when the 
[old owner] Don Salvador Azanza died and Don Carlos Lance took 
over. [Every year during the rainy season] the hills collapsed where 
the cattle came to drink and with their hoofs they caused the topsoil 
to block the water channels. [We heard rumors that the new owner] 
Don Carlos Lance was going to build barbed-wire fences on both 
sides of the channels to keep our livestock from ruining the water. 

And when people found out, they turned against him and 
began to mobilize themselves, to seek advice from older ejidatarios 
from Las Aguilillas who told them to wise up.9 It was in ’62 that 
they began to organize themselves...The fi rst leaders in the forma-
tion of the ejido...went after the Hacienda and, well, they mobilized 
everybody... 

The ejidatarios would come with fi fty or sixty teams of oxen; 
they would invade a plot of land in just a few minutes [and plant 
a crop]. Then the tractors of the Hacienda would arrive and ruin 
everything the ejidatarios had done. And the ejidatarios would get 
in the way of the tractors, and the operators would stop because 
they didn’t want to run over them, and they struggled like that for a 
while. But the hacendado [Don Carlos Lance] did not really mistreat 
them. Not like in the old times, when the late Don Salvador Azanza 
fought with the ejido of Las Aguilillas.10 Back then it was really bad 
because the people of the Hacienda would arrive on their horses, 
the late Telésforo Rodríguez took part in that.11 The people of the 
Hacienda rode on horses and carried guns. They would arrive and 
lasso and drag ejidatarios; nevertheless, ejidatarios wouldn’t give up, 
they fought on for a long time.

 [My father] worked for the Hacienda for many years but he 
didn’t have to fi ght against those ejidatarios. Like I said, the guys 

from the ejido of El Refugio were 
very lucky because even though 
the tractors of the Hacienda got 
in their way, they still went ahead 
and planted their crops. And they 
grew their crops the fi rst year 
and the following year, and the 
Hacienda did not hurt them. 

We still sharecropped for the 
Hacienda, because the land that 
they assigned to us was in the edge 
of the lands taken by the ejido. 
In 1971 was the last time that I 
ever worked for the Hacienda [in 
Mexico] as a sharecropper. 

Well, from the time of my 
ancestors, all the people used to work for the Hacienda, but when 
I got married, I started coming over to the United States. When I 
was over on this side, I did not work for the Hacienda but others 
did. Whenever I did not go to the United States I stayed back there 
farming.  

LIFE  AS  A  MIGRANT  WORKER

The fi rst time that I came [to the United States] I believe it was 
around the month of July in 1952. We arrived at the edge of 
the town of Harlingen, [Texas]. We could see the small town of 
Harlingen in the distance, although we didn’t go to it. We picked 
cotton; we were there only two or three weeks. Then people started 
saying that lots of immigration offi cers from California were going 
to come over and clean everything up. Then people told us to go 
back [to Mexico]. 

There was another boy younger than me, he was twelve years 
old, and the older men said that we had to get out because they 
didn’t want the Border Patrol to catch us….Upon coming back 
to Guanajuato, well…I went to work in the fi elds. The time for 
picking up the bean harvest was near and then we had to cut down 
the corn. I didn’t go back [to the United States] for a while. After 
1952 I spent some time working [back home in Mexico]. I stayed 
home, I was single, and we worked communally. It wasn’t until 
1957 that I started looking for a way to come over as a Bracero.12 
[My dad] sold some corn, well, to get the money to give me so I 
could go back to the U.S.13 

...And then we set off to Empalme, Sonora, because [in the 
Bracero Program] people were assigned to go to different places. 
Some they sent to Monterrey [Nuevo León], those who were 
going this way, those who were coming to the North they sent to 
Empalme, Sonora.14 

I remember that I arrived over there in California; I believe 
it was the seventh or eighth of September, to pick cotton. And it 
got so cold! And so hot, but I mean terribly hot! Because it was so 
humid, they irrigated the soil, and steam came out of the ground. 
And they paid us 50¢ of a dollar for...fi fty pounds, which they call a 
quintal. I worked there during September and part of October, only 
about a month and a half. 

Then they called me to work for a Japanese farmer, and we 

Visits to Mexico for Daniel included 
simple pleasures such as eating the 
produce from his fi eld.

Continued on page 67
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Several years ago the term “globalization” replaced the term “inter-
national,” conveying a more pervasive involvement in worldwide 

endeavors. Globalization identifi es a broad spectrum of intense activi-
ties that already existed within Houston’s vast commercial, cultural, 
and scientifi c communities. The Port of Houston, for instance, is one 
of the busiest seaports with access to worldwide markets. One need only 
visit the Ship Channel and count the array of national fl ags displayed 
on the stanchions of vessels arriving on a daily basis. 

Culturally, the city’s ballet, theaters, and orchestra companies enjoy 
international acclaim, and many of the performing artists within them 
are citizens or were born in countries from all the continents. Houston’s 
dancers, athletes, musicians, writers, actors, and performers bring rich 
interpretations to their acculturation and assimilation that adds to the 
region’s unique complexity.   

Nowhere is the term “globalization” more apropos than within 
Houston’s vast medical community. Treatment, research, and education 
are conducted daily by hundreds of immigrants to this country working 
in the laboratories and clinics within the city’s medical community. 
According to the public affairs offi ce of the Texas Medical Center, in 
2004 its thirteen hospitals treated 5.2 million patients, including 
10,456 from foreign countries. In the year 2004, $3.25 million was 
committed to research, as its eleven educational institutions trained 
students from all over the world.1 

In the research laboratories and clinics, epic endeavors seek solu-
tions to some of humanity’s most insidious diseases and illnesses. One 
such clinic at Baylor’s College of Medicine is located on the fi rst fl oor of 
the Neurosensory Center of The Methodist Hospital. Named after one 
of Houston’s most colorful and beloved columnists, the Maxine Mesinger 
Clinic for Multiple Sclerosis has implemented signifi cant programs in 
an atmosphere providing comprehensive treatment to patients suffering 
from Multiple Sclerosis (MS). There, a highly trained staff offers a 
spectrum of treatments for MS patients within a unique architectural 
setting that evokes the supportive elements of life—light and water. The 
Mesinger Clinic represents the vision of a man who sought to confront 
the devastation of this disease through a nurturing environment coupled 
with viable treatment and research. His name is Victor M. Rivera, MD, 
a native of Guadalajara, Mexico—an immigrant. 

While his father was still in medical school, Victor Manuel Rivera 
de Olmos was born in Guadalajara, Jalisco, one of Mexico’s greatest 
cities. Once completing his studies, the new doctor moved his family 
to the tropical city of Tamazula, Jalisco,2 which at the time was an 

important sugar cane center. The elder Dr. Rivera became the resident 
physician for the clinic that provided employees with medical care. 
In due course, the young Victor started and completed his six years of 
elementary education in Tamazula. The city had no secondary school 
(preparatoria) so he was sent to a boarding school in Guadalajara. 
When it was time for college, he studied at the National University in 
Mexico City.  

A vocation in medicine was a natural decision for him, having 
been infl uenced by his father’s career and that of a maternal aunt who 
was a neurophysiologist. “The [educational] system in Mexico was 
different,” Dr. Rivera explained. “We fi nished fi ve years of medical 
school, a one year internship, six months of social services, a thesis, and 
then one can apply to take the examinations for an MD.” 

Following this academic path, Dr. Rivera began his one-year 
internship, which was uneventful, except for one seemingly minor 
incident that occurred during a period of social unrest that pervaded 
Mexico. Dr. Rivera recalled:

In 1964, during my internship, before my medical degree, there 
was a lot of unrest among the students…Not just students, but 
campesinos, people in the railroad [unions], it was almost like a 
revolution. That was the beginning of social changes in Mexico…
because the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional)3 was in 

AN INVISIBLE PATH

An Interview with Dr. Victor M. Rivera 
by Ernesto Valdés

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Ernesto Valdés was born and raised in El Paso, Texas.  He received his BA from Trinity University in San Antonio 
in 1960 and served in the U.S. Army from 1961 to 1964.  He taught in public schools in El Paso and San Antonio and in early 1967 
moved to Houston. He then attended night school at South Texas College of Law and received his JD in 1971.  He practiced law in the 
fi elds of criminal, family, and immigration law before deciding to retire and pursue a graduate degree in history with a special interest in 
borderlands history.  

Dr. Rivera at the 2003 opening of the Maxine Mesinger Multiple 
Sclerosis Clinic.
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charge and [although] the people were kind of looking 
for a real democratic system, none existed.

Anyway, there was about 100 of us interns, and we 
were told by our supervisors that all the doctors in the 
hospital, the surgeons, the pediatricians, and the general 
medicine doctors, etc., and all the residents who were 
already graduated and working in the hospital would 
get the Christmas bonus, called an aguinaldo4 and even 
though we got a small salary, we interns, the supervisors 
implied, didn’t have any rights as other laborers in the 
country to get an aguinaldo. Everyone in the hospital 
was to get the aguinaldo except the interns. 

The supervisors tried to justify this inequity by saying that interns were 
students as opposed to workers. Dr. Rivera and his fellow students were 
outraged.  

We are also contributing too. We are on call every other night; 
we eat whatever they give us here. We wear uniforms, we sleep in 
terrible places. However, administrators were unmoved, and reiter-
ated their position, “No, no, you won’t get the aguinaldo.” 

So that made a few of us upset because it was unjust. We 
decided to strike. Eight or ten of us went to the auditorium and 
announced that we would not move until the director of the 
hospital would come personally to talk to us. Well, that never 
happened, but what did happen was that all the other interns joined 
us in the auditorium. We stayed there for two or three days and the 
nurses brought us food from the cafeteria. The authorities told us 
we were going to be in big trouble if we didn’t quit this strike. As it 
turned out, it was the fi rst strike by medical workers in the history 
of Mexico.

Instead of succumbing to authoritarian threats, the interns decided to 
intensify the effects of their strike. Smiling with a sense of satisfaction at 
this youthful rebellion, Dr. Rivera continued:

We chose to make the situation more public and some of us started 
talking to the press and radio stations. As for me, I had a car, so 
I went to different hospitals in Mexico City and other towns. I 
went as far as Guadalajara, stopping in different cities and talking 
to residents and interns to join us. Our efforts succeeded and our 
local strike became a national one that lasted about a week. Because 
of our absence, of course, the doctors, the specialists, the teaching 
instructors had to come to the hospital and take the on-call duties, 
emergency room, obstetrics, so it was a big mess. Finally what they 
did was to give us better quarters to live, new uniforms, and a little 
bit of salary increase and that satisfi ed us. 

Dr. Rivera completed his six-month social service term in Tonala, a small 
community on the outskirts of Guadalajara known for its pottery, fi gu-
rines, and other arts and crafts. What was interesting, Dr. Rivera recalled, 
was that “the factories were actually the houses of the people who live in 
the town.” During this required service, he encountered the subject of his 
required thesis, asphyxia palsy, a type of cerebral palsy, that was a common 
infi rmity in the area due to limited obstetrical facilities. 

Finally, with degree in hand, the young medico eagerly began to apply 
for residency, which inexplicably became three months of frustration 
when all his applications were being rejected for no apparent reason. He 
had good grades, excellent letters of recommendation, plus inside support 
from his father who by then was the Director of the National Services 

of the Sugar Cane Workers. Nevertheless, disillusionment 
continued. 

Finally, I was told I was on the black list of the govern-
ment because of my participation in the strike a 
few years before. It was the administration of Luis 
Echeverria, the same man who allegedly had given the 
order to shoot the rioting students about three years 
after our strike.

So now I looked at my future in Mexico and saw 
there was no future, except, perhaps, as a training physi-
cian or to have a practice in a remote village, but neither 
of these choices were part of my plan. My friends who 

had spent time in the States were very eager to do their training here 
but I certainly had not planned on coming to the United States; I 
had never been to the States at all. However, for the fun of it I took 
the tests given by the American Medical Association for interna-
tional students and doctors who wanted to continue their training 
in the United States. I took the test with them, and I passed it while 
many of them did not. Still, I had no idea how much that certifi cate 
meant. I just thought to myself, well, that’s nice. 

In reality that certifi cate meant that I could apply to any 
hospital in the United States that had an opening for a resident. 
As it turned out there were many openings because so many 
[American] doctors had gone to Vietnam and all hospitals needed 
interns. I applied to two or three and got replies from all of them 
—Methodist here in Houston, Western Reserve in Cleveland, and 
one in Connecticut associated with Yale University. 

Laughing, he explained his choice, “I chose the latter, not because of the 
name but because they paid more.”

A problem most immigrants encounter when traveling to a foreign 
country is the language. Dr. Rivera revealed, “I knew I was going to New 
England…but I had never spoken English. I knew some phrases, just 
enough for basics. The reason I passed those tests was because I was able to 
read English well, but that’s it.” 

In learning a second language, one relies heavily on phonetics; this 
can be a double-edged sword because phonetics does not differentiate the 
words. In Dr. Rivera’s case, he repeatedly heard the introductory phrase to 
a sentence, “First of all…,” which his mental tape-recorder incorporated 
into his growing English vocabulary. In a perfect world he would have 
repeated those same words, but instead, what came out was “Percival.” 
No one knows how many perplexed or bemused minds mulled over his use 
of that introduction, but some kind soul fi nally brought it to his attention 
and he made the appropriate corrections. 

The trip to Connecticut was anything but uneventful. Another miscom-
munication caused Rivera to take a taxi cab all the way from Boston to 
his new home in Manchester, Connecticut. 

When I arrived at the hospital in a taxi cab from Boston, they 
were very impressed and the word spread quickly among the staff 
that the new intern from Mexico City was a pretty rich guy who 
could afford to ride a cab all the way from Boston. Once the 
truth emerged about my economic dilemma I was escorted to my 
apartment across the street from the hospital and given some cash 
money for groceries. I think the auxiliary ladies wanted to be sure I 
was OK.

Once the staff got their new intern fed and roomed, he was informed that 
he was on-call for that evening. 

A young Victor
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And I said, “OK, where do I sleep?” 
They told me, “You stay in your apartment across the street 

and we’ll call you if and when we need you.” That night I was very 
nervous, you know, I was watching the phone, praying it wouldn’t 
ring. It rang sometime in the middle of the night and it was a nurse 
from the intensive care unit. “Dr. Rivera?” she inquired.

“Yes, may I help you?” I read from my Spanish-English 
dictionary.   

“You have to come over to the ICU to take a look at Mr. 
Smith.”

So I went over to look at Mr. Smith and was given his back-
ground. “Mr. Smith,” the nurse informed me, “has been sick for 
quite awhile and fi nally today he quit breathing, there is no heart-
beat, no blood pressure.” I looked over at the patient and confi rmed 
that he was dead. So I asked, “What do you want me to do?”

“You have to pronounce him.”
I didn’t understand what she meant, but not wanting to seem 

rude on my fi rst day, I took her request literally and in my best 
Spanish-accented English, I pronounced “Meeester Smeeeth.” 
The nurse was trying very hard not to laugh at me. She said, “No, 
no. You write on the chart (she hand motioned), this is the time, 
the date, the hour, and you write here that you were called by the 
nurse and that the patient had no pulse, and that’s it. That’s what 
pronouncing a patient means.”

I let her know I understood, I wrote in the necessary informa-
tion, and I turned to return to my apartment. “Now you have to call 
the wife,” she informed me. 

“I have trouble speaking to people on the phone,” I declared.
“It’s hospital policy. You have to do it. Don’t worry, we will be 

here with you,” she assured me. Informing families of a relative’s 
death is a delicate matter under the best of circumstances. The sensi-
tivity of the moment calls for sympathy, compassion, and gentle 
language. 

At 2:00 in the morning, I called the wife and when she 
answered I said, “Mrs. Smeeeth, this is Dr. Rivera calling you from 
the hospital.”

“Oh, you’re calling about my husband.”
“Yes.”
“I know, I know, he’s gone.”
“No, no, no, he didn’t go anywhere, he’s still here…but 

he’s dead.”

After a year in Manchester, Dr. Rivera traveled to Wayne State University 
in Detroit, Michigan, from 1967 to 1969 to pursue neurology. The fi rst 
year was spent in a rotating internship where his social service experience 
in Mexico made him especially helpful in obstetrics. Those years, however, 
were marked by civil unrest in the United States. 

The experience there was phenomenal, because there were riots 
and great violence. There were fi res and snipers of such intensity 
that I had to stay in the Detroit General Hospital during one week 
straight taking care of wounded people. It was like a war. It was 
terrible, day and night.

This was the only unusual experience in Detroit; otherwise it 
was a very smooth training process until June or July when it was 
announced by the chief of service, Dr. John S. Meyer, that he was 
moving to Houston to develop a neurology department at Baylor 
College of Medicine. It was a shock to the medical community of 
Detroit that the chief, a prominent neurologist, a person of great 

importance to the medical school, was leaving. 
He called me into his offi ce and told me he wanted me to come 

with him to Houston. He had a broad vision of what he wanted to 
establish in Houston and he felt I would be a good addition to his 
team in Texas because I was bilingual. I was senior resident by then, 
fi nishing my third year, but I accepted his offer and came to Baylor 
with him in September 1969.

Houston, Dr. Meyer envisioned, was becoming an international referral 
place. That is, doctors and hospitals from around the world were refer-
ring patients to the Texas Medical Center (TMC). Moreover, with its 
proximity to Latin America and in view of the large Latin and Mexican 
American community in Texas, he foresaw a future need for hospitals to 
provide bilingual personnel.  

I told him I was planning to return to Mexico after my resi-
dency in June 1970. An amnesty by the new president of Mexico 
had cleared my record so I could return to my country, teachers, and 
friends. Dr. Meyer said, “Finish your residency with me in Houston 
and then you can return to Mexico.” But then the following April 
something unexpected happened—the physician Dr. Meyer had 
hired to be Chief of Neurology Services at Ben Taub Hospital all 
of a sudden quit. So Dr. Meyer called me in and said, “I have no 
choice but to put you in charge of Ben Taub Hospital, Chief of 
Neurology.” 

“But,” I reminded him, “I haven’t fi nished my residency.”
“Well, you just fi nished your residency right now and you are 

to be called the Chief of Neurology and you’ll be taking care of Ben 
Taub.” There were already 
two or three residents that 
had just joined our new 
service and we took care of 
neurological emergencies 
like strokes, epilepsy, and 
new clinics for the indigent 
had been developed. It was a 
challenging position but we 
met the challenge. In seeking 
ideas to make that depart-
ment function, I attended 
meetings of the executive 
committee although I had no 
idea about anything. 

Dr. Rivera humorously recalled 
his fi rst encounter with the 
process Americans use for 
conducting business meet-
ings. “In my fi rst executive 
committee meeting was the fi rst 
time I heard of Robert’s Rules of 
Order —in Mexico they don’t 
believe in that type of order. There, the loudest voice gets the fl oor. But 
it was a fascinating experience, I was sitting there with men who were 
twice my age, but they looked at me with affection and protected me; I 
learned many things in those days.” He remained as chief until 1975, 
while continuing to work at Methodist Hospital.

In 1975, signifi cant changes took place in the administration of the 
department at Ben Taub that forced Dr. Rivera’s mentor, Dr. Meyer, to 

Rivera left Detroit behind and came to 
Houston. He immediately purchased 
his fi rst pair of cowboy boots, proudly 
displayed here.
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leave. It became a pivotal point in his young career. He decided to resign 
from the full time position at Baylor but chose to remain as a volun-
tary member of the faculty at Baylor, although it did not offer tenure or 
compensation. What followed were decades of volunteer instruction that 
manifested his love of teaching. 

In addition to Baylor, Dr. Rivera taught neurology classes at Texas 
Women’s University (TWU) for decades, educating thousands of nurses 
who became occupational and physical therapists. These nurses now prac-
tice throughout Houston, the state of Texas, across the nation, and in 
scores of foreign countries. If these statistics are not impressive enough, the 
fact that he embarked on this endeavor voluntarily should be. 

Together with a group of other doctors, he entered into private practice 
in an offi ce located in Plaza de Oro. After three years, he moved into 
Scurlock Towers, where he remained for thirteen years. 

I continued clinical research and teaching medical students 
from Scotland, Germany, Russia, but the majority was from Latin 
America, particularly Mexico. Venezuela had a beautiful fellowship 
program that paid young physicians to go anywhere they could get a 
position. So I had three or four doctors from Venezuela that came to 
be with me for awhile. 

His ongoing clinical research and the gentle push from his mentor inspired 
him to focus on multiple sclerosis. 

Dr. Meyer was an internationally renowned stroke expert and 
he had a funny way of encouraging people. One day when we were 
making rounds just after we arrived from Michigan he told me, 
“You know, you’re going to be helping me develop the teaching 
program so you should start thinking about going into a fi eld you 
can do something about, like I have in stroke. Why don’t you start 
getting into MS?” 

Having studied medicine in Mexico, I never knew anything 
about that fi eld of medicine. I thought it was a fascinating disease 
even though there was little knowledge and no good treatment at 
that time. So I started reading and communicating with experts by 
phone and mail. Gradually I started developing ideas about new 
possibilities of treatment particularly from European ideas since they 
were the forerunners of MS research—there was good reason for 
that disparity. 

MS was a European disease and at that time, they [Europeans] 
were more aggressive in treatments because they didn’t have to deal 
with FDA whereas American medicine has always been a little bit 

behind, not now perhaps, but certainly back then because there was 
a great concern about FDA and lawyers.

As his private research and study of MS continued, Dr. Rivera became 
involved in two dramatic events. Conversations with one of his students 
from the Rio Grande Valley of Texas told him about children who were 
called “The Mallory Kids,” named after the Mallory auto battery plant 
in the Valley. Dr. Rivera related:

Birth defects had become an epidemic because women who 
worked in the plant and who became pregnant after they left the 
plant were birthing children with very unusual features. They 
included mental retardation, seizures, polydactilia (extra fi ngers 
or toes), and several facial peculiarities such as a narrow face and 
the hair had a strange texture and consistency. However, I didn’t 
have the means to prove that the problems stemmed from any 
toxic material in the plant. But, I examined close to 100 kids and 
prepared a paper for a platform presentation in one of the meetings 
of the American Academy of Neurology. The paper was accepted 
but before I was able to fi nish, a class action suit was fi led against 
Mallory. I was encouraged to persist in the study by some colleagues, 
but I was doing this on my own without any outside funding and 
I didn’t have the means to continue and besides, the company no 
longer existed.

Another event in which Dr. Rivera made a major contribution 
occurred on April 22, 1992, when gasoline from a PEMEX6 refi nery 
in Guadalajara leaked into a sewer line and ignited, causing a series of 
devastating explosions that left twenty city blocks of death and destruc-
tion. Reporter Peter Eisner of Newsday reported that some 200 people 
had been killed, 1,500 injured, 1,000 dwellings were destroyed, and 
15,000 people were left homeless.7 

The General Counsel of Mexico in Houston at that time contacted 
Dr. Rivera and two other Houston physicians, Dr. Jorge Guerrero and 
Dr. Marcos Calderon, requesting their assistance in handling the many 
injuries caused by the explosions. “In less than 24 hours we had organized 
a campaign to get medicines, supplies, and a plane [to Guadalajara]. 
Accompanying us was Houston’s Fire Chief Eddie Corral who took along 
two of his experts in gas explosions. I was very impressed by this gesture.” 

Throughout this period of the doctor’s career, the challenge of MS was 
ever-present. The ideas that had formulated from his reading and inde-
pendent research began to interweave themselves into a meaningful model 
for treatment. 

I returned to Baylor full-time as a faculty member in 1993 and 
I was rapidly promoted to full professor. I then formulated the idea 
of organizing and realigning the MS services provided by the medical 
school and Methodist Hospital into a single cohesive unit. I regis-
tered this endeavor as Baylor International MS Center, which became 
the fi rst truly MS center in Texas. It functioned from my offi ces at 
Scurlock with the concept of a “center without walls.” That is, if 
I needed to send a patient to a psychologist, I had all the contacts 
and mechanisms to do that rapidly. Later, it was apparent that MS 
was a disease that required other disciplines that could be provided 
by an integrated clinic. In the meantime, our Baylor International 
MS Center was inaugurated in 1996 and became affi liated with the 
consortium of MS centers under the National MS Society. 

I received a letter, which I read at the inauguration from the 
founder of the National MS Society, Mrs. Silvia Lawry. She is a 

In addition to Rivera’s work as a physician and researcher, he was a dedicated 
teacher, welcoming medical students from Latin America to study under him.   
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beautiful lady in her late eighties from New York who founded 
the MS Society in 1946. She was very kind to me; she was the one 
who inspired me to move into Latin America for MS. By that time, 
Maxine Mesinger was already my patient and had decided to go 
public with her condition. During this era, the idea of an integrated 
unit seemed to become an attainable goal. I did think that one day 
I’d get a scholarship or a chair in the name of Maxine Mesinger. 
Then two years after she died, people started thinking it would be a 
good idea to honor her by developing a clinic. 

The efforts to raise the necessary funds were successful 
and the Baylor International MS Center was renamed 
Maxine Mesinger MS Clinic, which opened its doors 
on September 9, 2003. The literature of the clinic’s 
services include evaluation and treatments followed 
by an array of supportive treatments correlated with 
medications, therapies, acquisition of rehabilitation 
equipment, psychological counseling, social services, 
and training/retraining programs. A staff member 
trained and experienced in each discipline provides 
a service within the clinic’s atmosphere. 

Dr. Rivera explained:

Statistically, women are particularly prone 
to MS and as a result they acquire severe phys-
ical disabilities and profound inconvenience. 
Thus the routine care and examination they 
need as women are limited or diffi cult to access 
because of the need for transportation to other 
offi ces or because most doctor’s offi ces are not 
equipped to examine MS victims, particularly 
gynecologists. In our clinic, we have a specially 
designed chair that can be converted into a GYN examining table 
for a woman who is wheelchair bound or suffers from severe 
spasticity in her legs. So obviously, when a medical facility has a 
female paralyzed with MS, special equipment-trained personnel 
are needed. This clinic provides these services under a well-woman 
concept of examinations and treatment. 

The concept of a singular center dedicated specifi cally to MS patients is 
enhanced by the architectural design of the offi ce where color, light, and 
texture provide an atmosphere of comfort and reassurance. After confer-
ring with MS patients, the architects that designed the clinic explain, 
“We talked about creating a restful, healing environment, that would 
create that environment,” said Linda Bishop, vice president and director 
of design for interiors at FKP Architects. “We decided to focus on the 
healing powers of light and water.” In their own words, they “designed 
a modern space featuring soft curves and elements evoking the fl ow of 
water and power of light. Rippled glass in the curved wall at the main 
entrance sets the tone for the clinic. Inside, the circular reception area 
is paneled in maple and carpeted in sage green. A domed ceiling bathes 
the reception area in soft blue light. Special fi nishes include hand-made 
paper, silk wall coverings, and glass mosaic tiles. The patients and their 
families also requested fl exibility in the seating arrangements so those 
who are wheelchair bound could be seated with their families. Custom 
back cushions were specially designed to help patients with muscle control 
problems sit upright.” 

The clinic, to be sure, fulfi lled the intentions of Dr. Rivera’s concept of a 
unifi ed venue that would provide the required services with the added 
dimension of stimulating the patients’ sense of hope derived by appealing 
to the unconscious comfort humans derive through their senses of sight, 
sound, and touch. 

For Dr. Rivera, research continues to be the focus: 

Scientists do basic research on a very important molecular level 
in the laboratories located on the third fl oor of this building in addi-
tion to our clinical research. We have about ten different clinical 

trials of new treatments to approach the disease. 
So we are constantly doing something. 

I just fi nished a study of MS on Mexican 
Americans that is going to be published soon. 
The ethnicity slant has a defi nite effect because 
MS is more prevalent among Caucasian 
women. In the United States and Europe 
the ratio between women and men is 2 to 1. 
However, we now see a tremendous surge in 
MS among Latinas in Latin America and the 
United States, including Latino children. The 
ratio among Latinos is 4 to 1, four Latino 
women to one man. These ratios are gender- 
and ethnic-specifi c: that is, two Caucasian 
women to one Caucasian man; four Latino 
women to one Latino man. Why this happens 
is genetic.

All of us have a tissue type in the same way 
we have a blood type, but the tissue type can 
be similar or identical within groups of people. 
It is referred to as HLA-type (human leukocyte 

antibodies). For reasons yet undetected, chances are that in South 
Texas all of them [Latino women] have the same HLA-type. On the 
other hand, northern Europeans, Scandinavians, and Anglo-Saxons 
share an HLA-type that favors the development of MS. How that 
HLA type reached Latinos is a fascinating situation because most 
likely it came from those European groups of moving to America 
and introduced the gene into Native Americans through mestizaje 
and mulataje.8 Of particular interest is how the distinct history of 
the Americas is refl ected in this genetic mystery. The mestizo is a 
new racial group of only 500 years compared to Scandinavians, 
Anglos, Latins, and Africans who have been a group for thousands 
of years but the mestizos, Latin Americans, we are a young presenta-
tion in the world as are the mulattoes.

How inconsequential it must have seemed to that anonymous Mexican 
offi cial who summarily added the name of the young radical medical 
student to a black list that forced him to come to the United States. But 
Mexico’s loss proved to be Houston’s gain. Dr. Rivera’s scientifi c contri-
butions highlight the value of immigrants to our country and to all 
humanity, because his discoveries and developments are shared with the 
world. Whether his body of research and knowledge could have been 
accomplished in Mexico is questionable. The fact that it happened in this 
country illustrates the lasting benefi ts of a free society.   

Dr. Rivera with Mexican actor and comedian 
Mario Moreno “Cantinfl as” in 1992, a few 
months before Moreno passed away. Following 
the tragic PEMEX refi nery explosion in 
Guadalajara, both Rivera and Moreno worked 
to raise funds in the aftermath of that disaster. 
Houston’s fi re chief also became involved, 
sending experts in gas-related explosions down 
to Mexico.  
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Reconstruction after the Civil War brought far-reaching changes to 
Houston. A wave of migrants entered the city after the war. The 

population of Harris County almost doubled between 1860 and 
1870, surging from about 9,000 to 17,000. In the same period, the 
county’s black population increased from approximately 2,000 to 
6,500. Most of these new migrants were freed slaves who came to 
Houston seeking separation from their former owners, an alternative 
to agricultural labor, and information about long lost relatives.1  

After the war, the Houston area thus faced the dual challenges 
of adjusting to the defeat of the Confederacy and to the end of 
slavery. As word of emancipation spread, many of the freedmen 
set out on foot for Houston from neighboring plantations. One 
observer at the time noted: “They travel mostly on foot, bearing 
heavy burdens of clothing, blankets, etc., on their heads—a long 
and weary journey, they arrive tired, foot sore, and hungry.”2 Upon 
arrival, they found an openly hostile city unprepared for their pres-
ence. Cut loose from their former lives as forced agricultural labor 
without basic political or human rights, they faced the daunting task 
of building new lives as free citizens.

National and state politics shaped the future of the freed slaves 
in Houston and throughout the South. More than four million 
slaves had been freed, with about 250,000 of those in Texas. 
Reconstruction raised highly contested issues that touched all phases 
of life in the South. Often submerged under the volatile politics of 
Reconstruction was a fundamental question facing the nation: what 
should be done to give the former slaves at least a fi ghting chance to 
become equal participants in the life of the nation? In Houston as 
throughout much of the South, the federal government addressed 
this question for a time by establishing schools for the freedmen and 
securing their voting rights. Until the national politics of “reconcili-
ation” and “redemption” ended these federal programs in the 1870s, 
they made a measure of progress in helping freedmen begin to make 
the fundamental transformation from slavery to freedom.  

HOUSTON UNDER MILITARY GOVERNANCE 
At war’s end, the victorious Union troops occupied the South. The 
presence of these troops stirred the resentment of many former 
Confederates, creating tensions between the occupiers and the occu-
pied. The army served as law enforcement, and military offi cers, 
appointed state and city offi cials, and federal standards of loyalty 
severely limited the number of white Texans who could vote or hold 
offi ce. Thus, non-Southern born individuals and African Americans 

briefl y held sway in Texas and Houston politics. White resentment 
and open resistance resulted, creating strong opposition to many 
of the government policies aimed at helping the recently displaced 
freedman.

Houston indirectly came under the command of General 
Philip H. Sheridan who sympathized more with freedmen than 
Confederates. The general had little fondness for white Texans and 
did them no favors. Sheridan once commented that if he owned 
Texas and Hell, he would rent Texas and move to Hell. On May 
29, 1865, Sheridan took charge of the Fifth Military District that 
included Louisiana and Texas. That same day, Confederate General 
Kirby Smith and his troops arrived in Houston. He disbanded his 
men and communicated to Union Colonel William Sprague that 
the state was ready for the arrival of Union forces. Sheridan then 
ordered 1,800 men under General Gordon Granger to occupy 
Galveston and soon after Houston.3 Due to a lack of violence, 
Union troops fully occupied Houston for only six months.4 

On June 19, 1865, General Granger offi cially declared all Texas 
slaves free. This emancipation pronouncement began the Juneteenth 
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celebration that continues today and is the longest running emanci-
pation celebration. Yet most white Texans did not agree as to how or 
when slavery would cease. Articles in three different Texas newspa-
pers at about this time illustrated these confl icting sentiments. The 
Texas Republican (Marshall) pronounced slavery would exist for ten 
more years. Charles DeMorse, the editor of the Clarksville Northern 
Standard thought gradual emancipation would occur. The Houston 
Tri-Weekly Telegraph stated the federal government would still allow 
some forced labor.5 As 
black fi eld hands came 
into the Bayou City, the 
same paper expressed 
fear that the “ignorant 
race” would overrun 
and devastate Houston 
economically.6  

Also in June, 
President Andrew 
Johnson appointed 
Texan Andrew J. 
Hamilton to serve as 
the state’s governor 
under Reconstruction. 
Hamilton was a lawyer, 
politician, and Unionist 
who left the state 
during the Civil War. 
Upon returning from 
the North, he entered a 
state still suffering from 
military defeat and 
just experiencing black 
freedom. The unpopular 
Hamilton thus had a small, mostly black constituency that did not 
yet have the right to vote. His primary support came from Union 
troops.7

In a Houston speech, Hamilton boldly recommended that 
freedmen receive the right to vote. He thundered, “No fowler 
[sic] slander was ever uttered than that this is and was intended 
to be a White man’s Gov’t[.] It is and was intended to be a free 
man’s Gov’t[.]” The interim governor’s support for black suffrage 
aligned him with Radical Republicans who supported black rights. 
Radical Republicans earned the name “radical” due to their support 
for African Americans. Southerners derisively called Radicals, 
Carpetbaggers or Scalawags. Northerners living in the former 
Confederacy were called Carpetbaggers. Southern Republicans 
were called Scalawags, as was Hamilton’s case.8 Hamilton’s choice of 
Houston to make such a bold statement refl ected the city’s relatively 
moderate stance on Reconstruction and the city’s large black popu-
lation that grew daily.9

Houston formed the center of the Republican Party’s political 
activism during Reconstruction. In July 1867, Houston served as 
the location for the state’s fi rst Republican convention. The 170 
delegates, 150 of whom were black, elected Governor E. M. Pease 
as the leader of the convention. The delegates encouraged regis-
tering voters. With many freedmen serving as registrars, the project 
succeeded in getting nearly 50,000 freedmen registered. During 
Reconstruction, African Americans comprised about 90 percent 

of the Republican Party’s membership and forty-four African 
Americans served in the Texas legislature during the period.10 
The convention wanted to expand the role of the Union Leagues 
around the state. Houston had formed a Union League quickly after 
the war, but it was made up of mainly whites. The delegates also 
endorsed public schools and using public lands for homesteads for 
blacks and whites alike.11

Two months after Juneteenth, on August 20, 1865, President 
Johnson offi cially 
declared the Civil War 
over.12 However, his 
almost indulgent plans 
for allowing former 
Confederate states to 
re-enter the Union led 
to political confl ict 
over how these states 
would be readmitted 
and how freedmen 
would be treated.

With Congress in 
recess, Johnson initi-
ated a lenient plan 
for Reconstruction 
or “restoration,” as 
he termed it. The 
president asked 
seceding states to 
hold conventions to 
approve abolition and 
loyalty for voting. He 
required no stipulation 
for freedmen’s rights 

outside emancipation. Each former Confederate state held a conven-
tion and under Johnson’s plan was readmitted to the Union, but not 
a single state convention bequeathed civil rights to the freedmen 
and many limited them with Black Codes, which placed various 
restrictions on freedmen from where they could travel to prohib-
iting them from sitting on juries. In Texas, an all-white convention 
dominated by former Confederate leaders drew up a new state 
constitution in early 1866. The president of the convention, James 
W. Throckmorton, a Unionist turned Confederate supporter, was 
then elected governor under the new constitution. 

Under Johnson’s plan, Governor Hamilton could not halt 
restoration that came to fruition through the Texas Democratic 
Party’s resurgence. Congress did not agree with Johnson’s lenient 
restoration policy that allowed former Confederate states to reenter 
the Union without securing black political or even civil rights. 
When Congress reconvened in December 1865, they created a joint 
committee to study Reconstruction. In a nearly unanimous vote, 
they derailed Johnson’s restoration plan by refusing to seat those 
elected by the former Confederate states. Southern representatives 
turned away included nine Confederate congressmen, seven state 
offi cials, four generals, four colonels, and Vice-President Alexander 
Stephens. The non-recognition infuriated the president, but set the 
stage for Congressionally controlled Reconstruction.13 

Congress would not allow the seceded states back in the Union 
without some guarantee of black political and civil rights and assur-

Throughout the decades after emancipation, up until present day, Houston residents celebrated 
Juneteenth by participating in parades, even elaborately decorating buggies, as seen in this turn of 
the century photograph.
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ance that slavery had ended. Until these were met, unreconstructed 
states could not gain representation in the federal government or full 
control of local governments. The shift from executive to legislative 
control marked the beginning of Radical Reconstruction. Passing 
over Johnson’s veto, the Reconstruction Act of March 1867 brought 
military rule to Texas and the rest of the seceding states, except 
Tennessee.14

In August 1867, President Johnson responded with measures to 
curtail the activities of the Radicals. The president removed General 
Sheridan from command for being too aggressive in enforcing 
Reconstruction laws and named General Winfi eld Scott Hancock, a 
Democrat, to replace him. Hancock proved much less sympathetic 
towards freedmen.15 This lessened Radical power in Texas until the 
election of Ulysses S. Grant to the presidency.

MEASURES TO ASSIST THE FREEDMEN
The most signifi cant sign of Union intervention in the South came 
in the form of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned 
Lands, better known as the Freedmen’s Bureau. Established in 1865 
and run by the army, the Bureau was the fi rst major federal relief 
agency. General O. O. Howard served as the only commissioner of 
the Freedmen’s Bureau and had gained the nickname the “Christian 
General” for his deep religious faith and reputation as a friend to 
freedmen during the Civil War. Presbyterian minister James Burke 
of Houston wrote about Howard, “You are well known throughout 
the land as the special friend and benefactor of the colored race.”16

Charged with many hard tasks, Howard and the Bureau 
took responsibility for everything from labor contracts, pension 
payments, and rations, to education and marriage. Famed historian 
W. E. B. DuBois wrote that the Bureau served “as one of the most 
singular and interesting 
of the attempts made by 
a great nation to grapple 
with vast problems of 
race and social condi-
tion.”17 In Houston, 
the Bureau served many 
purposes including 
passing out rations, 
establishing hospitals, 
opening schools, getting 
crops to market, and 
assuring the end of 
slavery.18

Largely due to 
white racism and limited 
resources, fulfi lling the 
Bureau’s mission in such 
a large state proved diffi -
cult if not impossible. 
In 1866, thirty-one sub-
assistant commissioners 
occupied thirty of the 122 Texas counties. Assistant Commissioner 
J. B. Kiddoo petitioned Howard for more military offi cers, but was 
not successful in enlarging the Bureau’s operations.19 At its peak 
in 1867, the Bureau had a mere fi fty-fi ve agents to cover Texas’ 
29,000 square miles.20

White Texans and Houstonians resented the change brought 

on by emancipation, federal troops, and the activities of the Bureau. 
Bureau inspector, General William Strong visited Texas and reported 
to the New York Herald in January 1866 that the white population 
was unreceptive, local government did not have control, and general 
mayhem and hunger infi ltrated both white and black populations.21 
In September 1867, the state’s Bureau commissioner wrote, “The 
majority of the inhabitants of this state are as hostile today as they 
were in 62+3 [sic].”22

Many white Texans responded to Bureau policies with violence. 
From 1865 to 1868, white Texans committed over 1,500 acts of 
violence against freedmen, including the murder of 350 blacks. 
Those that attempted to reestablish white supremacy and force 
blacks back into virtual slavery committed nearly all the atrocities. A 
report by Freedmen’s Bureau inspectors in Houston said, “The State 
[Texas] is utterly unmanageable for bureau purposes. Its vast extent 
places it beyond the reach of any ordinary mechanism of centralized 
government.”23 General J. J. Reynolds told the commissioner of the 
Bureau not to send women missionaries to educate the freedmen 
in Texas because he could not protect them against “outrage or 
insults.”24 

Strong white resistance to Reconstruction policies led General 
of the Army Ulysses S. Grant to believe Texas was in revolt. He 
requested and received the ability to re-impose martial law in the 
state.25 Congress and martial force did succeed in eliminating the 
state’s Black Codes, providing a measure of safety for freedmen, but 
was a far cry from total security for African Americans.26 So antago-
nistic were whites that Commissioner Howard sent the intrepid 
General Edgar M. Gregory to take control of the situation in Texas. 
He described Gregory as “so fearless of opposition or danger that 
I sent him to Texas, which seemed at time of his appointment to 

be the post of greatest 
peril.”27  

Specifi cally, labor 
tensions created most of 
the turmoil in Texas and 
Houston involving the 
Bureau. The common 
misconception that 
freedmen would not 
work unless they were 
forced to played a large 
part in the friction over 
labor. Another source 
of tension involved 
the mistreatment of 
employees (mostly 
freedmen) by employers 
(mostly whites). In 
General Howard’s 1868 
tour of Texas, he met a 
former slaveholder who 
refused to pay freedmen 

and accused the former slaves of not being willing to work. The 
commissioner pointed out many examples of successes. The man 
seemed swayed, but fi nished by saying “he believed he was too 
old for the new fangled notion of free labor!”28 There were even 
proposals in Texas to carve out a territory in the western part of 
the state for the freedmen. The plan never came into culmina-

Houston Independent School District was segregated from its beginning. By 1871, a separate 
school existed for black children in each ward. The Gregory School, seen here in 1931, was 
built in the Fourth Ward and named after General Gregory for the work he did on behalf of 
freedmen while he was assistant commissioner of the Freedmen’s Bureau for the Texas area.



The Houston Review...Volume 3, Number 1 page 43

tion, but a Houston paper sarcastically 
stated that the plan would “completely 
eliminate the Negro problem” as the 
Comanche and Apache would see to.29

The Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph 
believed emancipation would require 
the state to import white labor.30 The 
labor pool shrank because of racism 
and violence, but came mostly 
due to African American 
women’s desire to stay 
home to raise their children 
who now had the opportu-
nity to attend school, thus 
further shrinking the labor 
supply. General Howard 
refused to send black labor 
to Texas, “I am very hesitant 
to encourage negroes [sic] 
to go to Texas, as long as it is 
reported that they are killed 
and outraged, and have so little show of justice.”31 A Bureau agent 
confi rmed Howard’s fears by noting state laws backed the planters’ 
abuse of black employees.32 

A system of contracts developed by the Freedmen’s Bureau 
sought to guarantee fair labor conditions for African Americans. 
With the approval of Bureau agents, freedmen and their employers 
signed contracts to guarantee fair remuneration for work. Contracts 
also assured that freedmen had gainful employment and that they 
were not reliant on government subsidy.33  To protect the freedmen, 
Howard ordered that blacks be allowed to choose their employers, 
prohibited overseers, and assured that “the unity of families…will 
be carefully guarded.”34  In addition, he instructed, “Wages had 
better be secured by a lien on the crops of land.” Working mostly 
from Houston, General Gregory promoted the contract system 
to freedmen after dismissing the common rumor that they would 
receive land from the government.35 

Accustomed to slavery, white plantation owners opposed the 
contract system’s regulations and restrictions. Southern sympathizer 
Andrew Johnson responded to complaints by planters against 
Gregory by relieving him in April 1866. In response, Howard 
commended Gregory for his support of the freedmen and reassigned 
him as an inspector for the Bureau in Galveston.36  

During Reconstruction, many goods shipped to Houston 
did not have proof that contracts were used. The documentation 
assured that free and not slave labor had produced the goods. Brevet 
Lieutenant Colonel Jacob C. DeGress of the Sixth Missouri Cavalry 
served as the provost marshal of the Eastern District that included 
Houston. A Prussian-born offi cer who spoke English with a heavy 
accent, DeGress made Texas his home. He married a Texan, served 
Texas as a Bureau agent, and became the fi rst state superintendent of 
public education. 

The colonel supported freedmen and strictly enforced the 
contract system. Before DeGress arrived in Houston, farmers 
consistently tricked blacks out of payment and when the freedmen 
came to the city to bring their disputes before Bureau agents, local 
law enforcement offi cials regularly arrested them for vagrancy. 
Once arrested, these freedmen were often unfairly put to work on 

public projects.37 
DeGress had no qualms 

about siding with African 
Americans and protecting 
them from unlawful 
contracts. He estimated that 
without Bureau contracts, 
two-thirds of the freedmen 
would be cheated. Unlike his 
weak predecessor, DeGress 
confi scated crops of farmers 
who did not have the proper 
paperwork to show that their 
harvests had been produced 
under contract labor. The 
white merchants, planters, 
and shippers grew quite upset 
and argued they were going 
out of business. DeGress did 

not seem to care, “I am 
cursed and abused...(not 

to my face I can assure you) and all I can say is, I am proud to 
have their ill will.” DeGress succeeded. After a few months, he 
announced that shipments to Houston had the proper documenta-
tion to verify the freedmen obtained payment.38 

The Bureau held other roles in the city. Until October 1, 1866, 
it issued food rations to black and white Houstonians. The orga-
nization also established a freedmen’s hospital, which it gave back 
to the city in 1867.39  DeGress protected Houston freedmen from 
unfair prosecution, but in 1868, suffered the same fate as Sheridan. 
President Johnson dismissed offi cers he thought were too supportive 
of the freedmen. The divisions over Reconstruction included, but 
went well beyond Houston.40

SELF HELP AND COMMUNITY BUILDING UNDER 
THE FREEDMEN’S BUREAU
As such political confl icts continued, African Americans from 
surrounding areas poured into Houston, settling in and around 
the Third, Fourth, and Fifth Wards. Not waiting for others to 
solve their problems, black migrants to these areas looked to build 
communities in which they could help themselves. The Fourth 
Ward, also known as Freedman’s Town, became Houston’s most 
active African American neighborhood. It was the location of the 
fi rst black churches, schools, and political organizations.41 As early as 
1866, Houston freedmen had built 150 houses and three churches, 
bought a hundred lots, and began depositing money in the state’s 
only branch of the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust. In 1872, the black 
community led by Reverend Jack Yates purchased the still-in-exis-
tence ten-acre Emancipation Park at Elgin and Dowling streets to 
hold Juneteenth celebrations. Freedmen also established a Mutual 
Aid Society and even a Colored Men’s Baseball Club.42

Yates served as pastor of downtown’s Antioch Baptist Church, 
a national historic landmark, which freedmen founded in 1868. 
The Reverend and his congregation worked with Bureau offi cials to 
construct freedmen’s schools as well.43 

With the aid of the Freedmen’s Bureau, black education made 
great strides in the Bayou City. The establishment of freedmen’s 

Voter registration form signed by Rev. Jack Yates in 1872 
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The City of Houston had a humble 
beginning as the Allen brothers, two 

entrepreneurs willing to pedal land, began 
selling plots near the Texas coast that many 
considered worthless in 1836. Although 
it initially struggled, bountiful opportu-
nities—such as the building of the Port 
of Houston, the explosion of the space 
industry, and the liberal concentration of 
natural oil and gas reserves—presented 
individuals with the potential for personal 
and fi nancial advancement and soon 
Houston was transformed from a small 
frontier town into a thriving metropolis. 

While these well-recognized factors 
undoubtedly sparked a massive upsurge in 
the city’s population, another more low-key 
factor quietly drew in new faces and under-
pinned its foundation. Sports programs, 
both on the amateur and professional levels, 
have enticed athletes to the area with the 
promise of athletic glory since the late 19th 
century. The Red Stockings, a minor league 
baseball team, settled in Houston in 1888 
and although the team folded quickly after 
its inception, the athletic tradition it estab-
lished did not. From that point forward, 
Houston has supported a continuous 
stream of athletic franchises ranging from 
baseball’s Colt .45’s and Astros to the 
American Basketball Association’s Houston 
Mavericks and National Basketball 
Association’s Houston Rockets, to the 
National Football League’s Houston Oilers 
and their successor, the Texans. In addi-
tion to professional athletics, the 
two major Houston universities, 
the University of Houston and Rice 
University, have fi elded teams since 
1946 and 1914 respectively. Through 
these various programs, professional 
and amateur athletes alike have 
fl ocked to Houston to pursue dreams 

of athletic glory and personal fulfi llment. 
These individuals, although numeri-

cally small in comparison to the overall 
number of immigrants entering the city, 
have disproportionately contributed to 
Houston’s growth for they became publi-
cized representations of the success to be 
acquired within the city. While numerous 
transplanted athletes have graced the courts 
and fi elds over the last century and history 
could highlight several of them who trans-
formed into proponents of Houston, two 
individuals in particular jump out from the 
masses. Elvin Hayes, a native of Louisiana, 
and Hakeem Olajuwon, a native of Nigeria, 
both traveled to the city in pursuit of 
basketball stardom. Although born over 
twenty years apart, these two men, fi rst at 
the University of Houston and later in the 
NBA, embraced the city which welcomed 
them and their athleticism and, throughout 
the past decades, have brought positive 

attention to it. These are their stories.
Elvin Hayes was born in the small 

Louisiana town of Rayville in 1945. It, like 
most other Jim Crow cities of the time, 
presented few opportunities for its non-
white residents and little hope of escape. 
Despite that, Hayes was determined to 
fi nd a “better life out there beyond Rayville 
and north Louisiana” and would “fi nd 
some kind of vehicle” to take him away.1 
His journey out began when, in the eighth 
grade, Hayes picked up a basketball and 
began developing the skills that would lift 
him out of Louisiana and out of obscurity. 

Although he was not cognizant of the 
fact that “basketball was going to be the 
vehicle,” Hayes physically applied himself 
and soon was blazing trails during his 
high school years.2 In doing so, he drew 
the attention of segregated colleges across 
the nation. While Louisiana’s star had his 
choice of universities, Hayes ultimately 
decided, primarily because of the promise 
of an excellent education close to home, to 
become one of the fi rst two black athletes 
to integrate the University of Houston 
basketball program under the direction of 
Guy V. Lewis.3 His decision was buttressed 
by his mother’s positive opinion of the 
program. Hayes believed the Houston 
coaches most effectively persuaded his 
mother, recalling, “Coach Harvey Pate [the 
assistant to Coach Lewis] didn’t recruit the 
players. He recruited your parents or your 
mother and he recruited my mother and 

my mother said ‘you’re going out there 
with Coach Pate’ and that was it. When 
your mother tells you something, that’s 
what you’re going to do. It really wasn’t 
up to me.”4 In obeying his mother’s 
instructions, Hayes instantaneously 
realized “basketball was to be [his] 
savior as well as [his] ticket out of 
Rayville.”5 This was the moment he 
had been waiting for and sensed his 
life would quickly change.
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Don Chaney (right) and Elvin Hayes 
(left) were the fi rst African-American 
athletes to play basketball for the 
University of Houston.  Their coach, 
Guy V. Lewis, actively recruited them 
and helped create an environment in 
which they could prosper. 
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Immediately following his high school 
graduation in 1963, Hayes set out for his 
new home of Houston. His initial reactions 
to the city were less than positive. His small 
town upbringing left him feeling vulner-
able in such an expansive city. “It was a 
very scary place because I had never seen 
anything this big or been around this many 
people in one place at one time. So, for a 
kid coming from an AA school, it was just a 
massive, very scary experience for me.”6 

His trepidation was strong enough 
to drive the young Hayes back home on 
several occasions. “The fi rst time they 
brought me over,” he recalled, “the next 
day I was back over in Louisiana and they 
would come back and get me and I was 
gone again.”7 After a few such retreats 
across the Texas border, Hayes’ mother sent 
her oldest son Arthur to Houston alongside 
his younger brother with the command that 
Elvin was to remain in Texas for good. Her 
tactic worked. The younger Hayes eventu-
ally acclimated to his new surroundings and 
realized that “the Houston people offered 
[him] an education and a watchful eye.”8 
With the start of the fall semester, and the 
return of the rest of the squad including 
fellow black recruit Don Chaney, Hayes felt 
comfortable enough to release his brother 
from his companion duties.9 Soon, he was 
in the throws of preparation for the season 
and fell into a comfortable routine.

While Hayes eventually made the tran-
sition to university life, dealing with the city 
itself still presented a problem.  Although 
the University of Houston welcomed its 
newest African-American stars, Houston 
remained a segregated city. The possibility 
of further discrimination did not deter 
Hayes, who had grown accustomed to a 
second-class status in his hometown and 
believed himself capable of handling any 
potential problems. He recounted that 
“[Don Chaney and I] knew what we 
were getting into, but we had endured 
racial prejudice before and were confi -
dent we could do it again while breaking 
down some old barriers.”10 Despite his 
expectation of ill treatment, Hayes was 
pleasantly surprised by the overall attitude 
of Houston’s white community. “There 
wasn’t anything sticking out so blatant as 
it was where I just had left . . . it was day 

and night and a lot of those things I never 
saw here.”11 Furthermore, Hayes found 
the University willing to support its newest 
recruits in whatever manner possible. “The 
school’s offi cials,” he remembered, “were 
always cooperative, much more than you 
would have expected at that time in a 
Southern city. I think the University kind of 
created [an] environment for us to try and 
make our adjustments.”12 

Yet, Hayes admits that despite the 
relatively discrimination-free environ-
ment at school, he had to overcome the 
personal prejudices ingrained in him from 
his youth. “Because I was in a totally black 
environment, and I’d never been around 
white people that much, I always kind of 
shied away from [whites] and stayed in 
an environment where I was very much 
comfortable. I think that was one of the 
biggest things for me to try and adjust to, 
being in a mixed environment, and I had a 
lot of problems with that because I brought 
a lot of baggage with me. A lot of the things 
and experiences which I’d had in Louisiana, 
I kind of brought those experiences with 
me over here . . . and it was something that 
I really was not that comfortable with.”13 
The passing of time and the development 
of interracial friendships, however, allowed 
Hayes to shed his preconceived notions of 
race relations and fully integrate into the 
program.14

With the major issues of prejudice 
under control and his homesickness dimin-
ished, Hayes concentrated on his education 
and his athletic career. He excelled on the 
court, earning three All-American honors, 
two consensus All-American honors, 
and the 1968 National Player of the Year 
award. But perhaps more importantly than 
individual accolades, Hayes catapulted his 
team, and the city, to national prominence 
in January of 1968 during the “Game of 
the Century.” On that night, in front of 
a then record-breaking crowd of 52,693 
and before the fi rst ever nationally tele-
vised regular season basketball audience, 
Hayes and his Cougar teammates beat Lew 
Alcindor, now Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and 
the top ranked UCLA squad. 

That event sharply focused the nation’s 
attention on the game of basketball and on 
the city’s state-of-the-art Astrodome facility. 

“The Eighth Wonder of the World,” which 
was large enough to handle an incredible 
number of spectators, demonstrated to all 
who watched that Houston was indeed an 
advanced city capable of leading the way 
into the future of sports. Many in the sports 
world, including Hayes, still point to that 
one game as the start of modern basketball. 
It demonstrated that gathering massive 
crowds in huge, often multi-purpose, sports 
stadiums was feasible and highlighted the 
existence of a national basketball market.15

That victory would be the grandest 
moment of the Hayes-led squads. Despite 
compiling an 81-12 record and three 
straight NCAA Tournament appearances 
over as many seasons, the Cougars never 
won the NCAA tournament, which had 
long determined the best collegiate team 
in the nation. Even so, Hayes’ athletic 
dedication, visible by his 31.1 points /17.2 
rebounds per game average, confi rmed to 
sports fans and casual observers alike that 
Houston and its university were ready to 
assume a position of prominence and were 
capable of transforming young individuals 
into premier athletes ready to take on the 
world. Because of that, Hayes “fell in love 
with the school and the city of Houston 
both” and he never regretted his tenure at 
UH saying, “I think the best thing that 
happened to me and the best decision that 
could have been made for me was made by 
my mother to get me to go the University 
of Houston and for me to go there and for 
me to play there.”16 

Although the end of the 1968 season 
brought a close to Hayes’ career at the 
University of Houston, it did not end his 
association with the city itself. Selected 
as the 1968 fi rst round draft pick by the 
San Diego Rockets, Hayes set out for 
his new home. Three years later, due to 
the selling of the Rockets after the 1971 
season, Hayes returned to the city which 
fi rst made him famous. While he only 
remained with the Houston franchise for 
the 1971-1972 season—he was traded to 
the Washington Bullets—he returned to 
Houston prior to the start of the 1981-
1982 season. Although he had experienced 
tremendous success in Washington, where 
he led the Bullets to the 1978 NBA title, 
Hayes was excited to return to Houston. 

d  Hakeem Olajuwon Come to Houston
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The University of Houston and UCLA met twice 
during the 1967-68 season and tied the series at 
one game a piece. 

“I enjoyed San Diego, I enjoyed living in 
San Diego,” he commented, “I enjoyed 
playing in Washington, and the fans there 
. . . but I think Houston was always like 
home because I grew up here and my 
really important years of growth happened 
here.”17 

He understood that his playing days 
were numbered and knew that he had to 
fi nish where he began. “You know from 
my basketball standpoint, from a notoriety 
standpoint, all the things that catapulted 
me into the world happened right here. 
This was like the igniting point, the point 
where you blast off from . . . I think that 
sometimes when a rocket comes down you 
want it to come right back down in the spot 
where you sent it up.”18 

For the next three seasons, until his 
retirement following the 1983-1984 season, 
Hayes contributed as much as possible to 
the Rockets. Although he never led his 
Houston teammates to a world title, he 
nonetheless continued his stellar perfor-
mances becoming, among other statistical 
achievements, the fi rst individual to play 
50,000 minutes (since outdone only by 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Karl Malone). In 
addition, he rebounded 16,279 loose balls, 
still the fourth highest, and scored 27,313 
points, placing him sixth on the all-time 
leaders list. Through these accomplish-
ments, Hayes once again brought Houston 
positive publicity. The Rockets, alongside 
the city itself, shared the accolades garnered 
upon one of its most celebrated athletes.

Just as the end of his college career 

could not terminate the relationship 
between Houston and Hayes, neither could 
retirement. In the over two decades since 
he walked away from basketball, Hayes has 
lived and fl ourished in the Houston area. 
After forty years in the Houston area, Hayes 
still possesses a positive perspective of it 
and sees the tremendous potential avail-
able to those who wish to pursue a future 
within it. “I [feel] like Houston was a good 
city for me, I enjoyed the city. It [is] a very 
good city, a very young city, a very growing 
city.”19 The celebrated basketball star, who 
earned a place in the Naismith Memorial 
Hall of Fame in 1990 and landed on the list 
of the fi fty greatest players, is still enthralled 
with his adopted city concluding, “I enjoy 
living here, I love living here.”20  

Other basketball stars followed in his 
footsteps to UH and to Houston. Arguably 
the most famous of these was Hakeem 
Olajuwon. Originally spelled without the 
H, Hakeem grew up in the Nigerian capital 
city of Lagos with his parents and three 
brothers. Although he initially gravitated 
toward handball, a new sport to the nation, 
his 6´ 8˝ frame, which eventually peaked 
at 7´, soon brought him to the attention of 
basketball coaches at the Muslim Teachers 
College which he was attending. When 
the handball competition at the Teacher 
Training Sports Festival was cancelled, 
Olajuwon begged coaches to allow him to 
join the basketball team. They willingly 
agreed. While the team did not bring home 
the gold medal, his playing time brought 
him into the sights of Christopher Pond, 
an international basketball coach.21 Pond 
immediately recognized his talent and 
understood such skill would open the inter-
national doors faster than almost any other 
avenue. 

Olajuwon already understood the 
magnitude of such an opportunity. Within 
Nigeria, “[America] was the destination, the 
measure of success, the championship.”22 
Yet, Olajuwon’s abilities alone could not 
secure him a trip to America. As the U.S. 
Embassy would not approve a visa without 
a verbal commitment from a college, he still 
needed help from an American collegiate 
coach willing to offer him a scholarship 
sight unseen. As with Hayes, University 
of Houston Coach Guy V. Lewis took the 
appropriate measures to ensure Olajuwon’s 
visa and his visit to the University.23 With 
that promise in hand, the U.S. Embassy 
approved Olajuwon’s request. The airplane 

ticket cost the Olajuwon family $4,500. 
His mother paid for the ticket from the 
proceeds of her retail cement business. 
Within ten days, he was on a plane to the 
states, scheduled to visit fi ve universities. 
Luckily for Houston, both the school and 
the city, Olajuwon would only visit one 
university on that list.

His fi rst introduction to America 
came in January of 1981 in New York, 
where Olajuwon was to meet with coaches 
from St. John’s University. That meeting 
never transpired because the cold January 
weather immediately deterred the Nigerian 
teenager from remaining in the Big Apple. 
Within four hours, he was on a fl ight to 
Houston, where international fame awaited 
him. Olajuwon took an immediate liking 
to Houston’s warm climate and, whereas 
others found Houston’s heat insufferable, 
Hakeem felt perfectly acclimated to the 
tropical temperature and even noted that 
Houston was more frigid than his native 
home. “It’s colder here than in Lagos,” 
he commented during his fi rst months in 
Houston, “but not much, [so] I decided to 
stay here.”24 

Olajuwon also found Houston and 
the university to be quite pleasant saying 
that, “the people here are more friendly... 
[and] I like it over here.”25 He recollected 
years later that, “moving from Nigeria to 
Houston was so natural. I went to boarding 
school in Nigeria [the Muslims Teachers 
College] so coming to Houston, it was the 
same kind of campus lifestyle.”26 Coach 
Lewis, astonished by Olajuwon’s skill, 
offered him a full scholarship and expressed 
great pleasure with Olajuwon’s acceptance. 
Lewis recalled, “He liked [the University of 
Houston] so much he decided to just stay 
and I’m happy he did.”27

Olajuwon began playing full time 
during the fall of 1981, following a red 
shirt season, and quickly became a basket-
ball legend. During his three years at the 
University of Houston, he, along with 
other notable teammates such as Clyde 
“the Glide” Drexler, amassed an impressive 
31-3 record in the 1983 season, reached 
the NCAA Final Four Tournament all 
three seasons, and played in the Final Four 
Championship game in two consecutive 
years. Although “Phi Slamma Jamma” fell 
just short of the NCAA title each year, 
Olajuwon was not without a plethora of 
national awards.28 He was voted a two-time 
All American Performer, a 1984 consensus 
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All American, and was only the third 
player to ever lead the nation in two or 
more statistical categories in one season.29 
Olajuwon also received the nickname of 
“Hakeem the Dream” which would follow 
him throughout his career. Although 
Olajuwon did not have an event such as 
the “Game of the Century,” his continual 
production once again took Houston to the 
summit of collegiate basketball and drew 
the eyes of the nation to the city. 

The only question which remained 
at the conclusion of Olajuwon’s third 
season was the future of his amateur status. 
Following the 1983-84 season, Olajuwon 
had to decide whether to remain with the 
University for his senior year or enter his 
name into the NBA draft. The successes 
the team encountered in the previous years 
and the personal accolades directed toward 
Olajuwon made staying for a fourth season 
tempting. However, another factor carried 
more weight for the basketball phenom-
enon—living in Houston. 

Olajuwon had grown accustomed 
to his life in Houston and had to choose 
either a senior year or a lifelong career in 
the city which fi rst welcomed him. When 
the Houston Rockets had a chance to earn 
the top draft pick, the answer became very 
clear. “Once I got here,” he recalled, “I 
didn’t want to leave Houston. That was 
one of the motivations to come out of 
school, because the Rockets had a chance 
in the coin fl ip.”30 His comfort level had 
grown to such a point that a move seemed 
unthinkable. “Leaving Houston to go 
to another city or state was a whole new 
world for me,” he continued. “Here I fi t 
in [and] leaving Houston would be the 
most diffi cult thing for me.”31 Fortunately 
for Olajuwon, the Rockets did in fact win 
the coin toss and, like Elvin Hayes, he was 
selected as the fi rst pick of the 1984 draft, 
even before greats such as Michael Jordan 
out of the University of North Carolina.

His career with the Rockets did not 
disappoint, as he continued to dominate 
at the position of center and played an 
incredible 1,177 games over seventeen 
seasons with the franchise from 1984 
through 2001. Olajuwon’s stellar playing 
abilities thrust Houston into the limelight 
and during his tenure as Rockets center, 
the team brought home two NBA titles 
in 1994 and 1995. The fi rst of those two 
championships was the fi rst major sports 
championship for the city of Houston. 

In addition, he was selected as the regular 
season and the NBA Finals Most Valuable 
Player in 1994, was a twelve-time All-Star, 
and a gold medal Olympian. Furthermore, 
like Hayes, Olajuwon still appears on the 
all-time statistical leaders list in several cate-
gories. He is currently fi rst in total blocks 
(3,830), sixth in fi eld goals (10,749 made 
goals), seventh in points scored (26,946 
points), and seventh in all-time steals 
(2,162 stolen balls). 

He accomplished so much during his 
playing tenure that many Houstonians 
came to view Olajuwon and the city as 
inseparable. Former Rockets Coach Rudy 
Tomjanovich explained the relationship 
saying, “[Olajuwon] is a part of Houston. 
Just like you see certain sights around 
here and certain traditions, Hakeem is 
part of that: the Transco Tower, NASA, 
Hakeem.”32 While Olajuwon did not fi nish 
his career with the Rockets, as he played 
his fi nal season with the Toronto Raptors, 
he will always be remembered as an inte-
gral part of Houston. Furthermore, he still 
remains involved in various parts of the 
city through his charitable contributions 
and real estate endeavors, and spends a few 
months each year in residence.

Olajuwon’s promotion of the city and 
the benefi ts it afforded also had a tremen-
dous international impact. Within his 
native country, the prosperity of Olajuwon’s 
new home did not escape notice. His 
parents expressed this view clearly saying, 
“Before Akeem went [to Houston] we knew 
practically nothing of the United States. 
Since Akeem has been there, we are sure it 
is a land of opportunity, a place to make a 
profi t.”33 Their belief in the opportunities 
available convinced them to send Akinola, 
Afi s, and Taju, their other sons, to Houston 
as well, and other Nigerian athletes were 
not far behind. Olajuwon only solidifi ed 
his Houston testimonial when he attained 
his citizenship in April 1993. He explained 
his action simply remarking, “Being an 
American citizen, if you are a good citizen, 
gives you respect.”34 

Just as importantly, Olajuwon encour-
aged the internationalization of the 
NBA. It is interesting to note the impact 
Olajuwon’s athletic performances have had 
on the number of international players 
drafted into the League. In the thirteen 
years between 1970 and the drafting of 
Olajuwon in 1983, NBA teams drafted 
only six international players. In the two 

years following Olajuwon’s draft, however, 
nine players came from the foreign ranks. 
That trend has only intensifi ed with each 
progressive year. In 2005 alone, fourteen 
international players were drafted.35 Clearly 
Olajuwon did not set the trend single-
handedly, however, his stellar performances 
provided a vivid example of the world-wide 
talent available. Recently, the Rockets took 
another chance on an international number 
one draft selection with Chinese-born Yao 
Ming.36 Following in Olajuwon’s footsteps, 
Ming and other transplanted athletes now 
represent Houston to a watching world, 
and it does not appear that the trend 
toward international players will subside 
any time in the near future.

Elvin Hayes and Hakeem Olajuwon 
each traveled a different number of miles 
to arrive in Houston from their home-
towns, yet once in the city limits, they each 
took full advantage of the opportunities 
for success. They left incredible legacies 
on basketball history and, in the process, 
lifted the city of Houston to prominence. 
Furthermore, they communicated, perhaps 
more loudly than any other immigrants, 
that the city would welcome any to partake 
in all it had to offer.  
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Olajuwon demonstrates his propensity for defense 
as he blocks a shot for Phi Slamma Jamma.  He 
remains the NBA’s all time leader in blocked shots. 
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by Bernadette Pruitt

Martha Williams certainly knew hard times. 
Martha, a homemaker, occasionally worked 
as a washerwoman or domestic to earn 
extra money and make ends meet in a rural 
area in southern Louisiana. Her husband 
Charlie, like many African American men 
from southern Louisiana, earned his living 
as a tenant farmer and artisan. Frustrated 
with their marginal existence in the Bayou 
State, the pair left for the Houston area 
not long after the outbreak of World War 
I. More than anything else, the heightened 
call for cotton and petroleum goods 
during and after the war stimulated 
unprecedented migration streams 
from the surrounding countryside 
into the more urban, industrial 
centers along the Gulf Coast.1 

Charles and Martha, like many 
newcomers to the greater Houston 
industrial region, hoped the area 
would offer them and their unborn 
children economic and educational 
opportunities, as well as greater 
civil rights and racial autonomy. In 
this sense, their decision to relocate 
to Alief, then a small town west of 
Houston, refl ected an amplifi ed 
social consciousness and self-aware-
ness with regards to their future 
aspirations. The Williams family 
moved on to the Fifth Ward in 
Houston in the early 1920s after 
the births of their fi rst two chil-
dren. The Fifth Ward, originally 
developed for middle-class Whites 
after the Civil War, had become a 
working-class community, and it 
appealed to the Williams because 
of its close proximity to manufac-
turing fi rms near the newly-built 
Houston Ship Channel.2 One 

such fi rm, the Southern Pacifi c Railroad 
Shop on Liberty Road in the Fifth Ward, 
routinely hired African American men as 
both unskilled and skilled laborers.3 In the 
decade following World War I, the family’s 
conditions improved, and they eventually 
rented a home in the increasingly Black-
occupied ward.4

Like so many others, the family faced 
hard times in the Great Depression. The 
nation’s worst economic calamity devas-
tated the working poor, especially Black 
families like the Williams. The Depression 
took a heavy toll on the family, which 
included four more children by the early 

1930s. Martha and Charlie soon separated. 
Charlie, like many unemployed and frus-
trated Black men of the period, left his 
family, went from odd job to odd job, and 
traveled to and from the countryside in 
search of temporary work. 

His young wife, accustomed to 
working as co-wage earner and housewife, 
now had to support a family of seven on 
the meager earnings of a laundress. She and 
her children left their home on Cage Street 
and moved in with neighbors. The single 
mother worked on and off at a bag factory 
and as a cook for an affl uent White family. 
Unfortunately, like many Black domestics 

during the Great Depression, Martha 
routinely found herself out of work. 
Martha Williams and other Black 
domestics across the country increas-
ingly had to compete for personal 
service work with Whites, Latinas, 
and other out-of-work Blacks—cler-
ical staffers, schoolteachers, social 
workers, librarians, medical profes-
sionals, secretaries, sales consultants, 
and housewives.5 

During her periods of unemploy-
ment, single mother Martha Williams 
applied for and received public 
assistance from the Harris County 
Department of Public Welfare and 
the newly-formed Federal Emergency 
Relief Administration (FERA). In 
spite of her trying circumstances, 
wife, mother, and migrant Martha 
Williams remained proactive, stead-
fast, and determined to care for her 
family. Like other Black newcomers 
to the city from nearby eastern 
Texas and southern Louisiana in the 
fi rst half of the twentieth century, 
migrant Martha Williams relied on 
kith and kin, Houston’s expanding 
labor market, a sense of purpose as 
a wife and mother, public assistance 
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Houston Colored High School—later Booker T. Washington High 
School—provided a source of hope, strength, and vigor for those 
African American students from the surrounding countryside who 
longed to complete their schooling.
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and charity when necessary, a fervent spiri-
tual purpose in the face of travails, and an 
activist resolve to overcome racial discrimi-
nation and overarching poverty. Through 
force of will and hard work, she made a 
home for her family in Houston.

THE GREAT MIGRATION TO 
HOUSTON
Thousands of migrants like Martha 
Williams came to Houston in the fi rst half 
of the twentieth century. Some 44,000 
Black women, children, and men moved to 
Houston between the years 1914 and 1945, 
principally from eastern Texas and southern 
Louisiana.6 Migration boomed from 1914 
through 1930 before slowing in the 1930s 
because of the Great Depression and then 
expanding rapidly after the United States 
entered World War II in late 1941. Like 
their contemporaries who left the rural, 
small-town, and urban South for industrial-
ized centers in the Midwest, Northeast, and 
West, migrants to Houston helped defi ne 
the Great Migration and Second Great 
Migration of the twentieth century.7 

Between 1915 and 1970, an estimated 
seven million African Americans moved 
to industrial cities across the country 
from rural, small-town, and urban centers 
throughout the South. While many aban-
doned the South completely, others moved 
away from the farm to the city within the 
South, often moving fi rst to nearby towns 
from farms, then on to larger industrial 
centers in their regions. Occasionally chil-
dren and grandchildren of recent migrants 
to Southern cities sought better options 
outside the region and endorsed the idea 
of permanent relocation to Los Angeles, 
the San Francisco Bay Area, Chicago, or 
Detroit. A good number, nevertheless, 
remained in the South. According to histo-
rian Earl Lewis, in the fi rst few decades of 
the twentieth century alone, most Black 
migrants in the South moved to Southern 
metropolitan centers and not cities outside 
the region.8 

For the tens of thousands of emigrants 
from eastern Texas and Louisiana, migra-
tion to Houston seemed a viable solution 
to a host of deteriorating conditions. 
Displaying the spiritual resolve and survival 
instincts of kidnapped West African 
immigrants turned chattel slaves, defi ant 
runaways, and free/freed people of color, 
tens of thousands fl ed harsh economic 
conditions and deteriorating race relations 
in the rural and small-town South to seek 

a better future. For many Blacks who came 
to Houston in the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century, migration was a form of protest 
and activism, since they moved in search 
of socioeconomic autonomy, sociopolitical 
self-determination, racial advancement, and 
peace of mind. Although they could not be 
certain what fate awaited them in Houston, 
they knew all too well that the rural South 
presented very limited opportunities for 
advancement, extremely poor schools 
for their children, and an increasingly 
harsh caste system based on strict racial 
segregation.9 

Only a few studies in recent years have 
examined how Black in-migrations within 
the South changed the character of places 
to which migrants moved.10 Fewer scholarly 
works have studied the Great Migrations 
to urban centers west of the Mississippi 
River, to cities like Dallas, San Antonio, 
Shreveport, El Paso, Tulsa, Oklahoma 
City, and Houston that at times reluctantly 
absorbed the migrations of Black and 
Brown bottom-rung workers from Texas, 
Louisiana, and Mexico. The existing studies 
of Black migration out of the South tell one 
part of a complex story; further studies of 
Black migrations from the farm to the city 
within the South are needed to complete 
the story.11

HOUSTON’S RISE AS AN 
URBAN MECCA 

Migrants to Houston, like others who 
traveled north to Detroit, Chicago, New 
York, Cleveland, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh, 
and Philadelphia; or west to the San 
Francisco Bay region, Seattle, Portland, 
Los Angeles, San Diego, and Phoenix, 
relocated to a destination point that 
witnessed unprecedented population and 
industrial growth in the fi rst half of the 
twentieth century. Houston’s population 
of 44,633 in 1900 matched Yonkers, New 
York; Holyoke, Massachusetts; Ft. Wayne, 
Indiana; Akron, Ohio; Saginaw, Michigan; 
Lancaster, Pennsylvania; Lincoln, Nebraska; 
and Waterbury, Connecticut. Houston’s 
1900 population, however, paled in 
comparison to the Southern centers of New 
Orleans, Atlanta, Charleston, Charlotte, 
Louisville, Memphis, Jackson, Jacksonville, 
Montgomery, Birmingham, and Richmond. 

Over the next fi ve decades, popula-
tion increase, capital investment, along 
with industrialization would precipitate 
Houston’s phenomenal rise to the top as 
one of the world’s leading manufacturing 

producers. Houston by 1930 would become 
the largest city in the state and the second 
largest in the South; by 1940, the city had 
become twenty-fi rst in the entire United 
States. By 1950, it replaced New Orleans 
as the South’s largest Mecca; and the Bayou 
City also became the fourteenth largest in 
the nation. Without question, the city’s 
population surge of 600,000 during the 
fi rst half of the century was unprecedented 
for both a Southern city and to an extent, 
the nation as a whole. While Midwestern 
and Northeastern metropolitan centers 
continued to grow in population and size, 
unlike Houston and Los Angeles, most of 
the increases were the effects of outlying 
suburban growth, not annexation or popu-
lation increase within the city limits. So 
incredible was Houston’s population explo-
sion that it ranked second in the nation in 
population growth, behind Los Angeles for 
much of the twentieth century.12 

The rise of a permanent workforce, 
profi table manufacturing industry, and 
commercial enterprises along the Houston 
Ship Channel and entire Upper Texas 
Gulf Coast (UTGC) refi ning region, 
along with the emergence of Dallas as 
one of the nation’s centers of fi nance and 
business, and San Antonio as an expan-
sive industrial center, all precipitated the 
phenomenal rise of urban Texas and the 
permanent decline of its rural counterpart. 
In 1900, 17 percent of the state’s resi-
dents lived in cities; by 1940, the fi gure 
had increased to 45 percent, and over 60 
percent by 1950. Although other Texas 
urban centers increased in population and 
size—San Antonio, Dallas, Beaumont, 
Port Arthur, El Paso, Corpus Christi, 
Austin, Galveston, Waco, Lubbock, and 
San Angelo—Houston’s population explo-
sion outdistanced these cities by almost 
eight times between 1900 and 1940. 
Equally important, in 1900, 82 percent 
of the state’s Black population resided in 
rural communities; a half century later, 
65 percent lived in communities defi ned 
by the Bureau of Census as cities. The 
dominance of Houston as one of the 
country’s leading manufacturing and 
trading centers became evident by World 
War II as the Bayou City’s population 
surpassed that of other cities in the Lone 
Star State, South, and entire United States. 
Migration to Houston, without question, 
seemed plausible for internal migrants from 
surrounding places.13      
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MIGRATION AS A FORM OF 
ACTIVISM
While scholars rarely associate mobility 
with radicalism, the act does mirror the 
actions and attitudes of some contemporary 
Blacks who elected to thwart or challenge 
traditional codes of conduct. During the 
harshest years of Jim Crow, many realized 
their futile options in rural and small-town 
Texas and Louisiana, turned away from 
what employers and landlords expected of 
them, and gambled on migration to nearby 
Houston. The act of migration was one of 
the few practical options available to Blacks 
in the rural South who grew weary of the 
numbing reality of agricultural labor and 
brutal racism. Migration did not directly 
challenge segregation, but it did tap into 
the resolve of thousands of Blacks and 
encouraged them to resist the worst abuses 
of the Jim Crow system and fi nd some way 
to make at least marginal improvements 
in their lives. As illustrated in the works 
of Luther Adams, whose writings on the 
Great Migrations to Louisville point out 
that in-coming migrants who remained 

in Kentucky felt compelled 
to support civil rights, Black 
migrants to Houston through 
their decision to remain in the 
South in many ways indirectly 
and directly sparked later acts 
of protests in their children 
and grandchildren in the 
1950s and 1960s.14 

Putting family ties fi rst, 
these migrants felt compelled 
to remain in close proximity 
to those places they left 
behind. Again, they did not 
follow other migrants to the 
North and West, but rather, 
searched within their soul, and 
reached out to a community 
that would allow them easy 
accessibility to ailing parents, 
churches, siblings, extended 
family, and spouses. In rural 
and small-town Texas and 
Louisiana, these migrants 
saved their pennies, packed 
their families’ belongings, 
walked on their bare feet, 
jumped on the back of wagons 
or pickup trucks, boarded 
trains and buses, or rode in 
cars, and moved to nearby 
Houston and other cities for 

renewed prospects and opportunities. As 
newly transplanted Houstonians, they built 
on the self-help activism learned in their 
former rural and small-town communities, 
activism that on a daily basis, countered 
the painful burden of race in American 
society, activism that paved the way for new 
strategies to fi ght White racism later in the 
century.15 

CHAIN MIGRATION
Those dissatisfi ed with life in rural areas 
heard of opportunities in Houston from 
a variety of sources. They received letters 
from family and friends who had already 
moved to the city. They traveled to and 
from the city themselves. Migrants to 
Houston used a complex web of communi-
cation networks in their search for homes, 
employment options, schools, churches, 
social affi liations, and business associations. 
Informal employer/employee recommen-
dations provided newcomers with jobs. 
Businesses advertised positions in local 
Black weeklies and occasionally sent agents 
to recruit workers. Migrants relied heavily 

on the Houston Informer, a major news-
paper written for the Black community that 
featured job notices, feature stories, and 
editorials that discussed current affairs and 
sociopolitical issues facing people of color. 
Railroaders, especially service personnel—
Pullman porters, waiters, maids, cooks, and 
redcaps—provided commentary on Black 
life and culture in Houston. Churches also 
offered prospective newcomers perspec-
tives on city life, jobs, schools, and political 
affairs. Church services, concerts, church-
wide annual events, and statewide and 
regional conventions allowed for visits from 
the country to the city. Worship services, 
pastoral anniversaries, choral concerts, 
Sunday School District Meetings, and 
National Baptist Conventions allowed 
for both reprieves from the harsh realities 
on the cotton and sugarcane farms, and 
discussions on rural-to-urban migrations to 
Houston.16 

Individual family histories illustrate the 
inner workings of a process that historians 
have called “chain migration.” Landowner, 
schoolteacher, husband, father, and church 
member Calvin L. Rhone of Fayette 
County served many years as the LaGrange 
delegate of the Texas Baptist State Sunday 
School Convention (TBSSSC). An orga-
nization that fostered religious doctrine, 
cultural pride, self-determination and iden-
tity, leadership skills, spiritual growth, and 
intellectual fervor among Sunday-School 
superintendents and teachers within the 
Black Baptist faith, the TBSSSC regularly 
convened in Houston. Here, Rhone culti-
vated long-lasting friendships, including a 
close relationship with TBSSSC regional 
secretary W. L. Davis, also of LaGrange, 
a longtime personal friend and recent 
migrant to Houston. 

Although Calvin Rhone and his wife of 
over 30 years, Lucia, loved the country life 
on their 300-acre farm in Fayette County, 
several of their children—Benjamin, 
Beulah, and Calvin Jr.—relied on their 
parents’ friendships with Davis and others 
when they moved away from home, 
entered college, and relocated to nearby 
Houston. The Rhone offspring later used 
their own friendships and personal connec-
tions at Prairie View and Wiley Colleges, 
within the International Longshoremen’s 
Association (ILA), school districts where 
they taught, and in their many affi liations, 
and continued the cultivation of these rela-
tionships through their lifetime. As they 

Without question, the soul of Black Houston rested in its church 
homes. Like their counterparts across the United States, African 
American Christians in early twentieth-century Houston relied on 
their faith in an enormous way; they equally depended on their 
spiritual guide, the congregation’s pastor. 
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bought homes, joined churches, entered 
their perspective careers in education and 
longshoring, and had families, they too 
extended the chain and offered invaluable 
assistance to later newcomers—nieces, 
nephews, godchildren, family friends, 
and the offspring of former students and 
classmates—as they relocated to Houston. 
Many left the country to fi nish school, 
fi nd jobs, and escape the degradation of 
humiliation and despair in Fayette County 
or other small cotton-based communities 
throughout eastern Texas.17 

Migrants generally emigrated from 
surrounding communities in eastern Texas 
and southern Louisiana. Most migrants to 
Houston, not surprisingly, left places east 
of the Brazos River, particularly south-
eastern and East Texas rural and small-town 
communities that surrounded the oil 
refi ning region that stretched from the 
Houston Ship Channel to the Beaumont-
Orange-Port Arthur Golden Triangle 
area and on to Lake Charles, Louisiana. 
Although some families relocated to the 
city in one trip, many did not. Some made 
stepwise migrations to various communi-
ties before fi nally arriving in Houston. 
Usually, men moved to Houston and only 
after a few months or a few years, saved 
their money and sent for their wives, chil-
dren, and parents. Interestingly during the 
1930s, migrants often took return trips 
to rural areas to try to earn extra money 
for their families. These return or re-step 
migrations also built on earlier seasonal 
movements between the farm and city. 
Migration streams from the country, which 
began pouring into the city immediately 
after Emancipation, built on and formed 
established neighborhoods inside the city’s 
older wards and both incorporated and 
unincorporated communities on the fringes 
of the city’s boundaries, places that would 
in time form the heart of Houston’s Black 
community.18 

These communities included 
Freedmantown in the Fourth Ward, which 
had been created by former slaves after the 
Civil War; the Third Ward and the nearby 
unincorporated community of Sunnyside; 
Independence Heights, known to many as 
Texas’ fi rst all-Black city; Acres Homes, an 
unincorporated settlement of Blacks north-
west of Houston annexed by the city in the 
early 1970s; and the Fifth Ward, including 
Frenchtown, a neighborhood formed in 
1922 by southern Louisiana Catholic 

migrants of French ancestry. In these areas 
of growing Black populations, cultural 
constructs of Blackness fostered pride, busi-
ness enterprises, congregations, schools, a 
college, homeownership, networking, social 
clubs and organizations, union organizing, 
families, political astuteness, ethnic identi-
ties, class consciousness, entrenched racial 
segregation, racial awareness, disagreements, 
and occasional altercations. 

Although the majority of newcomers 
came from small towns and farm communi-
ties in eastern Texas, nearly one-quarter fl ed 
Louisiana, especially southern Louisiana, 
the location of the nation’s greatest concen-
tration of Black Catholics. Economic 
need and natural disasters encouraged 
large-scale in-migrations to Houston 
among Louisiana-born Protestants and 
Catholics, including Creoles, in the late 
1920s. Charles E. Lewis, a sharecropper 
in St. Martinsville, married Bertha Marie 
Thomas, a college graduate from Strait 
University—now Dillard University. 
Bertha taught Black farm children in the 
rural community of St. Martinsville—in 
St. Martin Parish—while her husband 
struggled as a sharecropper and on-and-off 
railroad employee with Southern Pacifi c. 
Frustrated by limited futile options in 

rural Louisiana—especially as cotton 
prices steadily declined throughout the 
1920s—the couple decided to migrate to 
Houston in 1927, after the Great Flood 
of 1927 precipitated large-scale migra-
tion streams westward from southeastern 
Louisiana. After two years of living with 
relatives and in boardinghouses, the couple 
bought a home in Fifth Ward on Bleaker 
Street. Louisiana migrants like Charles and 
Bertha Lewis, who moved to Houston for 
economic empowerment, relied heavily on 
their families, friends, cultural traditions, 
and community institutions.19

Amazingly, the sparsely-populated 
neighborhoods in these African American 
communities near sprawling farmlands, 
wooded forests, and endless prairies, 
prior to World War II often reminded 
newcomers of their previous hometowns 
and rural areas. According to high school 
and college classmates, fellow sorority 
sisters, and former educators Thelma Scott 
Bryant and Hazel Hainesworth Young, 
their Fourth and Fifth Ward neighbor-
hoods were home to varying segments of 
the African American community—physi-
cians, schoolteachers, businessmen, 
longshoremen, unskilled workers, and 
domestics. This diversity, according to the 
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Map of Houston, TX, 2005. African American concentrated Super Neigborhoods for 1914-1945:  
1. Acres Homes   2. Independence Heights   3. Fifth Ward   4. Fourth Ward   5. Third Ward   6. Sunnyside
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two, empowered schoolchildren, encour-
aged adults, and brought people closer 
together. Schoolteachers and music instruc-
tors, for example, tutored students away 
from the classroom; elders kept their eyes 
on children and grandchildren courting 
the opposite sex; the community observed 
the Juneteenth Holiday with festivals, 
parades, baseball games, competitions, and 
church musicals; and congregations occa-
sionally honored special guests and recent 
newcomers with receptions and dinner 
parties. Young, for example, as a pre-teen, 
remembers the galas given by groups, 
including her church, Antioch Baptist 
Church, to honor the 24th United States 
all-Black Army Infantry that guarded the 
newly-formed Camp Logan (Memorial 
Park) before the tragic and regrettable 
August 24, 1917, Houston Riot.20 

 In an era of widespread segregation 
and discrimination, Blacks who left the 
countryside for Houston could not escape 
Jim Crow, but migration to the Bayou City 
did give them a semblance of hope and 
security in their self-contained, Black neigh-
borhoods, benevolent societies, churches, 
schools, business establishments, night-
clubs, and civic organizations free of White 
control. Most importantly, migration to 
Houston provided many African Americans 
with one essential pathway toward greater 
independence: steady blue-collar jobs.21

 MIGRANTS IN THE HOUSTON 
WORKFORCE
For experience in and exposure into the 
wage-earning world, farmers who migrated 
to the city usually relied on the temporary 
or seasonal migrations that seemingly 
resonated into training grounds for later, 
more permanent migrations. Black men, 
whose work performance largely built on 
seasonal employment options off the farm, 
primarily worked as unskilled laborers in 
manufacturing, transportation, commerce 
and trade, and personal service. They 
always earned the least in wages in all areas 
of the employment sector; worked in the 
dirtiest, most dangerous, and arduous of 
manufacturing and transportation-sector 
work. For a number of reasons, 80 percent 
of Houston Blacks worked in the city’s 
unskilled labor force. 

Although most newcomers trekked 
to the city for jobs and socioeconomic 
autonomy, compared to their White 
counterparts, they saw little in the way 
of upward mobility. They realized the 
sobering fact that the city’s labor-force 
composition made them more vulnerable 
to economic contractions, underemploy-
ment, competition from both the small 
but growing Mexican labor force and occa-
sional White labor pool, outsourcing, and 
other changes in the economy. Houston’s 
workforce composition also revealed the 
material gulf between Blacks and Whites. 
For example, as the city’s engineers, 
carpenters, bricklayers, boilermakers, and 
foremen, White Americans sustained the 
highest paying jobs in Houston industries. 
On the other hand, Houston industries 
primarily employed African Americans—
and Latinos—as unskilled laborers. Blacks 
particularly fared poorly in professions 
outside industry and trade. In 1920 and 
1940, White men held 97 percent of the 
city’s male clerical positions; and for the 

same years, they occupied 93 percent of 
the male professional positions. This mate-
rial disparity between the two groups of 
workers, coupled with White antagonism 
and opposition to interracial union soli-
darity, brought to the surface the existence 
of the city’s dual labor system that relegated 
Blacks to less pay and fewer socioeco-
nomic freedoms for their families. One of 
the most telling indications of this dual 
workforce was a family’s reliance on female 
and child labor in the African American 
community. While most White adolescents 
fi nished high school, the vast majority 
of Blacks did not. Most dropped out of 
school before their freshman year of high 
school. African American youths left school 
prematurely to give fi nancial support to 
their families. 

Census data, according to historian 
Earl Lewis, provide the most effective 
form of analysis on the African American 
workforce and the many challenges African 
American workers faced daily. The general 
rate of job participation in the Houston 
workforce among Black men describes both 
their easy accessibility to certain jobs and 
their overall vulnerability to underemploy-
ment. The job-input rate of Black men 
increased largely because of rural-to-urban 
migration. The Black-male labor force rose 
from 12,538 in 1920 to 21,543 in 1930, an 
increase of almost 60 percent. Over 23,000 
men comprised the African American male 
workforce in 1940. Of the 21,543 African 
American male laborers living in Houston 
at the time of the 1930 census, almost one-
third (7,050 males) moved to the city in 
the 1920s. Twenty-fi ve percent of the 1940 
African American male workforce (3,673 
men) moved to the city in the 1930s. While 
represented in each general labor-force 
division, Black men more often than not 
found themselves occupying bottom-rung 
jobs. They made up almost 70 percent of 
the non-skilled manufacturing male labor 
force for the years 1920 and 1930. African 
American unskilled workers labored in four 
workforce arenas: industrial, transporta-
tion, trade, and personal service. In each, 
Black men found themselves limited to 
low-paying positions, jobs historically held 
by Blacks, while Whites labored in higher-
paying occupations reserved for Whites.22

African American males found them-
selves unable to break this tumultuous cycle 
for two reasons. While White antagonism 
and racism in the workforce prevented 
African American occupational advance-

Houston schoolteacher, Pinkie Yates, the daughter 
of freedman and community agent Rev. Jack Yates, 
played a pivotal role in the art of community 
agency at the opening of the twentieth century. 
This photograph of Ms. Yates holding a book, 
exemplifi es her lifelong pledge to Black educational 
empowerment.
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ment, this problem also partly refl ected 
the varied composition of the city’s 
economy, especially its reliance on ports 
and waterways, which depended heavily 
on African American longshoremen. Black 
longshoremen, for example, outnum-
bered their White counterparts by three 
to one. Longshoreman work, grueling and 
arduous, did not attract large numbers of 
White men after 1900. White men earned 
more money at oil refi neries, steel found-
ries, construction companies, and in other 
segments of the transportation area. Like 
their Black contemporaries in Baltimore, 
Beaumont, Charleston, Galveston, New 
Orleans, Memphis, Charleston, Norfolk, 
Mobile, and Savannah, along with Mexican 
dockworkers in Galveston, Corpus Christi, 
Houston, and Beaumont, Black stevedores 
in the Bayou City remained dispro-
portionately at the bottom rung of the 
manufacturing and transportation arenas, 
in part because of their close association 
with commerce and trade along Southern 
docks as stevedores. This numerical advan-
tage did in fact give Black stevedores in the 
Bayou City socioeconomic and sociopo-
litical leverage over their White colleagues. 
Because of their numerical plurality in 
the industry and local ILA, Black long-
shoremen garnered the vast majority of 
the dock work along the ship channel (at 
least until the emergence of the Fifty-Fifty 
Plan, which guaranteed White dockworkers 
equal work along the channel), growing 
respect among a small pool of fellow White 
stevedores, and an excellent reputation in 
the shipping industry as effi cient and exem-
plary workers.23  

With the exception of self-employed 
business owners or professionals with all-
Black clienteles, the vast number of African 
American workers witnessed daily, relent-
less racism. The city’s segregated workforce 
benefi ted Whites at the expense of Blacks 
by excluding Black workers from most 
skilled manufacturing jobs. But this also 
meant that Blacks faced relatively little 
competition for labor gang jobs, especially 
in the giant refi neries and oil-tool manu-
facturing factories that grew along the ship 
channel. Although these jobs were the 
lowest paying positions in the large manu-
facturing plants, they paid well compared 
to many other jobs traditionally available 
to Blacks. In a few instances, Houston’s 
segmented labor force worked to the advan-
tage of African Americans. 

Black women also labored in the 
worst-paid areas of the Houston economy, 
primarily in the personal-service job sector. 
They equally took a commanding lead in 
maintaining the economic survival of their 
families and the overall African American 
community. Again, Black males could not 
alone sustain their families and commu-
nities on their meager incomes. These 
workers needed the aid of their wives and 
sometimes, unfortunately, their children. 
The city especially allowed Black women 
greater accessibility to jobs, better schools 
for their children, and educational opportu-
nities that sometimes allowed their entrance 
into the middle-class job arena. Slowly they 
challenged White hegemony on the job and 
engaged in race consciousness activities in 
general. Interestingly, Black women asserted 
a greater degree of autonomy within the 
African American family as breadwinners. 
Often they found themselves as the only 
working persons in the household. Because 
of the negative stigma attached to personal-
service work, they held these positions 
without large-scale competition (at least 
until after World War II). 

Women in the Black community also 
lost their husbands prematurely to death 
more so than White females; and some-
times husbands abandoned their families 
or frequently traveled to the country as 

re-step or return migrants for work during 
the planting and picking seasons. Black 
women as wage earners maintained their 
responsibilities in the home as wives, 
mothers, and homemakers, cooking, 
cleaning, ironing, washing, tending to sick 
loved-ones, caring for husbands and small 
children, and enrolling older youths in 
school. These migrants, as co-wage earners 
or sole providers, greatly shaped the lives of 
their families and communities by ensuring 
the economic and social survival of their 
households. Latinas would not dominate 
this workforce until well after World 
War II. A few African American women, 
however, labored as unskilled or semiskilled 
laundresses and cotton-compress workers; 
and White females largely shrugged off 
unskilled work for skilled and professional 
jobs in manufacturing, clerical and sales, 
business management, public service, 
medicine, law, accounting, and science and 
technology.24 

While the percentage of Blacks living 
in Houston declined as the twentieth 
century progressed due to increased rural-
to-urban migration streams among Whites 
and Browns, Blacks represented a higher 
proportion of the Houston labor force due 
largely to the high volume of women in 
the workforce. They entered the Houston 
job market in disproportionate numbers 

African American men have always resonated a presence of strength and courage to their families and 
communities. In the middle 1930s, business owners and prosperous, middle-class non-business owners 
formed the Negro Chamber of Commerce. Their purpose—to formulate continued business prospects 
for African American economic leaders and foster racial independence in the form of consumer support 
of Black enterprises—mirrored the independent spirit of Houston’s Black middle class of the post-
World War I period. Migrants and non-migrants alike formed this important community agency.
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compared to White females. For example, 
in 1940, they made up 15 percent of the 
female population in the state and 36 
percent of the overall Houston workforce 
for women. They were also a signifi cant 
part of the Black workforce in the city. In 
1920, they were 38 percent of the entire 
Black workforce for the year; and in 1930, 
they comprised 40 percent of the overall 
Black job force. For 1940, they equaled 
43 percent of the total Black workforce. 
The number of Black women in the 
overall African American workforce rose to 
almost half of the total Black labor force 
by 1940. Black females, without ques-
tion, in Houston insured the durability of 
their families and communities in tough 
times. Actually as expressed by historians 
Jacqueline Jones, Darlene Clark Hine, 
Kathleen Thompson, and others, twentieth-
century African American women simply 
continued the arduous, painstaking, and 
often proud work traditions that their fore-
mothers established in Africa and America 
centuries ago, while White and Mexican 
women in Houston for the most part only 
entered the workforce at the onset of World 
War I. Black females in the city and entire 
nation led the way among working women 
in the twentieth century.25 

Only 15 to 20 percent of Houston 
Blacks, including migrants, during the 
interwar period entered the civil service, 
entertainment, education, ministry, medi-
cine, dentistry, nursing, law, undertaking, 
publishing, barbering, hairdressing, and 
lucrative business ventures. The Black 
middle class gradually expanded after 
World War I, especially in the fi eld of 
education. Black women made up around 
15 percent of the city’s female professionals 
during the interwar period; female school-
teachers, however, made up 70 percent of 
all African American female professionals. 
For migrants and established residents alike, 
these rapid changes spelled some economic 
growth for Blacks, at least until the dawn of 
the Depression. These socioeconomic infl u-
ences would also pave the way for greater 
political representation, educational oppor-
tunities, and activism in later years.26 

SELF HELP AND THE ROOTS 
OF THE MODERN-DAY CIVIL 
RIGHTS MOVEMENT
Even during the uncertainty of the Great 
Depression, activism, self-help, and 
community agency fl ourished. Increasingly, 
Black activism during the Depression 

focused on charity and community agency. 
In spite of growing unemployment (which 
at times almost doubled that of Whites), 
limited local and federal welfare for indi-
gent families, and continued in-migration 
streams, people in Houston’s expanding 
African American community remained 
hopeful. Both longtime residents and 
recent newcomers gave to the indigent and 
needy in numerous ways. Often, African 
American groups gave to Blacks, Whites, 
and Browns. One Fifth Ward congregation 
distributed food to the needy of all races 
all day, while ministers on the west side of 
town only catered to Whites.27 

Mostly however, Blacks helped Blacks: 
Alpha Kappa Alpha and Zeta Phi Beta 
Sororities held annual fundraisers for the 
elderly, physically and mentally disabled, 
indigent, and homeless, especially in the 
winter; Black organizations like the ILA, 
annually raised money for the city’s private 
charity agency, the Community Chest; and 
churches all across the city provided needed 
resources for its members and communities. 
Pastor L. H. Simpson and the Pleasant Hill 
Baptist Church in Fifth Ward, for example, 
raised hundreds of dollars every year for the 
Community Chest; in later years, Simpson 
headed the local NAACP branch, unsuc-
cessfully ran for the Houston City Council, 
and chaired the Colored Baptist Minister’s 
Association for 30 years. A caring soul, 
he also opened a nursing home in Walker 
County near Huntsville.28 

Women’s auxiliary ministries of local 
congregations also formed soup lines 
in the Fifth Ward, the Third Ward, and 
Independence Heights. Christian women’s 
groups throughout the city also collected 
perishable foodstuff from grocers and 
meatpacking houses. The indigent regu-
larly received food, clothing, and monetary 
donations from neighborhood churches. 
Church caregivers themselves often faced 
harsh circumstances when their husbands 
lost decent jobs. Yet, these community 
agents assisted others in need during this 
period of extreme economic hardship. The 
efforts of ministers, civic leaders, women’s 
groups could not, of course, end the Great 
Depression, but they could help people in 
times of great need. 

The United States’ entry into World 
War II ended the Great Depression, precipi-
tating the return of large-scale in-migration 
streams from Texas, Louisiana, and Mexico. 
It also galvanized grassroots activism, 
activism that helped prepare the way for 

the modern-day Civil Rights Movement. 
As United States defense contractors in the 
Houston area accelerated mass produc-
tion, businesses and the federal government 
stepped up their efforts to hire out-of-work 
White farmers, men of color, women, 
adolescents, and immigrants for employ-
ment opportunities. Triggered equally by 
the massive decline of individually-owned 
farms, increased farm mechanization 
throughout Texas, and the newly-formed 
Bracero Program, which offered Mexican 
nationals (and Mexican Americans) migra-
tory work on Texas farms, nearly 20,000 
Blacks moved into the Houston area 
between 1940 and 1945 for jobs. Although 
migrants worked primarily as unskilled 
laborers, for the fi rst time in large numbers, 
they predominated in the industrial 
workforce.29 

Black workers, not surprisingly, expe-
rienced mounting racial bigotry in the 
workplace. Wartime vigilance, increased 
union organizing among Blacks, promises 
made by the Roosevelt Administration to 
curtail racial bigotry in defense plants, and 
a growing call among African American 
leaders to advance racial equality, all 
created a mood of resistance to entrenched 
racism. On February 14, 1942, the largest 
Black weekly in the nation, the Pittsburgh 
Courier newspaper, initiated the “Double 
V” sociopolitical philosophy among 
African American journalists, civil rights 
activists, grassroots organizers, ministers, 
middle-class professionals, rank and fi le 
workers, along with others within the Afro- 
American community. During World War 
II, Americans of African descent demanded 
victory abroad over the Axis enemies of the 
United States, and victory over the enemies 
of Black civil rights and social justice in the 
United States (and abroad as well).30 

Houston’s African American commu-
nity answered the “Double V” call in a 
number of ways. Black union member-
ship reached 30,000 by the mid-1940s. 
Black laborers in defense plants more 
readily worked with Mexican American 
allies and fi led lawsuits with the newly-
created Federal Employment Practice 
Committee (FEPC), which attempted to 
halt racial bigotry in the form of union 
sanctions, wage differentials, intimida-
tion, and fi rings. Many workers joined 
forces with the larger Black community 
in their fi ght against racial discrimination. 
Black steelworkers, for example, worked 
with publisher and community activist 
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Carter Wesley to combat racial segrega-
tion and discrimination in their industry. 
Industrial workers, in the end, however, 
largely fell short of their expected goal to 
eradicate workforce discrimination during 
World War II. While newspaper publisher 
and attorney Wesley worked alongside 
African American unionists to eradicate 
racial discrimination in what Earl Lewis 
calls the work sphere, civil rights activist 
and former schoolteacher Lulu B. White, 
who had migrated to Houston from Elmo, 
Texas, raised heightened public awareness 
in the African American community as her 
demonstrations, mass protests, and boycotts 
denounced racism in all segments of society, 
especially in the defense industry. The 
outspoken activist also lambasted politicians 
for their refusal to enforce FEPC compli-
ance in the Houston area. It would largely 
take another generation before African 
American industrial workers could deci-
sively dismantle stratifi ed and codifi ed racial 
discrimination at Houston-area industrial 
plants.31 

Other strategists and strategies 
followed suit. Black teachers, unlike indus-

trial workers, won an immediate victory 
during World War II. Black teachers, 
primarily women, earned low salaries 
compared to both White colleagues and 
Black male administrators; they earned 
30 to 50 percent less in salaries than 
their White peers with equal credentials. 
Equally troubling, Black teachers faced a 
hostile White-controlled school district 
that refused to distribute funds fairly. 
Fortunately, a vigorous letter-writing and 
editorial campaign led by the Houston 
Informer’s Carter Wesley convinced the 
board to concede. Historian William Kellar 
refers to the triumph as the fi rst real victory 
for Black civil rights in the city.32  

One year later in 1944, the NAACP 
and Black Texans won a decisive victory 
over discrimination when the United 
States Supreme Court ruled that the Texas 
all-White Democratic primary violated 
the Fourteenth Amendment of the 
Constitution. For a generation, African 
Americans in the Lone Star State had 
fought hard to secure their Constitutional 
right to vote. Varying segments of the 
community—migrants and established 

residents, middle-class professionals and 
rank-and-fi le workers, Protestants and 
Christians, nightclub owners and ministers, 
and business owners and wage earners—
utilized their self-help and community 
agency resources to channel an effective 
protest strategy that led to the re-establish-
ment of Black voting rights. The 1940s, 
according to historians Darlene Clark Hine 
and Merline Pitre, stirred vigor, passion, 
and anti-racist rancor among rank-and-fi le 
and middle-class African Americans, so 
much that the collective and independent 
acts of protest-activism threatened the foun-
dation of the status quo like never before.33 

 Although most Black wartime activ-
ists utilized the courts, media, mobility, 
boycotts, higher earnings, workplace poli-
tics, and organizing strategies to fi ght racial 
injustice in the 1940s, others used their 
checkbooks and business savvy to promote 
racial autonomy. The growing Black busi-
ness class in Houston produced people who 
had reached levels of economic success that 
allowed them to provide funds for Black 
activism. The lives of Clarence and Anna 
Dupree illustrate how some Black migrants 

Shown are members of Alpha Kappa Omega Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc., c. 1942. Hazel Hainesworth Young, who 
taught Latin and was a counselor at Yates High School and active in Antioch Baptist Church is among those shown (second row, far left).



page 56 The Houston Review...Volume 3, Number 1

to Houston worked hard to succeed and 
then used their wealth to help others.34 

Born in 1891 in Carthage, Texas, a 
small community in Panola County just 
south of Marshall, Anna Johnson, the eldest 
of six children, lived a typical East Texas 
life as the daughter of sharecroppers. The 
family moved to Galveston in 1904, where 
Anna met her future husband, Clarence 
A. Dupree of Plaquemine, Louisiana. 
Orphaned at age seven, Clarence worked 
odd jobs at Galveston hotels and barber-
shops. White customers cared for Dupree 
by providing him with shelter, food, and 
clothing. Anna and Clarence soon met, 
fell in love, and married in 1918. The 
newlyweds moved to Houston shortly 
thereafter. Clarence worked as a porter at 
the Bender Hotel; his bride worked as a 
beautician in a White beauty salon. Anna 
soon joined a more exclusive establish-
ment in the city’s River Oaks subdivision, 
securing a prosperous clientele among River 
Oaks and Montrose housewives. Even as 
the two struggled during the Depression 
years, residing in the Fourth Ward and 
living off Clarence Dupree’s meager earn-
ings, they managed to save $20,000. By 
the late 1930s, they invested their savings 
in real estate ventures that provided impor-
tant services to the Black community. 
They reopened the Pastime Theater on 
McKinley in the Third Ward, built the 
El Dorado business center at Elgin and 
Dowling in 1939, and opened a pharmacy, 

men’s apparel shop, and paint store. They 
also invested in the El Dorado Ballroom, a 
nightclub that for decades hosted parties, 
dances, and social events. 

 The following year, the Duprees 
opened the Negro Child Center on Solo 
Street in the Fifth Ward. Having been an 
orphan, Clarence realized the importance 
of a fi rst-class orphanage in the community 
for African American children. Anna also 
opened the Eliza Johnson Home for the 
Negro Aged at 10010 Cullen Boulevard. 
The facility, named for her late mother, was 
home to ninety seniors. The community 
builders also donated $11,000 to Houston 
College for Negroes and the construction of 
the Thornton M. Fairchild Building. They 
contributed annually to the United Negro 
College Fund; formed the fi rst little league 
baseball team for Black children; raised 
money for Camp Robinhood, the fi rst Girl 
Scout Camp in the state for Black girls; and 
encouraged others to donate money and 
land for other causes, including the South 
Central YMCA and St. Luke’s Episcopal 
Church, both on Wheeler Avenue near 
Texas Southern University. 

The Duprees and other wealthy Blacks 
in Houston formed a bridge between the 
poor and the well-to-do. They never forgot 
where they came from and bettered the lives 
of thousands of African American college 
students, seniors, club members, youths, 
church members, and the indigent. Their 
activism came in the form of both migra-

tion and community agency. Their protests 
rarely provoked criticism among Whites. 
Nor did they threaten their traditional 
White clientele by publicly denouncing 
Jim Crow segregation. To the contrary, they 
found opportunities to secure land and 
businesses within a segregated society and 
then to use their wealth to provide needed 
services for African Americans. Their work 
illustrates the process through which the 
Black community in Houston achieved 
greater racial autonomy by generating both 
the leadership and the funding needed for 
self-help programs.

Such community activism and self help 
initiatives accelerated important changes 
for Houston’s Black community and paved 
the way for later forms of political activism. 
Activists as migrants, community builders, 
wage earners, and prayer warriors found 
themselves even more compelled to rebuild 
their homes, churches, neighborhoods, 
schools, and expanding institutions. Even 
during periods of massive underemploy-
ment and unemployment, activists put the 
needs of others fi rst. The vigilance of World 
War II protesters essentially built upon 
earlier forms of activism; at the same time, 
these methods provided a secure footing for 
later acts of human rights resistance. 

After World War II, Houston’s 
bustling economy encouraged continued 
in-migrants from Texas and Louisiana 
for the next two generations. Although 
the economic recession of the mid-1980s 
precipitated massive layoffs and business 
closings in the oil refi ning and technology 
arenas, rejuvenated fi nancial growth in 
medical science, computer technology, engi-
neering, and natural gas later stimulated 
renewed migrations to the Houston area. 

Indeed, by the last two decades of 
the twentieth century, Houston, for some, 
the nation’s Sunbelt capital, witnessed 
two new demographic trends: College-age 
youths, unemployed adults, and retired 
seniors from regions outside Texas and 
Louisiana, principally from the Midwest 
and California, more readily relocated 
to Houston, reversing the original Great 
Migrations of their grandparents and 
parents to obtain quality college educations 
and jobs in the city’s expanding service-
sector economy. Black Caribbeans, Central 
Americans, Ethiopians, along with West 
African nationals, especially Nigerians, 
attracted also to Houston’s inexpensive 
public and private colleges, low cost of 

Named for Anna Dupree’s beloved mother, the Eliza Johnson House opened its doors in 1949 for African 
American seniors. The nursing home represented another pledge for the loving Duprees, who grew up poor 
at the dawn of the twentieth century. Here, a proud Anna Dupree remembers all too well the importance of 
valuing the African American elderly, a source of strength in the community. Her loving grandmother, a freed 
slave, encouraged her continuously.
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living, warm climate, and career possibilities 
in medical science, technology, engi-
neering, and space exploration, found the 
Southwestern metropolis attractive as well. 
These recent internal migrants and immi-
grants from abroad have formed separate 
ethnic enclaves; forged enthralling cultural, 
familial, political, and economic alliances 
with and within Houston’s larger Black 
community; and certainly benefi ted from 
and added to the Great Migrations of the 
past century.35 

In the early twentieth century, Blacks 
in rural areas faced diffi cult choices in 
confronting the harsh realities of an 
oppressive Jim Crow system. Direct chal-
lenges to White hegemony brought swift 
reprisals, including death. But while 
White Southerners succeeded in erecting 
effective barriers to Black socioeconomic, 
educational, and political freedoms, they 
could not block Black migration. Through 
information networks within their fami-
lies, communities, and churches, African 
Americans learned of better opportuni-
ties available to them. Many of them 
then acted, effectively using movement 
as a means to challenge White authority, 
undermine their socioeconomic powerless-
ness, and thwart their diminished status as 
impoverished, uneducated, disfranchised, 
and landless victims. 

Black resistance to White supremacy 
through migration steadily increased in the 
fi rst half of the twentieth century, costing 
individual landowners sometimes tens of 
thousands of dollars when sharecroppers 
and other tenants abandoned farms and 
contractual agreements. Many migrants left 
the South, drawn by the lure of industrial 
jobs in the Midwest and Northeast. But the 
growth of Southern cities presented another 
option, one that allowed migrants to stay 
in closer contact with their families and 
their hometowns. For several generations 
of Blacks in rural East Texas and western 
Louisiana, Houston, with its fast-growing 
economy, was one obvious destination.

This is not, of course, to say that 
Houston was an ideal place for Blacks to 
live; indeed, by 1950 it was the nation’s 
largest Jim Crow city. Nonetheless, it was 
a place to escape the most severe condi-
tions of tenant farming and to start a 
new life. Within the confi nes of segrega-
tion, the growing Black communities in 
Houston offered a degree of freedom and 
a measure of autonomy for Blacks who 

could fi nd some refuge from Jim Crow in 
what amounted to small cities of African 
Americans in and around Houston. This 
was particularly true for the emerging 
Black middle class of professionals and 
businesspersons who served largely Black 
clienteles. In Houston, Blacks built their 
own self-help organizations and read news-
papers that reported on events in their 
communities. They sent their children to 
segregated schools that were poorly funded 
compared to the city’s other schools, but 
were nonetheless among the best in the 
entire South for the children of the Black 
working class. The city also offered the 
fundamental building block for autonomy 
and independence, access to jobs. Even in 
the all-Black labor gangs of Houston-area 
manufacturing plants, Black migrants 
found employment that offered better pay, 
working conditions, and job security than 
the life of the sharecropper many had left 
behind in the countryside. 

Blacks who left the countryside in 
search of self-improvement in the city often 
found what they sought: a better life for 
themselves and their children. Even those 
who found urban poverty to be a poor 
substitute for rural poverty at least had 
made a personal choice to try to change 
their situation. This was a fundamental 
form of activism, the resolve to do whatever 
was necessary to improve the conditions 
of life. Many of those who found relative 

prosperity in Houston sought to help others 
in their communities and to begin to chal-
lenge the constraints placed on them by 
segregation. In this sense, the steady, quiet, 
and gentle activism and self help of Black 
Southerners in the early twentieth century 
smoothed the road for later, more direct 
and confrontational forms of civil rights 
activism. While contributing to Houston’s 
growth, often with back-breaking labor, 
these migrants laid the foundation for a city 
that would remove at least the legal barriers 
to fuller participation by their children and 
grandchildren. 

Ironically, while the Great Migrations, 
like the Harlem Renaissance, New Deal, 
World War II, and modern-day Civil Rights 
Movement, encouraged unprecedented 
societal transformations and major breeches 
in White supremacy, it failed to eradicate 
widespread poverty and structural racism 
for people of color. Some scholars today 
even suggest that the Great Migrations and 
other forms of passive resistance, known 
here as accommodation-activism, has 
perhaps hindered African American prog-
ress.36 Nevertheless, the Great Migrations 
of the twentieth century did, without ques-
tion, open doors of progress to millions 
of internal migrants, migrant families, 
their descendents, African American 
communities, and contemporary migrants/
immigrants of these communities.   

Successful businesswoman and caring soul Anna Dupree—along with her business partner and husband 
Clarence—opened a number of enterprises that brought renewed community spirit and agency to the city. 
One such business, the Anna Dupree Cottage of Negro Child Center, opened after World War II. Clarence 
Dupree, himself an orphan, made it a life’s mission to facilitate improved services and resources for the city’s 
African American orphan community. The center merged with the Depelchin Center in the 1980s. 
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Ruth Steinfeld and friends celebrating after she 
received her citizenship.

should have had counseling, but for a 
variety of reasons, they never did. At least 
two remarked that they “didn’t hold psychi-
atrists in high esteem” or “didn’t believe in 
psychiatrists.”54 Others just never thought 
to seek help themselves. They were deter-
mined to prove themselves as independent 
and self-reliant, a result of early pressure to 
become self-supporting. However, this left 
unresolved feelings that would resurface 
later in their lives. 

Morris Penn described how his 
Holocaust memories often resurfaced 
while driving long distances for his job as 
a traveling salesman.55 This distracted him 
so much that he missed his exit on several 
occasions. The memories of war, death, 
concentration camps, and many other 
atrocities were often too hard to push aside.

Since most did not seek counseling, 
they found other outlets to help them-
selves come to grips with their past. For 
several survivors, making the pilgrimage to 
Israel in 1981 for the World Gathering of 
Jewish Holocaust Survivors was a defi ning 
moment in their lives. There some learned 
more about what happened to their 
families, providing the closure that many 
needed. Sisters Ruth Steinfeld and Lea 
Weems had never known what happened 
to their parents. Although Ruth knew that 
they were gone, she still kept a little hope 
alive deep down inside that one day they 
might return. 

During the gathering, Ruth and Lea 
fi nally learned the fate of their parents. 
“For me, it felt like I fi nally was normal. It 
wasn’t fun knowing my parents were dead, 
but I knew by now—I was 51 by then and 
I never gave up waiting for them—but real-
istically I knew they were gone. But I never 
knew where or what, so I could make it up 
any way I wanted to. When they put that 
monument up in Jerusalem, I knew then, 
that was the end of that. I fi nally buried my 
parents, normal, the way people bury their 
parents.”56 This trip to Israel helped the 
sisters accept the death of their parents.

In addition to going back to the place 
where the traumatic events took place, some 
have found writing and speaking about 
their experiences as a form of therapy.57 
Upon Ruth’s return to Houston, she imme-
diately called the Houston school district 
and told them, “I’m a living historian.” Her 

new goal in life came to be talking to young 
people about the Holocaust.58 Finding a 
purpose within her tragic past—educating 
students on the dangers of prejudice and 
intolerance—helped Ruth, and many other 
survivors as well, to move forward with a 
new acceptance of their Holocaust past. 
Ruth is a prime example of a Holocaust 
survivor who benefi ted from the commu-
nity upon her arrival and then later gave 
back to the community.

Following the gathering in Israel, Lea 
Weems recalled, a group of survivors started 
talking about creating a speaker’s bureau 
that would send survivors out to different 
schools to give students a fi rst hand account 
of the Holocaust. While it was diffi cult 
for most survivors at fi rst to share their 
stories, “it got easier as time went on. It 
was liberating to talk about it.”59 Lea had 
never even talked about it to her children. 
“They never wanted to ask because they 

thought it would hurt me and I didn’t want 
to tell them because I thought it would 
hurt them.” Speaking to schoolchildren 
and educating them about the Holocaust 
became the center of many survivors’ lives. 
Some never felt comfortable enough to 
speak in public about their story, however, 
those who did found it rewarding.

Those uncomfortable with speaking 
publicly found writing about their experi-
ences to be a fruitful method of expressing 
their emotions. This past year, a new 
program for survivors called “The Memory 

Project” began at Holocaust Museum 
Houston. Based on a similar program at 
the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, 
The Memory Project helps survivors to 
“creatively channel their memories into 
writing.”60 By giving survivors an opportu-
nity to express themselves in a supportive 
environment, the museum preserves for 
posterity the memories that may have 
otherwise never been recorded. Whether it 
is through writing, speaking, traveling back 
to Europe, or attending reunions, survivors 
have found different ways of coming to 
grips with a past that had gone unresolved 
for most of their lifetime. 

The silence fi nally dissolved within 
American culture, and many survivors 
embraced the new social climate and began 
to speak freely about their past, no longer 
having to hold it inside. Like many survi-
vors, Bill Morgan found speaking very 
diffi cult at fi rst. However, after time passed, 
he had a profound realization: “I have two 
choices really. Take that experience with 
me to the grave or share so it doesn’t repeat 
itself. The damage is done in my heart. 
[There’s] just no way to erase it.”61 

The Holocaust survivors who came 
to Houston for a new beginning found 
that and more. They were welcomed into 
an expanding Jewish community and it 
was not long before these individuals were 
giving back to the community that took 
them in. Several of Houston’s survivors 
went on to become infl uential business-
people, and they made contributions to 
the Houston economy and to a variety of 
philanthropies in the city, both Jewish and 
non-Jewish. The fact that most survivors 
were able to put their lives back together 
and integrate into a community at all 
should be seen as a success. 

The resettlement program that the 
Refugee Service Committee organized, 
combined with the tireless efforts of the 
newcomers themselves, helped to make the 
transition to life in Houston as smooth as 
possible. These individuals were subjected 
to some of the most cruel and inhumane 
living conditions and had undergone 
severe traumas. Yet, they put these trials 
behind them and moved forward to 
become contributing members of society. 
Surely, many survivors struggled and 
faced immense challenges as they fought 
to rebuild their shattered lives, but they 
responded with determination and appre-
ciation for their second chance at life.   

Shattered Lives 
continued from page 17
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cation of their newspaper. The building 
accommodated women and men and held 
kitchen and dining areas, as well as the 
offi ces of the paper. The founders of the 
movement housed the poor, distributed 
meals, prepared the newspaper, created a 
maternity guild, started a workers school, 
and collected and dispensed clothing and 
other items.9 

Mark Zwick did not initially embrace 
the Catholic Worker movement. Zwick, the 
ninth of twelve children, was born in 1927 
and raised in a devoutly Catholic home in 
Canton, Ohio. Mark later earned a master’s 
degree in social work from the University 
of Chicago and spent time in that fi eld 
in California. While working there with 
farm laborers, Mark, a priest, met Louise, 
who was attending Berkeley University. 
Born in 1942 on a farm in western 
Pennsylvania, Louise had been a non-prac-
ticing Methodist. Earlier, while attending 
college at Youngstown University, she took 
a philosophy course that piqued her interest 
in Catholic teachings. She converted to 
Catholicism and, after meeting Mark, who 
left the priesthood, the couple married and 
she went on to earn a master’s degree in 
children’s literature and library sciences.10 

Increasingly dissatisfi ed with their 
comfortable material culture, the Zwicks 
sold everything they owned in 1976 and 
went with their two children as mission-
aries to El Salvador. They wanted to learn 
the Spanish language and culture as well 
as discover what was being done there 
about social justice for the poor.11 In El 
Salvador they found war, assassination, 
and chaos. When they left that country, 
they were, according to Mark, “a changed 
people.” Their faith “would never be the 
same.”12 The Zwicks moved to Houston 
in 1980. At fi rst they performed social 
work at St. Theresa Catholic Church near 
Memorial Park, but increasingly found that 
type of service unfulfi lling.13 Eventually, 
after viewing Latinos living in cars in 
the parking lots around the Heights area 
of the city, on February 18, 1981, they 
opened the fi rst Catholic Worker House of 
Hospitality in the southern United States 
at 4309 Washington Avenue in a largely 
Hispanic section of Houston. By far the 
largest Catholic Worker organization in 
the United States, the Zwicks gave their 
house the name Juan Diego because Diego, 

CASA continued from page 21 a sixteenth-century Mexican peasant, was 
one of the fi rst to evangelize in New Spain. 
Zwick later said that Juan Diego repre-
sented the “paradox of the powerless being 
powerful.”14 

Believing that many Central American 
refugees and battered Hispanic women were 
receiving little or no help from existing 
social service agencies in Houston, Casa 
Juan Diego became the only U.S. Catholic 
Worker House of Hospitality that catered 
to immigrants, legal or otherwise, and the 
Spanish-speaking.15 With the opening of 
the Houston House of Hospitality, Zwick 
embraced the Catholic Worker ideology. 
The house he and his wife founded was 
patterned after Dorothy Day’s and Peter 
Maurin’s House in New York. No one 
at the Casa earned a paycheck, although 
volunteers did receive a ten-dollar stipend 
per week, and no Casa guest was expected 
to perform work for their room and board. 
Instead, the Zwicks encouraged men to fi nd 
work as soon as possible. The number of 
full-time staff and volunteers fl uctuated. In 
1998, there were twelve full-time workers 
and seventy-fi ve part-time volunteers, 
while in 2004, there were nine live-in staff 
and approximately twenty-fi ve volun-
teers. Besides the Zwicks, idealistic college 
students and seminarians made up the bulk 
of the Casa’s full-time staff.16 

In the early days, the Zwicks ran a 
loose ship. “We’re disorganized deliber-
ately,” the founder of Casa Juan Diego 
said eight years after the house’s opening, 
running what he called “organized chaos.” 
The couple was also determined to help 
undocumented aliens by imposing as few 
procedures as possible. Personalism for 
Mark and Louise Zwick meant “improving 
the lot of our fellow man rather than relying 
on impersonal institutes to provide this 
assistance.” Also dedicated to the Catholic 
Worker philosophy of voluntary poverty, 
yet aware that she and her husband had to 
support their two children, during the fi rst 
ten years of the Casa’s existence, the Zwicks 
maintained a dwelling separate from the 
Casa. Louise Zwick, with excellent Spanish 
skills, acquired a job at the Stanaker branch 
of the Houston Public Library, located in a 
Hispanic enclave, as a children’s librarian.17

Unlike state or federally run welfare 
programs, Mark and Louise Zwick did 
not call the people who came to their door 
“clients.” They considered them guests, 
people merely passing through on their 

way to a better life—the reason they left 
their homes in Guatemala, Nicaragua, or 
El Salvador in the fi rst place. Nor did they 
consider the Casa a mission, since they 
did not proselytize. They accepted people 
whether they were Catholic, Protestant, or 
had no faith at all.

People who came to Casa Juan Diego 
did not have to fi ll out endless forms upon 
which to prove their poverty and need. 
“We keep no records, no secretaries, no 
administrators,” Zwick once said. “We 
save ourselves a lot of grief,” he added. The 
couple wanted the Casa to have a face-to-
face environment, and be at least one place 
in Houston “where a person [could] get 
immediate assistance without having to fi ll 
out application forms, present certifi cates 
and wait days at a time” for help. “We 
learned early on that it was very diffi cult to 
discern who were the so-called ‘deserving 
poor’ because in our culture those who tell 
the best story [to welfare offi cials] are the 
‘deserving poor,’” Mark Zwick told a news-
paper reporter.18 

The Zwicks never brought people to 
the Casa. Those who reached it found their 
own way there. Knowledge of the house 
traveled by word of mouth, from one immi-
grant to another, or from people within the 
Hispanic communities of Houston who 
found an immigrant on the streets. Another 
way refugees discovered Casa Juan Diego 
was through the city’s social welfare and 
governmental agencies. Hospitals, schools, 
police, and even INS directed immigrants 
to the Zwicks. Although welcoming the 
immigrants arriving at Casa Juan Diego, 
Mark and Louise were not in favor of illegal 
immigration. As they repeatedly stated: 
“We oppose undocumented immigration 
because it destroys families.” It was not 
the immigrants’ fault, however, the couple 

A refugee who lives at Casa Juan Diego.
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stressed, that war, strife, violence, and 
unemployment forced them to leave their 
homes in search of better opportunities. 
The couple felt that, once such immigrants 
reached Houston, they could not just tell 
them to “‘[g]o away.’ We can’t give them a 
stone when they need bread.”19

Mark and Louise Zwick ministered 
not only to the immigrants’ spiritual needs, 
if the immigrant so desired, but to their 
physical, emotional, mental, and fi nancial 
ones as well. The Zwicks or their volun-
teers would take guests to the airport, 
translate English into Spanish for the 
immigrants, and make trips to the post 
offi ce for guests who had material arriving 
from family members they had left behind. 
The Houston Catholic Worker House of 
Hospitality bought bus tickets for those 
guests who wished to move on to other 
cities in the United States. And, because 
many fi nancial institutions in Houston 
would not cash checks for refugees, the 
house also acted as a bank. 

Additionally, Casa Juan Diego 
received and protected battered women, 

whether they were undocumented aliens 
or American citizens. They took refugees 
to hospitals (usually Ben Taub, the indi-
gent aid facility) or medical clinics, picked 
them up, and gave them free legal advice, 
free English lessons, bond money, start-up 
cash, dental service, and medical help. They 
initiated work cooperatives for immigrant 
men and women and a shoe repair business 
for disabled men. Volunteers at the house 
frequently drove to Western Union outlets 
to receive monies sent for refugees, and the 
unpaid workers cleaned and maintained the 
kitchens, bathrooms, sleeping areas, dining 
rooms, and yards of the houses the Zwicks 
managed. And, in what Mark Zwick 
considered one of the house’s most impor-
tant functions, Casa Juan Diego pursued 
employers who hired undocumented aliens 
and then refused to pay them.20

A typical day in the life of Casa Juan 
Diego included Mark, Louise, and/or one 
or more members of the staff waking at 
6 a.m. to prepare a breakfast of oatmeal 
or something similar. This would feed the 
refugees who had slept at the Casa the 

previous night. The dishes would then be 
washed and for the next hour the phones 
turned off so that the staff could spend time 
renewing themselves spiritually. Then they 
would meet to plan the day’s activities, as 
much as was possible. Someone volunteered 
to receive guests. Another unpaid worker 
drove to local stores to collect donated food. 
Others would offer to help residents with 
their medical, family, employment, or legal 
problems. This could involve visiting a job 
site to ask an employer why he did not pay 
a refugee-employee, or it could mean a trip 
to the hospital, the bus station, a medical 
clinic, or the immigration offi ce. The other 
volunteers divided up the additional tasks, 
including preparing lunch and dinner. If it 
was a Wednesday, there would be mass for 
those who wished to attend.21 

In the meantime, a Galveston, Texas, 
nurse called to ask if Casa Juan Diego would 
take a long-time undocumented immigrant 
who had no legs and needed dialysis. One 
border guard wanted to know if the Casa 
could accommodate an immigrant youth 
whose leg had been run over by a train, 

Literacy was emphasized at Casa Juan Diego from the earliest days. The co-founder, Louise Zwick, was a children’s librarian with an emphasis on children’s literature.



The Houston Review...Volume 3, Number 1 page 61

while the United Way asked if the Zwicks 
could provide counseling for an elderly 
man. Another family wondered if the 
Casa could furnish colostomy bags for an 
immigrant teenager. A private hospital in 
Houston asked Mark if he could supply 
shelter for a female refugee who had just 
given birth, and a Houston housewife called 
to see if the Casa would accept rice with 
weevils as a donation. Another homemaker 
phoned to apologize for accusing her live-in 
immigrant maid of stealing her jewels. She 
said she was sorry that her husband pressed 
charges against the female refugee. The 
jewelry had only been misplaced. A refugee 
mother wanted to know if the Casa could 
help her teenage son with his skin disease. 
She was unable to get help from any of the 
traditional social agencies because she was 
an undocumented alien. The Methodist 
Hospital called to get the Casa’s address 
so that, in the future, all indigent patients 
could be referred there. To all of these 
requests, save the weevil-infested rice, Mark 
and Louise Zwick said yes.22 

Once a week, Louise Zwick would 
meet with the battered immigrant females, 
while Mark would spend time talking in 
the evening with the newly arrived guests. 
He enjoyed doing that because the stories 
they told kept him focused on his work. In 
the evenings there might be an unexpected 
fi re, or an unforeseen birth, a knife fi ght, 
a battering husband or partner trying to 
get into the building, a murder, or a drunk 
who had to be calmed down and taken to a 
cheap motel for the night.23

Operations at Casa Juan Diego began 
slowly but spread by word of mouth. Every 
evening in 1982 approximately twenty 
refugees sought shelter in the house, and 
the center’s operating budget was about 
$36,000 per year. Nine years later, Mark 
and Louise Zwick managed a $300,000 
budget. By 2004, that fi gure had increased 
to almost $1,000,000 per year, only a 
small portion of which went for volunteer 
stipends, none of which was slotted for 
salaries or administrative costs, and all of 
which came from donations. In 1987, the 
couple bought one-half ton of rice and 
beans every week. And every week one-half 
ton of rice and beans was given to the fami-
lies that came to the distribution center, 
regardless of race, sex, age, or whether the 
person arrived by bus, foot power, bicycle, 
or automobile. By 1989, the Zwicks freely 
handed out, to more than six hundred new 

Houstonians, two thousand pounds of 
beans and rice weekly.24 In addition, they 
gave away clothing, free of charge, as well 
as beds, diapers, furniture, eyeglasses, and 
medical care.

At fi rst, Zwick imposed very few regu-
lations on his guests. By 1990, however, as 
a trickle of refugees took advantage of the 
lax authority in the Casa, he had to estab-
lish some ground rules. Because a few male 
guests preferred to sleep all day and stay 
out all night, Zwick issued a regulation that 
males had to look for work during the day. 
They were given aid for only fi fteen days 
unless they had not found jobs in that time. 
Because many women arrived either preg-
nant or with one or more children, they 
were unable to aggressively seek employ-
ment. Instead, the Zwicks helped women 
fi nd jobs by announcing in their publica-
tion that immigrant women were available 
as domestics. Since many of the arriving 
female immigrants had either been battered 

by the men in their lives before leaving 
home, or were raped and/or abused on the 
trip to the U.S., Zwick also initially insisted 
(when the couple had only one house) that 
the male guests sleep downstairs and refrain 
from going upstairs into the women’s quar-
ters. He also instituted a prohibition against 
weapons and alcohol. “We welcome them 
with one arm,” he told a reporter, “and give 
them the list of rules with the other.”25 The 
couple had few illusions about serving the 
poor. They realized that immigrants, just 
like everyone else, have faults and vices. 

In addition to instruction in the 
English language, the other way the Zwicks 
tried to educate refugees was in their bi-
monthly publication, the Houston Catholic 
Worker. The paper began shortly after the 
opening of Casa Juan Diego. There were 
no editorial offi ces, no reporters’ salaries, 
no costs for upkeep. The Zwicks wrote the 
stories and a volunteer couple did the type-
setting and mailing. The couple imparted 
their views on how refugees should be 
treated by America’s society. They instructed 
the refugees in Catholic Worker philosophy. 
And they confessed theirs and their guests’ 
failings, celebrated their victories, and 
offered insight into their devout faith. They 
sold no advertising, but they did recount 
their trials and joys as well as those of the 
Casa’s guests.26 

Little did the couple know when they 
started Casa Juan Diego in 1981 that it 
would become “the Worker movement’s 
fi rst major multinational operation.” 
What began as a small effort with a single 
house had become a far-fl ung concern. At 
one time the Zwicks had as many as ten 
different houses that served the immigrant 
community of Houston. As of 2004, they 
ran seven different welfare facilities and 
they had launched three in Mexico and one 
in Guatemala.27 The couple supervised the 
house in Matamoros, Mexico, which shel-
tered migrants from Central America. 

In Houston, the Zwicks had a facility 
for up to one hundred battered, pregnant, 
or Spanish-speaking women and their 
children, who were allowed to remain 
for as long as they needed. The women’s 
shelter also served as Casa Juan Diego’s 
headquarters and, since the Zwicks’ chil-
dren left home, as Mark’s and Louise’s 
home. An eighty-person men’s shelter, 
known as the Padre Jack Davis House, 
was located a block away from the original 
Casa in an old steel-fabrication factory.28 

Did you know?
• In the fi rst ten years of exis-

tence, Casa Juan Diego had 
been the temporary home 
of approximately 13,000 
Central American refugees.1

• In 1988, it took a minimum 
of $10,425 monthly just to 
pay for utilities, gas, insur-
ance, and taxes, and to supply 
food, medicine, transporta-
tion, and rental assistance.2 

• By 1991, Casa Juan Diego gave 
away at least $5,500 per month 
in rice, beans, fl our, milk, medi-
cine, and cooking oil alone.3  
It also was distributing more 
than 200,000 meals annually.4

• By 1993, the Casa housed 
150 guests nightly, while 
a separate facility boarded 
another fi fty per evening.5 

• In early 1996, Casa Juan Diego 
had provided aid to nearly 
30,000 refugees.6  It had also 
given away three hundred 
thousand meals per year.7



Accompanying the men’s house was St. 
Joseph the Worker hiring hall and a shoe 
repair school the Zwicks set up for immi-
grants to run who had become disabled in 
the process of crossing the border.29 In addi-
tion, the Zwicks once housed in a separate 
building known as Casa De Las Familias y 
Los Jovenes (the house of families and the 
young) for immigrant youth who had, for 
one or another reason, reached Houston 
alone.

Financial backing for all that the 
Zwicks and their volunteers accomplished 
came from many sources. Parishes, reli-

gious congregations, religious orders, and 
individuals, 75 percent of whom were from 
Houston, donated amounts ranging from 
a pittance to as much as $5,000. On two 
occasions over the twenty-four-year life of 
Casa Juan Diego, the Zwicks sponsored 
what they called a Jubilee Fund. They asked 
their readers to refrain from buying new 
clothing for an entire year and to donate 
the savings to the poor. Other than that, 
the only appeal for contributions that the 
Zwicks made was in their annual Christmas 
letter published in the Houston Catholic 
Worker.30

From its beginning, Casa Juan Diego 
operated “in fl agrant defi ance of U.S. 
foreign policy” by housing refugees that the 
INS routinely deports. Initially, Zwick was 
very reticent about commenting publicly 
on his work, and with good reason. In his 
occasional talks to church and civic groups, 
he could sense the growing tension and 
uneasiness within the audience as they 
fi nally grasped that he was discussing his 
work with and requesting funding for 
undocumented people. He faced the anger 
of neighbors who expressed discontent 
over the numbers of people on the streets 
in front of their homes and businesses, 
voiced dissatisfaction over the debris “those 
people” left scattered about, and evinced 
fear that the Houston Catholic Worker 
House of Hospitality was “a plot of the 
Pope to bring more Catholics into the 
United States.”31 Even more so, every year 
INS received dozens of complaints from 

Immigrant men display the altar for The Day of the Dead at Casa Juan Diego in 1997.  

Louise Zwick (r) welcomes a new guest.

nearby residents of Casa Juan Diego about 
the numbers of men milling about Rose 
and Washington Streets. 

By 1986, Zwick became less reticent 
about discussing his work, in part because 
of the public outcry over the forced closing 
of Casa Oscar Romero in south Texas 
and the jailing of persons associated with 
the Sanctuary Movement.32 He began to 
talk openly about his immigrant-aiding 
operation. He continually reminded his 
neighbors that immigrants were just as 
human as anyone else, just as hopeful for a 
better life, and just as in need of jobs. And 
he stressed that the employers who drove 
around the area in search of immigrants 
to hire attracted just as many native street 
people as undocumented workers. Then he 
assigned crews to pick up trash daily and 
asked his guests not to frequent the shops 
or areas of complaining neighbors. 

Despite his efforts, as we saw, the 
INS targeted the immigrants of Casa Juan 
Diego in November 1993. In spite of the 
stress of trying to avoid immigration offi -
cials, dodge complaining neighbors, and 
cope with the myriad crises and needs of 
refugees, the Zwicks continued their work. 
In their opinion, laws would not stop 
immigrants from coming to the United 
States. Thus, they would not stop the 
Zwicks either.33   

During its existence, Casa Juan Diego has twice 
been destroyed by fi re. Fire investigators ruled 
the fi rst one, on July 7, 1982, arson. The second, 
on June 20, 1985, was blamed on an electrical 
malfunction. Within several months, the Zwicks 
rebuilt, this time with concrete and steel, making a 
third blaze less likely.
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and have taken action. Despite the fact 
that many of the Vietnamese women 
interviewed disapprove of some aspects of 
American culture, one of them argued that 
now “women can get in front of men.”31 
Thus, Vietnamese women who reside in 
these villages not only realize the changes in 
gender relations but they identify the need 
to support positive cultural changes to curb 
domestic violence. 

Vietnamese and Vietnamese American 
women have always discovered ways to 
construct their own spheres of womanhood 
whether in the United States or Vietnam. 
Vietnamese women in Houston have 
demanded greater economic independence 
to meet both the family’s fi nancial necessity 
and push the boundaries of gender roles 
to shape and carve out new identities for 
women within the community. They are 
not wholly rejecting Vietnamese traditional 
family values, but instead they continue to 
embrace strong characteristics within the 
sphere of Vietnamese femininity to further 
justify the constant shaping of gender roles 
in the United States. The reception toward 
seeking outside professional help remains 
lukewarm at best. Yet, more and more 
Vietnamese Americans embrace a cultural 

From the Ashes...  
continued from page 31

change, seeking professional counseling to 
resolve personal matters or family issues. 
This is an assertive attempt to combat 
the current social ostracism attached to 
seeking mental healthcare. There are 
Vietnamese counselors and patients who 
are fi ghting the social stigma that comes 
with seeking outside professional assis-
tance, and therefore, outright challenging 
that mental health is a cultural taboo in 
Vietnamese society.

THE THIRD RED SCARE:
VIETNAMESE AMERICAN 
IDENTITY AND ANTI-
COMMUNIST POLITICS
Despite their squalid housing conditions 
and concerns about healthcare, the villages 
maintain a sense of “Vietnamese-ness” 
which helps to reconstruct their own way 
of living. Furthermore, many residents 
remark that they continue to live in these 
villages for several reasons—the relative 
security of their villages, the ability to 
trust their neighbors, inexpensive housing, 
and being able to use the Vietnamese 
language. Impoverished living condi-
tions do not sway them from building 
a Catholic chapel, operating ESL and 
computer classes, or raising the Republic 
of Vietnam fl ags at the main entrance. 
For example, in front of the Thai Xuan 
Village on Broadway Street, a large 
Southern Vietnamese fl ag fl aps alongside 
the U.S. and Texas fl ags. Political events, 
staged rallies, and demonstrations held 
every April 30th to remember the fall of 
Saigon, are fi lled with thousands of partici-
pants pledging allegiance to the Southern 
Vietnamese fl ag. They sing patriotic hymns 
about their homeland while denouncing 
the past and present atrocities committed 
by the Vietnamese Communist regime.

Outsiders tend to believe that Asian 
Americans and in this case, Vietnamese 
Americans, are just “fence-sitters” when it 
comes to politics and civic participation. 
Thus, not much has been written about 
the development of a Vietnamese American 

Two Vietnamese women are sitting in the decorated living room with a backdrop of photos of family 
members. Both women reside at Thai Xuan Village.                                                  Photograph by Van Pham

Erected earlier this year, two statues honor the Southern Vietnamese soldiers and refugees of the Vietnam 
War. One statue depicts a Vietnamese family in refuge to remember the experiences of those who fl ed from 
their native land. Both statues are located in the parking lot of the Universal Center shopping plaza on 
Bellaire Boulevard.
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political identity that has been refracted 
through the lens of the Cold War and its 
negative consequences. Anticommunist 
sentiment and dogma had its roots in 
Southern Vietnam. The majority of 
Vietnamese refugees who fl ed after the fall 
of Saigon and had supported the Republic 

of Vietnam regime were fortunate enough 
to migrate safely to the U.S. Because they 
did not follow Ho Chi Minh, they became 
angered by the signifi cant material and 
emotional loss from the Communists’ 
victory in the war.

Founded in 1981 by former South 

Vietnamese military offi cers in California, 
the National United Front for the 
Liberation of Vietnam, or simply the Front, 
offered refugees a plan to retake their 
homeland.32 The scheme to raise a guer-
rilla army in countries bordering Vietnam 
sounded far-fetched, but was nonetheless 
enticing. Strong anticommunist sentiment 
gained momentum in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s as the Front garnered popular 
support not just in California, but in 
Houston and other established Vietnamese 
American enclaves as well. With popular 
backing, the group amassed millions of 
dollars as more Vietnamese Americans 
donated money to the organization. The 
fi nancial donors believed they were aiding 
a good cause—to assist the Front’s guer-
rilla war in Southeast Asia in an attempt to 
throttle the Vietnamese Communists. 

One local Vietnamese American 
journalist skeptical of the group’s 
fi nancial spending and political tactics 
conducted research on the Front. Phong 
Dam Nguyen, a Vietnamese journalist, 
left Saigon in 1975 and started a news-
paper in Houston called Tu Do, meaning 
“freedom.”33 Nguyen exposed fake refugee 
aid programs and reported on other groups 
deemed dishonest.34 Although he was a 
fi erce anticommunist, Nguyen dedicated 
what became his last issues of Tu Do news-
paper to a series accusing the Front’s leaders 
of fraud. 

What followed was no surprise. 
Nguyen’s paper received anonymous phone 
threats, fellow journalists pleaded him to 
back off, and Nguyen even started carrying 
a gun. His fears were well deserved, and 
unfortunately, he was murdered at the 
doorstep of his house in the southeast 
neighborhood of Houston in the early 
morning of August 25, 1982. Vietnamese 
American community members of almost 
every stripe believed it was the Front that 
killed Nguyen. One Vietnamese American 
who wanted to remain anonymous stated, 
“Unfortunately for him, anticommunism 
ran so deep in 1982 that some Houston 
refugees believed that anyone who blocked 
the Front deserved to die. And that anyone 
included Nguyen Dam Phong.”35 

The crime remains unsolved to this 
day. Vietnamese American community 
leaders and the Houston Police Department 
(HPD) suspected his assassination was 
the direct result of articles he published 
about the Front. The HPD report pointed 
to the anticommunist organization as 

Vietnamese American Women as 
Nail Salon Entrepreneurs
One successful occupation among Vietnamese American women in Houston has 
been the discount nail salon industry that came into local prominence during the 
early 1980s. In major urban areas from the West Coast to the South, a signifi cant 
portion of nail salon owners are Vietnamese women, and Houston is no exception. 
According to one local study on Vietnamese women and the discount nail salon 
industry, one of the fi rst Vietnamese salon owners in Houston opened for business in 
1981.1 Thao Ha writes that “Vietnamese 
women who started their nail salons were 
able to help friends and family members 
by giving them advice on the business, 
showing them techniques, and giving 
them their fi rst jobs as nail salon techni-
cians. She adds, “Soon, those who started 
as nail technicians saved enough money to 
start their own shop.” Ads were placed in 
Vietnamese-language newspapers showing 
interested women where to go to school, 
apply for those schools, and be trained as 
nail technicians.2

The author reports, “Before the 
Vietnamese entered into this business, 
there were only upscale nail salons. The 
discount nail salon simply did not exist 
in Houston, therefore, vacancies were 
abundant, and there was no interethnic 
competition for those vacancies.”3 Since 
the Vietnamese refugees were willing to 
work for lower costs, thus charging their 
clients half the price of the upscale salons, 
they were able to fi ll the vacuum of the discount nail salon business, as they provide 
service to the masses. 

Over fi ve hundred listings of nail salons were included in the 2000 Greater 
Houston Southwestern Bell Yellow Pages, “with a large percentage of them owned 
and operated by Vietnamese.”4 Vietnamese immigrants would choose the discount 
nail salon industry for a variety of reasons. Since many lacked skills and capital, they 
applied to beauty schools since tuition was inexpensive and the hours of schooling 
were minimal. Plus, to overcome language barriers, schools of cosmetology were 
opened and operated by Vietnamese for Vietnamese. Opening a nail salon industry 
required little capital as well.5 Finally, despite their little educational credentials and 
small knowledge of English, once they opened for business, shop owners could earn 
up to six fi gures per year while manicurist employees could make between $40,000 
to $60,000 a year.6 Local Vietnamese women, through their hard work, persever-
ance, and business savvy, have created an economic niche for themselves, providing 
them and their families with greater fi nancial security. Knowingly or unknowingly, 
they have created a Vietnamese American socioeconomic phenomenon.

U.S.A. Nail at the Universal Center on Bellaire 
Boulevard. U.S.A. Nail is just one of many 
nail salon supply stores owned and operated by 
Vietnamese Americans.
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the main suspect. Four other Vietnamese 
journalists were killed between 1981 and 
1990, including Lam Trong Duong in 
San Francisco, Tap Van Pham in Garden 
Grove, California, and Nhan Trong Do 
and Triet Le in Fairfax County, Virginia. 
These reporters all revealed that the Front 
collected donations from Vietnamese immi-
grants under the pretense of supporting 
freedom fi ghters in Vietnam. Instead, the 
reports alleged that millions of dollars were 
funneled to a massive public relations orga-
nization, its own magazine, a fi shing fl eet, 
and a worldwide chain of restaurants.36

The horrifi c murder of Phong Dam 
Nguyen marked a tragedy for his surviving 
family members and friends. In the long 
run, the fervent anticommunist senti-
ment blinded the Vietnamese American 
community and derailed any discourse 
for a participatory democracy and wide-

open political environment. Such use of 
violence by a politicized group hindered 
any development of democratization 
within the Vietnamese American popula-
tion. Eventually, leaders of the Front were 
indicted by the FBI for money laundering, 
extortion, bribery, and misappropriation 
of funds when members used funds to run 
their own restaurant chain and even adult 
fi lms. Along with these scandals and the 
death of the group’s leader, Admiral Minh 
Co Hoang (whose failed attempt to raise an 
anticommunist guerrilla army in Southeast 
Asia ended with his death), the alluring 
power of the Front turned into broken 
promises and dreams leading to its decline 
by the early 1990s. 

Many Vietnamese Americans remain 
hesitant to respond to communal activism 
or to take political initiative for fear of 
retribution from authorities. According 

to a local study, there exists “an under-
lying deep, historically rooted suspicion of 
organized community efforts” among the 
Vietnamese residents in Alief.37 Tracing the 
historical roots of anti-authoritarianism or 
fear of taking political actions, the report 
fi nds that “domination by the Chinese, 
the French, and the Communists has left 
the Vietnamese with an antipathy toward 
any organization that seems political.” 
Furthermore, the report indicates that “the 
background of prospective community 
leaders is particularly important,” since 
local Vietnamese were often suspicious of 
those who had returned to visit Vietnam. 

Out of this unhealthy political 
environment arises political red-baiting 
and intolerance for those who do not 
espouse rigid anticommunist views. Some 
Vietnamese American politicians slander 
their opponents for supposedly favoring 
communistic agendas or seek to improve 
their candidacies by presenting themselves 
more anticommunist than their opponents. 
Even those who do not hold staunch anti-
communist sentiment may embrace such 
beliefs for political survival. Thus, they 
pretend to express such conservative, anti-
communist views to receive support from 
the community’s majority and enhance 
their political careers. 

Some would argue that anticommunist 
politics is a necessary vehicle to establish a 
Vietnamese identity and community with 
a sense of unity and cohesion. Particularly 
after the destructiveness of war, perilous 
refugee journeys, and uncertainties that 
resettlement brings, anticommunist politics 
became an attractive and stable force for 
the community. However, such antiquated 
Cold War rhetoric does not necessarily fi t 
within the current political landscape. A 
generation removed from the Vietnam War, 
there is a need to create a healthier political 
environment in the community that allows 
greater political participation and diverse 
opinions without entirely abandoning the 
fi rst generation’s belief system, especially as 
the next generation comes to maturation.

MEDIA, LANGUAGE 
PRESERVATION, AND 
CULTURAL CELEBRATIONS 
Another source of community building 
and identity formation is the rise of various 
Vietnamese media sources that provide a 
sense of unity and a shared history. The 
local Vietnamese American population 
attained substantial success in establishing 

Vietnamese Shrimpers Clash with the Ku Klux Klan
 

One of the prime reasons many Vietnamese refugees migrated to Houston was the 
city’s adjacent location to the ocean where many of them could work in the fi shing 
and shrimping industries. The fi rst Vietnamese refugees came to the Gulf Coast in 
1975 to take jobs in seafood processing plants.1 Their numbers were few, and most 
had migrated there after fi rst settling in some other part of the country. By 1985, 
there were approximately 2,000 Vietnamese living between Corpus Christi and 
Galveston Bay.2 These Vietnamese refugees worked hard to make a decent living 
and for the most part, many did not violate the law except for breaking minor 
shrimping and fi shing state regulations. However, they did not imagine that their 
hard work would generate fear as an economic threat to many native Texans along 
the coast. This included even a clash with the Ku Klux Klan. Alamo Bay (1985), 
a movie starring Ed Harris and Amy Madigan, depicted the heightened racial 
tensions between Vietnamese and Texan shrimpers.3 

The most intense confl icts took place in the Harris-Galveston County area. 
The fi rst incident occurred in January 1981 when a Vietnamese shrimp boat in 
Seabrook was damaged by arson.4 Two months later, another fi re destroyed a 
Vietnamese-owned boat and damaged a second. At a rally in the Galveston County 
city of Santa Fe in February 1981, Klansmen burned a shrimp boat replica in 
effi gy and instructed listeners on how such fi res should be set. In June 1983, Klan 
members in full regalia paraded through Seabrook, carrying a casket draped with an 
American fl ag.5 Nevertheless, the Klan’s attempt to demonstrate, brandish weapons, 
burn effi gies, and harass the local Vietnamese American shrimpers failed to thwart 
the growing dominance of the refugees in the shrimping business. By 1990, the 
Vietnamese Texans had all but monopolized the Seabrook shrimp business.6

Despite years of prosperity and peace along the coast during the after-
math, the encounter with the Klan left an indelible mark on the consciences 
of Vietnamese American shrimpers and fi shermen. They did not expect such a 
confrontation and hostile reaction from native Texans who felt threatened by the 
presence of a large wave of Vietnamese who worked hard and spoke little English. 
As the economic recession hit Texas during the late 1980s, many Vietnamese 
Americans left the coast to work in other industries such as food packing or 
opening up their own nail salons. 
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Vietnamese-friendly media outlets as 
well. Currently, there are four Vietnamese 
language radio stations, and several weekly 
magazines and newspapers written in their 
native language and highly accessible to 
Vietnamese readers. The most popular local 
media sources are the radio stations, which 
thousands of Vietnamese Americans tune 
in to for local news and updated reports 
about Vietnam and the world. As of 2005, 
the four major Vietnamese radio stations 
include Radio Saigon Houston, TNT 
(Vietnamese Radio Network), VOVN 
(Voice of Vietnam), and one of the most 
popular choices, Little Saigon Radio. 

Thuy Thanh Vu and Phuoc Duong 
are heavily involved in Little Saigon Radio. 
“Ethnic radio is very different because 
you live by and for the community,” said 
Vu.38 They look at their work on the radio 
as something of a mission: “The more 
Vietnamese understand American society,” 
stated Vu, “the more they can contribute.”39 
On their morning news show, the couple 
gathers news from CNN, the Internet, and 
the Houston Chronicle. “We give them briefs 
and tidbits and tell them the headlines 
and page numbers of what to read,” Vu 
said. “We want to get them in the habit of 
reading newspapers.”

The local Vietnamese media provides 
its audience with important information on 
current events, social issues, and political 
activities. This knowledge allows many 
Vietnamese Americans the opportunity 
to be more educated in certain topics. 
Whether it means getting the latest news 
on the war in Iraq, or fi nding out about 
where to receive medical checkups, or 
even listening to traditional Vietnamese 
operas, newspapers like Ngay Nay (Today), 
magazines such as Dep (Beauty), and radio 
stations all provide a communication outlet 
that bridges the language gap for thousands 
of Vietnamese American listeners, especially 
the elderly. 

Another mode of identity can be traced 
to the main language spoken at home. 
According to the Census 2000 fi gures, only 
6.9 percent of Vietnamese residents speak 
English regularly at home.40 Essentially, a 
large portion of the Vietnamese American 
population continues to use their native 
language at home. However, such census 
fi gures fail to measure the discordance from 
one generation to another. They do not 
portray the likelihood that Vietnamese is 
spoken and used on a more regular basis 

by the fi rst generation of Vietnamese 
Americans than the second generation. 
One of the growing concerns between 
the Vietnamese-born parent generation 
and their American-born children is the 
widened language gap between them that 
has created a communication barrier. These 
social communication breakdowns can 
create or enhance family problems when 
members are trying to discuss daily matters, 
such as spending enough time on home-
work, dating, and respecting your elders. 

Currently, there have been efforts 
to preserve the Vietnamese language for 
the next generation. Throughout small 
rooms in temples and churches, teachers, 
laypeople, and volunteers have taught Viet 
Ngu courses to children and young adults. 
Furthermore, recent efforts were successful 
in creating Vietnamese language and 
culture courses on college campuses such 
as Houston Community College and the 
University of Houston.

Cultural festivals and holidays are 
other examples of preserving and cele-
brating the Vietnamese culture. Both older 
and younger generations intermingle and 
share a united celebration during the Lunar 
New Year holiday or Tet, held annually in 
accordance with the cycle of the moon. The 
Tet celebration allows not only a way to 
remember and retain some traditions of a 
Vietnamese culture, but is also a time when 
young and old Vietnamese-speaking or 
English-speaking members of the commu-
nity can join together and wish each other 
good luck for the new year. More recently, 
the Tet celebration allows some people to 
remember Vietnam and others to embrace 
the rapid growth and contribution as a 
community in the 
greater Houston area.  

“There’s a lot 
of displays of how 
we escaped from 
Vietnam, and we 
remember it and are 
proud of what we 
achieved,” said Linda 
Van Tran at one Lunar 
New Year celebra-
tion.41 She continued, 
“The older people, 
they still love their 
country. They want to 
remember the struggle 
even though they love 
living in America.” 

Such an event gave Tony Linh and 
many others a chance to remember the old 
country, especially Saigon. “People around 
the world, they may call it Ho Chi Minh 
City now because that’s what’s on the map,” 
said Linh.42 “In our minds, in our hearts, 
we still call it Saigon, because that’s what we 
remember.”

CONCLUSION
The Vietnamese in Houston have actively 
redefi ned their identity out of the ashes 
of the Cold War, and the diffi culties of 
refuge and resettlement in America. As a 
result, they have settled in Houston and 
established their own residential enclaves 
and business districts. Growing concerns 
about domestic violence and physical and 
mental health issues are no longer ignored 
cultural taboos. Gender relations and 
family roles have been altered to a degree. 
Anticommunist politics that once led to 
violence have now tempered, as community 
activists seek to develop a true participatory 
democracy in the community. Attempts 
at language and cultural preservation have 
been made to instill the “Vietnamese-
ness” in future generations. Vietnamese 
Americans have chosen to reconstruct an 
identity to suit their social, political, and 
economic needs in order to further develop 
and stabilize their community. Like millions 
of immigrants and refugees that arrived in 
the United States before them, Vietnamese 
Americans are not necessarily poor, hungry, 
and faceless victims, but are rather active 
agents of history, adding their own rich, 
personal experiences to the developing 
multicultural society of America.   

University of Houston students gather together inside the front entrance of 
Hong Kong Food Market #4 on Bellaire Boulevard to fundraise for Vietnamese 
language courses at UH.
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set out of Brawley, on to West Moorland, a little town down the 
road. And I stayed with that Japanese [farmer] that entire year...
The harvest with that patrón came to an end and there was no more 
work.15 He returned us to the offi ces that they called la asociación, 
where all the braceros gathered until they were given assignments. 
Those who didn’t come directly to a patrón came also to the asoci-
ación, where they stayed for a while and did odd day jobs and 
waited until they found a job.

After a brief stay in Mexico, Daniel returned to Empalme 
seeking another assignment.

I met some men from the state of Yucatán. And with them was 
a man whom they called “attorney,” who represented all the people 
from Yucatán applying for Bracero contracts. And I spoke to him 
and he told me, “Give me 200 pesos and I will help you.”16 Alright, 
I gave him 200 pesos and waited about fi fteen more days. And I 
got the contract and crossed over to El Centro, for it was there in 
Empalme [Sonora] that they gave work assignments to people. We 
received contracts and crossed over to the United States. El Centro 
was like a center of re-concentration, where everybody arrived to, 
and from where we were sent to different places. 

And it was my luck to be assigned to a place called King City, 
California, where we came to pick up onions. They paid us 18¢ of 
a dollar per sack; those were like burlap sacks, they were pretty big. 
And we made a lot of money. Anyway, we did only the onion run, 
which we fi nished in about twenty days. 

When [the onion run] ended, a man came and sent us to a 
place to pick tomatoes. And when we arrived, we found out that 
there was no money in that, for all the tomatoes were completely 
ripe, too ripe and burned by the sun; it was useless. We began 
picking and looking for the fi rmest. Then the overseers came over 
and began throwing most of them away and leaving only three or 
four tomatoes. From there we went back to El Campo, [California], 
walking, for we were living in El Campo, and we said that we were 
not working for that man anymore. 

That day a representative came over, for there was always a 
representative from Mexico. And that man arrived and asked us 
what the problem was, and why we didn’t want to work. And we 
told them that we couldn’t work there because we didn’t make 
enough money to support ourselves. In the way they wanted us to 
work, we weren’t going to work. And he said, “That’s fi ne.” And 
the same day he took us to Salinas [California] himself, and turned 
us over to a lettuce company, it was called Garren Company. We 
arrived at the time when they were pruning the lettuce. 

We got to work pruning the lettuce and we stayed. Then we 
continued weeding the fi elds until the time came to harvest the 
lettuce. And we stayed there throughout 1958, the entire year. We 
did the lettuce run in Salinas, and also in Watsonville. When the 
lettuce run ended in Salinas and Watsonville, it was ready to be 
picked up in Brentwood. It might be different climate, for [the 
lettuce] seems to get ready like by regions, right? And we went to 
do the lettuce run in Brentwood. And later in October it came to 
an end and that’s when we returned to [Imperial] Valley. And then I 
came back home, to Mexico, to spend the winter. 

When I went back to California in 1960 or so, we made about 

250 dollars a week, which was very good money at the time—250 
dollars working Monday through Friday only. We got off early on 
Fridays. We were off Saturdays and Sundays.  

 And 1963 went by and in 1964, I went back [to California]. 
This time I was not assigned to Gonzalez. They sent me to Borland, 
I don’t remember when we arrived there, it was perhaps in July; 
the thing is that all work came to an end around the twentieth of 
October of 1964. That was the end of the contracts, according to 
the twenty-year agreement between the governments [of Mexico and 
the United States]. There were no more [Bracero] contracts, and I 
came back [to Mexico] and worked part of the time on my farm and 
the rest of the time for the Hacienda. 

Juan Galván: How do you remember those years that you worked as a 
bracero in the United States?

DG: Man, it was very beautiful! Those years that I spent as a bracero 
I didn’t have to struggle much, because once the American laws 
received us we had medical services and everything else. We arrived 
over on this side and they charged us $12.50 a week for board. And 
they charged us $8 a week for medical attention.

We paid that much every week, and that was all. And we came 
to work and they called us when the bell rang, and the whole group, 
hundreds of people got over to the dining room to eat. At 5:00 a.m. 
they were calling us to eat, that was in the association, right? But if 
we were working for a patrón; well, there we had to get up regardless 
of whether it was hot or cold and we had to wash our pots and pans 
and cook for ourselves.

The time I spent in California working for the lettuce 
company, those years I didn’t worry about anything. There we 
also had what they called boarding service. The place where we 
stayed was like a very big house where all the people lived and we 
came into a living room for all of us. There the only thing we did 
was wash our clothes. But after that, in other places, working for 
patrones; well, there we had to wash our clothes and we had to do 
everything that needed to be done. 

After the end of the Bracero Program, Daniel worked 
for a time in Mexico City and as a sharecropper for the 
Hacienda. In 1971, he traveled back to the United States as 
an undocumented migrant worker.

In 1971, I entered through Arizona. I spent some time in a place 
called Mesa, Arizona, working in lettuce fi elds, weeding, and then 
picking up the crops. That’s where I ran into an old friend with 
whom I had worked long ago in California...We did the lettuce 

DANIEL GALVÁN continued from page 34

In 1971, Daniel joined the Mexican regional state agency for small landowners.
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run in Salinas and then in a town nearby called Watsonville. Then 
we went to Brentwood...And we worked there [pruning lettuce 
and beets] during September and October, and in the last days of 
October all work came to an end over there...I went back to Mexico, 
the supervisor himself took me to the other side of the borderline, to 
Mexico...

I tried to get back to California in 1972, but I couldn’t [get the 
money to do so]. Instead I made it to Arizona, to a little town called 
Chandler. There I worked in orange groves. I tried to go back to 
California, but I never found a way. Then one day I met a woman 
who owned an old truck. She was going to take us to Idaho. And 
many were going to Idaho back then and they made a lot of money, 
so we joined them; me and three other guys who were also going to 
Idaho. But passing through the city of Las Vegas, Nevada, the truck 
broke down. 

There was a little town nearby; we stopped there, in front of 
a gas station, and we got off and ran up to the top of a hill nearby. 
There was a small junkyard, that’s where we hid. And the police 
interrogated the lady and, well, they sent her back [to Mexico]. 
They said that they hadn’t jailed her but they had sent her home, 
and the truck stayed back. It was broke...But our mistake was that 
we made it easier for them to look for us because when we got 
off that old truck, the one who didn’t leave his cap behind left his 
jacket, or something. When the police found the car they found 
our stuff there, they of course realized that the truck was carrying 
people...We didn’t know what to do; we didn’t know where to 
go. We would go down to a gas station and buy something to eat 
and go back to the junkyard. And we would stay inside those old 
cars, and about two days later we heard something rumble in the 
distance. And sure enough, a little while later those soldiers, I mean, 
police offi cers, were there pointing their big rifl es to us and telling 
us: “Hey, come out of there with your hands up.” 

So we got out, and they took us to an interpreter where they 
could interrogate us, because those police offi cers didn’t speak 
Spanish. An Americano came over and told them that a truck full of 
people had just passed en route to Salt Lake City.17 Man! They put 
us into a car right away and drove up, and they caught up with them. 
Their truck was breaking down; they weren’t going to get very far. 

From there they took us back to the little town where they had 
detained us, they only got that far, and there they gathered us all. 
And we waited for a while and later a bus arrived and they put all 
of us in it. And it was like fi fteen of us I believe, and they took us 
to Las Vegas. And up there they took us to jail, they took us to the 
third fl oor, they took our clothes and gave us all something like blue 
robes to wear. And they took us to a cell and gave us blankets to put 
on the fl oor, and a pillow. And right in the middle of the cell there 
was a toilet without a cover or anything, and we all slept around it. 
Well, we got there at night and the next day, early in the morning, 
they called us over for breakfast. Man, there was a big pot of oatmeal 
with milk and lots of sugar, and lots of bread. 

At noon they called us over for lunch, and those big pieces of 
beef were good. That food they gave us in jail was really magnifi -
cent, it was very good food. But we were there only for three days. 
Then they picked us up and sent us to Calexico [California], from 
there we entered Mexico through Mexicali [Sonora]...

I tried to get back into the United States through a different 
port. It was called Altar from where I got off the bus to cross the 
desert. And I had on me a watch that I really loved, and I gave it to 
a guy, his name was Miguel González and he was from Los Quiotes. 
I asked him to take that watch back and give it to my family and to 
tell them that I had stayed at the border, that I was going to cross 
the border all over again. And he went and gave it to them, but they 
never believed him. I don’t know how it was but for a long time 
my wife and children did not believe that I was alive… because, 
how could it be that somebody is coming to turn over my watch? It 
wasn’t until I wrote them a letter telling them that I was okay that 
they believed that I was alive. 

I set off and crossed the desert and I got to a place called Casas 
Grandes in Arizona, and I got a job there thinning beets. I spent a 
week thinning and in those days the Border Patrol came over and 
picked up the irrigators, but I managed to hide so I stayed. 

I would manage to work only for a number of days; by the way, 
our paychecks came every two weeks. I would work ten days before 
getting caught by the Border Patrol. Because they came every other 
day; and I was there, and I would see them coming and, if there was 
enough time, I would run into the hills and hide. 

But the Border Patrol was around all the time, and every ten 
days they would catch me as I was getting off from work, they 
always caught us in the afternoon. For sure they would catch us in 
the afternoon and we would spend the night in jail, they would give 
us dinner, and the next day they would give us breakfast and in the 
afternoon or early evening they would send us across the border. 
They would take me back to Mexico without a paycheck, and I 
would get right back because I had to get back to get my paycheck. 
And I would get my paycheck and I would stay again, and I would 
get caught without a paycheck again. 

They sent me over through Nogales, [Sonora]. Well, just 
getting out and before getting to Hermosillo, [Sonora], we would 
get off the bus and turn right back around, and we would wait 
for another bus to get back over. We would get to the small town 
of Altar and from there, if it was already dark, we would wait for 
daylight and we would buy something to eat and we would head 
over for the desert. We would walk for three days and three nights 
or three days and four nights, depending on how fast we walked, 
because it was a three-day journey. 

One day I got up early in the morning, and I fi xed my lunch, 

Over the years, Daniel has worked on remodeling the family home in 
Mexico each time he returned from his treks in North America, ca. 2005.
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and there was a mound of dirt near the huts where we stayed. And 
I took my lunch, and I headed over to the trees. That’s when I saw 
a truck and I thought, “Man, that overseer …didn’t fi nd me.” But 
then I looked more carefully and thought, “Man, it’s the Border 
Patrol.” That day, of about ten of us staying there in those huts, 
the Border Patrol took everybody else, I was the only one left, only 
because I was already outside. I stayed as the only irrigator. 

 Another time we were working when I saw them coming very 
close, and I left the irrigation machine and ran; I went over the dirt 
mound and into the hills. I ran and kind of turned around, and 
about half an hour later I got out and looked. They had left, so I 
went back to work. 

In three months, they caught me six times, and after the sixth 
time I went back home to my village. I said to myself, “I am going 
back to Dolores Hidalgo.” That was in 1972. And in 1973, I did 
manage to get to Idaho. This time I ended up fi nding work in a 
place called Murphy, [Idaho,] near the state line with Oregon. There 
was a river called the Snake River that crossed that area, that river 
always had water. From that river people took water for irrigating 
potato crops and other crops; that is a big river. That year I worked 
in Murphy...moving irrigation pipes. [In Idaho we grew] mostly 
potatoes and some wheat. 

In 1973, I went to Aberdeen, [Idaho, where] I worked as a 
cowboy; there were times when I rode horses, at times irrigating, 
other times operating the tractors. I did everything. That was in 
1974, all summer long, and then I went back home to spend the 
winter in Mexico.  

In 1975, [I went back to Idaho and ] did the same kind of 
work, mostly as a cowboy, but also operating the tractor, as a driver, 
irrigating, and doing everything that needed to be done, and then I 
went back to Mexico to spend the winter. 

JG: You have talked about a friend of the family who died crossing the 
border through Arizona in 1967. Who was he?

DG: I don’t remember his name. He was a young man who lived 
near the marketplace back in Dolores Hidalgo. He wasn’t with me, 
I only heard. You know, we had to walk through the desert...We 
walked for about four days. They say he died of dehydration. It was 
too hot.

They didn’t have water with them….It could have been a half 

a day in which they didn’t fi nd water. The guy was very fat and 
couldn’t stand the heat. It was incredibly hot, very hot. With the 
heat over 100° Fahrenheit and having to walk without water, man!

JG: What was the biggest difference between working under 
contract with the Bracero Program and the years that you worked 
undocumented? 

DG: Well, it could be the same. Over here on this side and as 
undocumented migrants, we suffered crossing the deserts; some-
times without food, sometimes without water, always exhausted. 
One of the times that I crossed through Arizona, that time I really 
struggled. I was wearing tennis shoes, the very thin ones; the fi rst 
day I was blistered already, and I still had to walk another three days. 
And I made it… When I got to the farm I had my feet all torn up. 
But by the will of God, I made it all right. And, yes, hiding all the 
time, always hiding from immigration offi cers...We worried mostly 
about getting caught and being sent back to Mexico, because it was 
so hard to get back over to this side, always thinking that we might 
not have the same luck that we had the fi rst time. 

Daniel recounts one particularly memorable effort to return 
to Idaho.

To get to Idaho we needed lots of money! To get back there we 
would borrow around 3,500 or 4,000 pesos.18 [In 1978] I tried to 
borrow enough money to go there, but I was only able to borrow 
300 pesos … and that’s what I used to come over here with to Texas. 

But this time the journey proved to be somewhat longer and a 
little more diffi cult. However, God helped me and I was fortunate, 
although I struggled a lot and I spent much time wandering; I still 
managed to get ahead. That time we crossed the river at night. One 
night it rained a lot and we spent the night covered with pieces of 
nylon underneath some small trees. We managed to sleep for a little 
while and at dawn we set off again. 

I remember that we were walking parallel to Highway [281]. 
And I always thought that we were heading back, but I couldn’t be 
sure since we were walking a pretty good distance from the highway. 
That’s when we saw two men [from the Border Patrol] walking in 
the distance, they were coming from the side of the hill, alongside 
the barbed-wire fence…And I ran ahead and the other two guys 
didn’t follow me but ran together in a different direction; God 
knows which way they went. 

I found a shrub loaded with fl owers and I turned around and 
crawled underneath that little tree. And there I stayed holding my 
backpack, underneath that bush. A little while later those men 
arrived. They were Border Patrol offi cers and they were following 
our tracks; they got up to that tree and then stopped because they 
didn’t see me. And they turned back and then came back around 
to that tree. And I shrank, I shrank my feet where they wouldn’t 
stumble on me, because they kept walking ’round and ’round that 
tree. 

And after a while, they just stood there and whistled, saying, 
“Hey, get out of there, we have already seen you; we are bringing 
the plane and we are going to get you out of there anyway, because 
we already know where you’re hiding!” And I would shrink my feet, 
because they were standing right next to me. You know, back then, 
if you made them angry; man, they would give such a beating!

And that’s how I stayed all day. That happened around 9:00 
a.m. and by 4:00 p.m. I didn’t hear anything and I got out, looking 

At the age of 68 and after having worked in the U.S. since 1952, Daniel 
once again plows his fi elds with a team of oxen, ca. 2005.
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in all directions. So I set off on the road again. I walked all night 
and the next day I found a trail, and I followed that trail until I got 
to a village ...a small town called San Diego, Texas. And I was on 
the edge of that small town and then I found another trail, which 
I followed. And after walking for about three hours I came to a 
village and I saw this man. And he said, “Come in, do you want 
something to eat? Come in, I have armadillo soup.” And that’s what 
that man ate; he killed armadillos and ate them. He worked there. 
And he asked me, “Where are you coming from, how long have you 
been wandering?” And I told him that I had been walking for four 
days and that I recently had passed through a small town called San 
Benito. And he said, “Man, you’re lost big time! You have to rest 
here for a few days and then I’ll tell you where to go, because you 
are getting close to the Rio Grande, that’s where that trail is leading 
you!” And I spent... I don’t know, four, fi ve, or eight days there in 
that man’s house. And we ate armadillo every day. 

And one day he showed me the way. He said, “Now is the 
time, I think you have recovered enough, now you can go on. Look, 
follow this line of short posts and keep on going straight. Follow this 
trail, it will take you to Alice, [Texas]. You are going to go through 
El Naranjo and then you’ll get to Corpus Christi.” “All right,” I 
said. And I set off again. And I walked all afternoon and part of the 
night. And I walked all [of the next] morning, and basically most of 
the day. And at sunset I got to Alice. 

I came close to a house, thinking that I would ask for some 
water to drink. A man came out …and gave me a bottle of water. 
He said, “You can’t stay here, and don’t even try going forward 
because you’re lost. In this trail the only thing you are going to fi nd 
is towns and ranches. What you must do is follow a trail that way, 
and don’t get off. In the fi rst ranch, you are going to fi nd a man...
who helps people. You get to that ranch, there is no way you can 
miss it, his house is right beside this trail.” 

And it wasn’t very far, because I got to that ranch before sunset. 
Before getting to that little ranch I ran into a young man who was 
driving a brand new little red truck. And he stopped and asked me, 
“What are you doing?” “Well, you know, I’m wandering.” And he 
said, “Come with me, my dad is used to helping people who wander 

this way.” I got in the truck. And he asked, “Where are you coming 
from? What’s your name?” And when we got to that house where 
there was that man and four other people, they were roasting deer 
meat and drinking beer, partying. When we arrived the young man 
got off the truck and went ahead of me, walking towards his dad, 
and said to him, “Dad, here’s Daniel, who’s come to see you, he 
tried to contact you before but he couldn’t, it’s taken him a little 
while but here he is.” “Hey, Daniel, how are you?” And he spoke to 
me pretending that we were old friends. “Come over and eat with 
us. Come on, have a beer,” and right away he gave me a beer and 
some roasted deer meat.

And that day went by. Next day, at dawn, they had a deer ready 
for me to skin. Then they left. A little while later they came over 
with another one. That day they killed fi ve deer or so, and I skinned 
them and cut them up. And they had a fi re going and lots of roasted 
meat. And we ate roasted meat, lots of deer meat. And several days 
went by. He also had some cows. During the day we went out to 
roast nopal for the cows, we also fi xed the barbed-wire fences.19  
Then we went out and helped them do whatever needed to be 
done. They had corn fi elds; it was mostly corn that they grew. We 
also worked after the tractors unearthing the plants that got buried 
during the plowing. And after twenty days or a month he got me a 
job where he worked. I believe it was an oil company. … I worked 
there with them for two or three weeks, I am not sure. And between 
the 5th and the 10th of May, in those days, a coyote came by. They 
call coyotes those who transport people from one place to another, 
for a fee.20 

And as that man came, they called me, “Hey, they are asking if 
you would like to go to Florida.” The other guys said, “We are going 
too.” And I decided to go, what the hell! And he took us, we weren’t 
going to pay him until we started working, we didn’t have to have 
any money in advance. 

We left one evening and we rode all night. And the next day 
around 9:00 a.m. we arrived in Florida. And we got into the orange 
run right away. We started with the oranges that they cut for stores-
-the Valencia, I believe that’s how they call it. What they cut for 
stores we have to pull, it is hard to cut and they make sure that it 
doesn’t get bruised very much. When we got to the other type, the 
one they cut for juice, that one they cut with some leaves, some-
times they just shake the branches and it all falls to the ground and 
we grab it by bundles, sometimes with leaves, and then we get up 
there on ladders to grab whatever is left. They just didn’t want us to 
leave any fruit up there; they wanted the trees to be totally clear. 

And we spent some time there. I liked that type of work very 
much because even when we didn’t make a lot of money, we still 
made more than working by the hour; we made pretty good money 
anyway. And then around the fi fteenth of July, the orange run came 
to an end. Then we left with the same contractor we were with, 
because we worked for him. He came to an agreement with the 
bosses. He collected the money and he paid us, we were his people 
and we worked for him. 

And when work came to an end in Florida, we set off for North 
Carolina with the same man, and we got to a place called Elm City. 
We stayed there a day or two. About the third day we got out and 
started working picking a cucumber crop. But there were only a few, 
very small cucumbers, and we could only make very little money 
because there was so little to harvest. And some time later things 
started to get better. Man, later there was really a lot of work! 

For Daniel, retirement means going back to work in the house where he was 
born.
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I only worked with that contractor in the cucumber run 
for about three weeks and then I went to work for a farmer [also 
picking cucumbers]. With that farmer things were different; well, at 
least I felt happier working for that farmer, since I could keep a little 
bit more money and I worked more at ease. 

Then we went on to the tobacco harvest, which we also 
fi nished in two weeks or so. In September the tobacco run came to 
an end...Some of my comrades had a small station wagon and we 
went to Virginia, those guys knew that area. We arrived to a place 
called Mount Jackson [where] we picked up the apple harvest. 
We picked apples for a week and a half or two weeks. And I don’t 
remember the name of that kind of apple; it is a very fi ne apple, 
very expensive. That one had to be pulled very carefully, we had to 
be careful not to squeeze it because our fi ngers would be printed 
on it, and we couldn’t drop it either because it would get bruised, 
it had to be pulled carefully and also had to be put in the baskets 
slowly. And we also had to empty the baskets very carefully, because 
otherwise they would get bruised. And they paid better, but one 
makes about the same because we get a lot less done. And the apple 
run came to an end around the twentieth of November... I joined 
some comrades who were coming over here to Houston, and that’s 
how I got to Houston. 

BUILDING A LIFE IN HOUSTON

Well, the thing is that I stayed here in Houston. At fi rst I worked for 
a hotel in the Galleria, the Westin Oaks, where I stayed for the next 
eleven years. My fi rst job was washing pots and pans, that’s where I 
worked I think the fi rst two years. And then they promoted me to 
kitchen helper. When I fi rst came to work for that hotel, I worked 
mornings, from 7:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. Then I found a second job 
as a janitor, cleaning offi ce buildings; well, you know, cleaning those 
little cubicles, and that’s how I spent a long time. I found another 
job at a restaurant right there inside the Galleria, but in the fi rst 
fl oor, beside the ice skating rink. And, well, I liked that a bit more; 
I made a little more money and I was happier at work. That restau-
rant was called the Cockery. And the time came when they closed it 
and then I only kept one job. 

Later I found another job at another restaurant also inside 
the Galleria... On one occasion they transferred me from the hotel 
kitchen to the bakery. And when I was fi rst transferred, the bakery’s 
supervisor liked me and I thought it was always going to be that 
way….And, well, I liked where I was and I had hopes of perhaps 
getting a raise. Man, a few days later that lady started getting very 
grumpy. She wanted everything to get done faster and faster. What 
I’m saying is that she assigned us jobs by the minute and if they 
weren’t done on time, man, she would scold us badly. And one day 
I took courage and said to myself, “I’m leaving, I’m not working 
here anymore.” 

I had been going over to Kingwood, where our relatives and 
friends worked at the time, and I had worked weekends cleaning 
up construction sites. And the next day I went with the relatives 
over there in Kingwood, and I found work right away. Man, I made 
more money. They paid us $35 a day, I believe. That was in ’89. 

That’s when I received a phone call from Mexico telling me 
that my wife was ill, that I had to go because she was going to have 
surgery, that it was urgent, that she was very ill. And I collected 

some money and took off immediately.
And it all turned out okay; it was not as bad as I had been told. 

A young man from El Terrero had come from Idaho and was home 
for a visit. And he told me, “Let’s go to Idaho,” and I went off to 
Idaho with him. And I only had to wait three or four days out there 
before they got me a job moving irrigation lines in the potato fi elds.

I stayed up there until the end of the season. The day we 
fi nished harvesting the potato, the patrón took us all to the restau-
rant to eat whatever we wanted. He who wanted to drink, he drank 
whatever he wanted. The patrón was paying for the feast….And 
we left that place, and the next day I set off to come over here, to 
Houston, I caught a bus this way. 

That was in ’91. [From Houston, my nephew Carmelo 
Casas and I] left for North Carolina to work in the Christmas tree 
harvests. We only did the Christmas tree run, and there was no 
more work. When we came back over to Houston, [my son] Pepe 
was working for a Honduran man and he got me a job [as a land-
scaper], and I worked for that Honduran for a while….And I left 
that job soon after, that’s when Antonio Piñón got me a job at Texas 
Trees...and I stayed there for a long time. I worked [for that tree 
farm] for seven years until I had the fortune of fi nding a job in the 
oil pipe yards, making less money by the hour, but with the hope of 
working much longer hours; because back at the tree farm I made 
$7 and some change and over here I started out at $5.50.21  And, 
well, I stayed until now, until I retired because I could no longer 
work. There was too much pressure and they were making me work 
harder every day. Because back then, everything was alright, but 
lately, the way they set out the work, at least for me, I felt it was too 
hard and that forced me to retire. 

JG: Why do you think that you stayed in Houston? 

DG: I was afraid. I was afraid that in a trip to Idaho I would be 
caught on the way….When I started working for the hotel, one of 
the things I liked was that they had very good [medical] insurance...
that was really their only true benefi t. And we worked indoors and 

Juan Galván and his parents, celebrating in the year 2000 his very fi rst degree 
—an associate’s degree from Houston Community College. Juan is now working 
towards a PhD at University of Houston.
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with air conditioning. Because there was no real money and they 
were always pushing us, always demanding work of higher quan-
tity and quality. They kept saying that they were building another 
hotel in Massachusetts, and that they were building another hotel 
in Ohio, and that we needed to work harder so the company would 
progress. But there was progress only for the company, for us there 
was no progress. And as for me, I did better after I got out of that 
place and went to work in construction, outside. 

 I got my papers on the tenth of July of 1987 [and my citizen-
ship] on the twenty-second of September of 1994.22  I applied for 
my family back when I received my permanent residence, which I 
think was in July or August of ’89…and everything was running 
very slow, the process basically came to a halt. It seemed that 
nothing was moving, and that’s when I received my citizenship. 
Soon after that my son-in-law Enrique helped me buy this house. 
He worked for a real estate company and he found this house for 
me. And when I received my citizenship, immediately I sent a 
letter notifying the government that I was now a citizen and that 
I needed my family here. And they replied telling me that I would 
have my family here as soon as possible. And that’s also when I 
managed to buy this house. We got the house in November of ’94 
and I believe that in February of ’95 my family was already coming 
over here. That was very fast. Back then those processes ran very 
fast. 

JG: How were all those years away from your family, since the fi rst time 
you came here when you were a newlywed, until ’95 when a large part 
of your family arrived?

DG: I don’t know how to explain it, but even if one is fi ne, one is 
always thinking, “Is my wife okay? What about my children? Could 
they be ill? Are they okay? Do they have anything to eat?” And so 
on, right? And sometimes thinking, “What do I do? I really want 
to send them some money, but I can’t, I don’t have anything.” And 
years go by...and it’s hard.

And that’s what I keep asking myself why so many people 
that I have known since way back then came undocumented for so 
many years, when their family was back there and they were over 
here. And they got their papers and they’re still living the same 
way—they’re over here and the families are still back there… [Are 
they] only interested in the money they make, or is it that they are 
not interested in being with the family? 

 Now, if for instance I am here and I am already legal but I 
don’t want to bring my family over and I am here working and I’m 
sending a few cents back to my family… Well, yes, the family is over 
there. I am here, and once or twice a year I go back over there. Then 
those little savings that I have, I get over there and in two or three 
weeks, they are depleted and I come back over. I get back once again 
and look for a job, I get back and the family is always alone, right? 
And that’s one of the things to which I always aspired, that someday 
we all would be together. 

I was always thinking and hoping that perhaps one day we 
could be together. Because my wife, she never wanted to come to 
the United States….Well, she came once and spent some time here 
and then went back….She used to say that she didn’t want to have 
anything to do with the United States. 

And when I was fi nally able to fi le for my family’s permanent 
residence, I called her. I wrote to her...that my hope was that one 
day we could all be together. I already got used to living in the 

United States, I don’t know why, because rich I will never be, only 
that I think that in the United States we can live better than we 
would in Mexico. Taking into consideration that in Mexico we 
could make a decent living, more or less comfortable, because one 
can also support oneself in Mexico, but it is very rare for someone to 
be able to stay at home with the family and be okay, without lacking 
anything; there are very few people like that. 

Always they have their house in Dolores Hidalgo and they’re 
working in Guadalajara, they’re working in San Luis Potosí, or 
they’re working in Mexico City. And they come to see the wife, the 
children every weekend or every other weekend. And when they 
arrive, they go and buy groceries and this and that, whatever they 
need, and the next day they go back and the family is always alone, 
always alone at home. And I say to myself, “Well, if we can all be 
here [in Houston] together, then it is better this way.”

I used to tell my wife, “I would like for one day, if God blesses 
us in the last days of our life, to be together.” Because, my entire life, 
our entire life we’ve been separated… To me, that was not, that was 
not happiness. Because I was never happy being alone. And since I 
stayed here [in Houston], that is one reason why I stayed, because 
it was closer to Mexico, closer to the border. Not really close to 
home, but it wasn’t that far. When I went to North Carolina, it was 
so sad for me to think that in case of an emergency we would have 
to drive three or four days to get to Mexico. And to fl y, we would 
have to drive six or eight hours to get to an airport where we could 
catch a plane to Mexico, that’s one of the things I didn’t like about 
that place. The rest; yes, it was pretty. But, because of the distance, I 
always hoped to be over here in Houston, close; and, well, perhaps 
that’s why I stayed over here. 

JG: And now that you have all your children and grandchildren in 
Houston, how do you feel?

DG: Well, right now I feel very well, very happy, and more so 
since I don’t work anymore. And, yes, I kind of want to go back to 
work….Here in Houston it is all very diffi cult. Over in the employ-

After a lifetime of traveling between Mexico and the United States, Daniel has 
decided to stay in Mexico and enjoy his family, home, and garden.
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ment agency, the offi ce of the rentados, there is work all the time.23 
But from what I have seen, it is very hard because…you go to those 
offi ces and the people whom they send you to, you always go to do 
the dirtiest work, the hardest work, until you are fortunate to stay 
with a company. 

Daniel moved back home to Mexico the summer of 
2005. The following section is based on a short interview 
conducted in Houston this fall.

JG: After your wife and most of your children came to Houston in 
1994, did you continue going to your house in the countryside back in 
Dolores Hidalgo?

DG: Well, yes; but I only went every once in a while. I only went 
once a year for a week or two, and then I came back [to Houston]. 
[When I went] I always planted some trees and tried to repair the 
worst parts of the house. [For the past ten years] my wife lived here 
in the same house where we live in Houston. She only went to 
Mexico to see her relatives for a week or two and then came back 
to Houston. Sometimes she stayed in Mexico for a month, but that 
was unusual. 

JG: Before you retired from North Star Steel in 2004, did you consider 
going back to Mexico to live?

DG: No, back then I only thought of going to Mexico to spend 
two weeks or a month and of coming back to Houston to stay two 
or three months and going back to Mexico. Right now, I just got 
back from Mexico where I stayed for two and a half months. I just 
got here to Houston, but I am only planning to stay for a few days 
to take care of some business and then I will go back to Mexico 
again. 

I have a lot of work to do back there. I have to fi x my barbed-
wire fences. I just did some remodeling to my house; it was in very 
bad shape and we did many repairs to it. I also tend to my fruit 
trees. I am planting more nopales because the old nopales are very 
old and are dying off. I am clearing the land around my house 
where it looks nice, and a lot more. I also sowed an hectare of maize. 
At this time, it is starting to grow ears.

I have an interest in raising some twenty or thirty sheep. 
When I come over to Houston, well, I am going to see if I can fi nd 
someone to help me take care of them. I will come especially to see 
my family, to see my children and grandchildren, and to be in a 
different atmosphere for a while. 

[I plan to live most of the time] in Mexico because that’s where 
I have my little house. I am very happy back there. The climate is 
very nice…and there is a lot for me to do….

Relatives and friends live back there, but my main interest is 
taking care of my house and my land. By the same token, when 
someone from Houston goes back there for a visit, I will have a 
place where they can come to, where they can spend the night. 

[My wife] is with me most of the time. At this time we are 
both here in Houston. Perhaps this time I will go back to take care 
of what I have and she might stay in Houston for a while to help 
take care of our little newborn granddaughter, and maybe in a 
month or two she will go back to Mexico to spend some time with 
me back there.   

FREE MEN continued from 43

schools in Houston met great resistance. One assistant Bureau 
commissioner wrote to Governor Hamilton that a Houston woman 
told him she would “sooner put a bullet in their heads” than support 
freedmen’s education.44 The fi rst edifi ce for freedmen’s educa-
tion opened in September 1865.45  By 1870, the school had 275 
students making it one of the largest freedmen’s schools in Texas. 
Nevertheless, the yet unnamed school was under-enrolled due to a 
lack of qualifi ed and willing teachers.46 

The Texas enrollment numbers could have expanded except for 
an extreme lack of teachers, either from the North or the South.47 
Female teachers from the North made up a large majority of the 
Bureau’s educators during Reconstruction, and since Texas was 
often seen as unsafe for those who supported freedmen, a shortage 
resulted. 

The Bureau tried to eliminate the problem in Houston. Shortly 
after the fi rst freedmen’s school opened, the Bureau founded the 
Freedmen’s Academy (soon renamed the Gregory Institute), a four-
room brick school between Jefferson and Louisiana streets built 
to educate black teachers.48  The original academy and the current 
Gregory–Lincoln Education Center on Taft Street are named for 
General Gregory.49

Houston’s freedmen made bold strides in education, but 
such progress was not universal in Texas. In 1866, Texas’ Bureau 
Superintendent of Education, E. M. Wheelock, noted that only 
4,865 students, white and black, were enrolled in schools. He 
believed that in central Texas 30,000 freed children awaited 
schooling that required 800 more teachers.50  In February 1867, 
new state commissioner Charles Griffi n, reported only 500 freed 
children in school. Probably to aid his reputation, but possibly due 
to his support of benevolent associations active in the state, Griffi n 
reported 5,000 enrolled just two months later.51 By 1870, the fi rst 
year “students enrolled” became a census statistic, 4,000 freedmen’s 
schools existed in the state, and by the time the Bureau left Texas a 
few years later, 40,000 blacks were literate.52 Out of this push for 
education, Texas created its own public school system for all races in 
1871. African American higher education began in 1878 with the 
foundation of Prairie View State Normal School, now Prairie View 
A&M University.53

Education served some Texas freedmen well, but many were 
left behind. Commissioner Howard cited national statistics of black 
children in and out of school. The total black school age popula-
tion in 1869 was 1,664,600, and out of these only 238,342 went 
to school, for a seven to one ratio. Texas, unfortunately, held the 
dubious distinction of having the worst African American school 
attendance of all the southern states with a ten to one ratio. Of the 
74,701 Texas freed children in 1869, only 7,364 were in school, but 
it was a huge increase in just four years in a still very rural state.54

Some white civilians wanted to aid the freedmen’s education 
and even their religious wellbeing. Gail Borden, of Borden Ice 
Cream, milk, and cheese fame, offered to help with Reconstruction 
when he spent his winters in Texas. “I propose doing what I 
can towards ameliorating the condition of the Freedmen,” he 
wrote General Howard. Borden “hope[ed] to help in the work 
of Reconstruction by putting up mills and assisting to build 
schoolhouse[s] and churches.”55 Howard also believed tensions 
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“A Few Harris County survivors of Antebellum Days,” c. 1915.

could be relieved 
through education and 
Christianity.

Many, including 
African Americans, 
promoted the 
religion Howard 
endorsed. Assistant 
Commissioner for 
Texas, J. B. Kiddoo, 
wrote, “Civilization 
and religion must 
possess this people 
before they will be 
either fi nancially 
or politically pros-
perous.”56  White 
Houston Presbyterian 
minister James Burke 
told Howard that he 
should send ministers 
to Houston to help 
with integration and 
that only one in thirty Houstonians attended church.57 He also 
wanted religious tracts for pastors to be passed out since he noticed 
that, “The colored people evince a great fondness for reading.” He 
further tried to persuade Howard by telling him, “The Papists are 
supplying them with their publications.”58 

Freedmen’s churches in Houston made larger contributions to 
their rights from the pulpit to the polls than did white churches. 
Commissioner Howard knew this fi rsthand. When he visited Texas 
in September 1868, he preached to several black church congrega-
tions.59 In Houston, he toured the streets for three hours conversing 
with several freedmen while waiting for the train to take him to 
Austin.60 By the end of 1870, the city had seven African American 
congregations with 650 members. Five of these were owned by the 
parishioners who supported their own pastor.61 African American 
churches and their pastors, like Yates, encouraged social activism for 
African Americans in Houston.

THE POLITICS OF RESISTANCE, REDEMPTION, 
AND RETREAT 
Racism still permeated Houston. On January 20, 1868, embold-
ened by President Johnson’s Southern sympathies and fearful of 
“Negro rule,” a group of anti-Radical conservatives met at a conven-
tion in Houston. The delegates called on their supporters to vote 
against a constitutional convention that would formally readmit 
Texas to the Union. Convention attendees preferred military rule 
to the “Africanization” of Texas.62 The approved platform called on 
delegates to prevent black suffrage at all costs, even if that meant 
excluding the readmission of Texas to the Union.63 They succeeded, 
as the state remained unreconstructed and did not hold elections 
in 1868, when Grant won the presidency. The federal government 
remained in control of the Lone Star State.

Upon taking offi ce in 1869, President Grant inherited a 
program of reconstruction already on the downturn away from 
black equality, but he continued to support federal intervention in 
the Bayou City. The Grant presidency made an immediate impact 

on Houston. After inau-
guration day, the Houston 
Tri-Weekly Telegraph 
reprinted the ironclad oath 
required of all public offi -
cials to prove their loyalty 
to the Union. The paper 
noted that Grant planned 
to continue its use. The 
newspaper also announced 
Grant’s reinstatement of 
General J. J. Reynolds, a 
strict Reconstructionist, as 
the Texas military adminis-
trator. Reynolds’ criticism 
of Hancock for stripping 
troop support from the 
Bureau had led to his 
dismissal under Johnson 
like Sheridan, Gregory, and 
DeGress before him. 

Until Texas obtained 
formal readmission to 

the Union, General Reynolds, with the full support of Grant, 
appointed and removed offi cials, as he felt necessary. Reynolds’ 
fi rst act involving Houston called for all offi ce holders in the state 
who would not take the ironclad oath of loyalty to resign by April 
25, 1869, or face removal. In Houston alone, a county judge, the 
treasurer, and three of four justices of the peace resigned. Reynolds 
selected Irish-born Radical Thomas Scanlan to serve as mayor 
of Houston and gave four of the ten city council spots to blacks. 
Grant also ordered Reynolds to replace the postmaster of Houston, 
who had left the Houston Republican Club for the conservative 
Democratic camp.64 

Federal intervention was in full force in the city. With Radicals 
in control, African Americans made several advancements in 
Houston. In 1870, two freedmen became policemen, and many 
held city jobs. These appointments, of course, caused controversy. 
The Houston Daily Times criticized the selections saying, “Colored 
men raised in slavery could not manage fi nancial affairs.”65 The 
paper lacked objectivity, however, as several city offi cials had been 
freedmen before the Civil War. Such federal interference four years 
after the war’s end led to increased tensions in the city including 
upsetting the city’s white status quo. The conservative Houston Tri-
Weekly Telegraph suggested some Radicals “ought to die” for their 
support of Reconstruction.66

To assure the state’s re-entry into the Union, Republican 
victory, and approval of a state constitution guaranteeing freedmen’s 
rights, Grant moved state elections back from July to the fall of 
1869. He also ordered Reynolds to continue to require all voter 
registrants to take the ironclad oath.67  The delay allowed Texas 
Republicans time to organize. With the change in election dates, 
the Houston Daily Times complained that the Radicals would keep 
thousands of the “wealthy, intelligent, and virtuous” whites from the 
polls while giving power to many who “were so recently slaves.”68 

Before the election, in the summer of 1869, a convention of 
Unionists convened in Houston. So few Texans were willing to take 
the ironclad oath of loyalty that General Reynolds and J. G. Tracy, 
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strongly endorsed the Radical cause and the election and re-elec-
tion of President Grant. James G. Tracy, the owner of the Union, 
switched political affi liations after the war. His change in loyalties 
was similar to many who wanted power in Reconstruction govern-
ments. Tracy succeeded in 1868 when General Reynolds appointed 
him to the Houston City Council. From his council post, Tracy 
became a justice of the peace and later the registrar for Harris 
County.82

In contrast to the Union, the Daily Times thought Grant 
incompetent: “In other words, Grant will be led like a donkey to 
grass, to stable, or wherever else his keeper chooses.”83 The Daily 
Times realized that Democrats did not have a friend in the White 
House. The day after Grant advocated black enfranchisement in his 
Inaugural Address, an editorial called the suffrage idea “the foulest 
dose ever put to the lips of the white man.” The writer continued 
that if Grant had promoted black suffrage during the presidential 
campaign, Horatio Seymour, the Democratic candidate, would 
be president. The author believed blacks in the North wanted the 
South “niggerized” and fi nished sarcastically by wondering if Grant 
would try to pass the “115th Amendment.” In April 1869, the Daily 
Times wrote that the historical name Reconstruction should be 
changed to “Destruction” of the “white Southern race, the deity of 
American races.”84 

Due to the overt tensions of Reconstruction, Texas was the last 
state to gain formal readmission to the United States. On March 30, 
1870, President Grant approved the act allowing Texas back into the 
Union. On April 16, General Reynolds gave all authority to those 
elected by ballot or civilly appointed.85 Texas could now participate 
in the 1872 elections, its fi rst federal vote since the 1860 election of 
Abraham Lincoln. 

Houston’s Daily Times openly campaigned against Grant’s re-
election in 1872. Though the state was readmitted to the Union, 
the paper wanted Reconstruction and Republican rule to end. The 
Times wrote, “Grant should retire and give the nation a rest. Four 
more years will make anyone ashamed they voted for Grant.” It also 
called those who voted for Grant “traitors and deserters.”86

The Republicans held their Texas convention in Houston in 
June, since Harris County still contained the state’s strongest area of 
support for Reconstruction. The forty-fi ve delegates, thirty of whom 
were black, supported the Texas Constitution and civil and political 
rights for all males, regardless of color.87 The convention endorsed 
Grant and the policies of Governor Edmund J. Davis, especially his 
support for public schools.88 The delegates nominated many African 
Americans, who made up the majority of the party, for state and 
local positions. Harris County Superintendent Ed Charles addressed 
the convention calling the “Republican Party the only hope of the 
colored man.”89 That hope would soon end.

For the 1872 election, 1193 whites and 855 blacks registered 
to vote in Harris County.90 Houston Mayor Thomas Scanlan 
(Republican) used fi fty special police to prevent violence at the polls. 
To keep intimidation and fraud to a minimum, the Republicans 
chose half the police and the Democrats chose the other half. 
Ironically, a fi ght between a black Republican and black Democrat 
proved the only incident of violence during the election. 

In Harris County, the Republicans won all but one county 
and one city elected position and overwhelmingly supported Grant. 
Houstonians also elected a full slate of local Radicals as well as two 
black aldermen. However, statewide the Republicans did not fair 

editor of the Houston Union, used the convention to fi nd men to 
fi ll the legislative positions. The convention, attended by 80 freed-
women and 150 freedmen, also affi rmed the Reconstruction Acts 
supporting political and civil equality regardless of race.69

Reynolds also wanted to delay the elections because he believed 
conditions were too dangerous, and he worried about the power 
of the Ku Klux Klan.70  The Klan’s activities in Texas focused on 
twenty counties from Houston north to the Red River. For example, 
in Trinity County in 1868, Klansmen murdered several freedmen, 
forced black registrants to enroll as Democrats, and unsettled 
federal offi cials with threats.71 Charles Howard, during his tour 
of Houston wrote, “Our teachers are unanimous that the military 
should continue another year. They say there is no justice for Negro 
or loyalist in a native jury.”72 In the November elections, Reynolds 
took the precaution of allowing voting only at county seats so 
federal troops could more easily protect the electorate, and he disal-
lowed the sale of alcohol on Election Day. These actions helped 
assure a safe and peaceful balloting, as troops noted few disturbances 
at polling places.73 

The delayed vote proved a success for readmission and the 
freedmen. With a cold winter making travel diffi cult, the ironclad 
loyalty oath, and even apathy, white voting power in Texas went 
from 80,000 during the restoration period of Johnson’s administra-
tion to 57,000 in 1869. Most white conservatives did not bother 
to register or to vote. Just over half of white Texans went to the 
polls.74 Despite the circumstances, 80 percent of African Americans 
cast their ballots. The large black turnout helped pass the new state 
Constitution, guaranteeing their rights and allowing Texas to gain 
formal readmission to the Union, while also electing Republicans 
to state and local offi ces.75 Republicans overwhelmingly carried the 
state election by a vote of 44,689 to 11,440.76

Houston voters tallied twenty to one in favor of the new 
Constitution and readmission, mostly because of the large freedmen 
turnout and low voting rates by white Democrats.77 In this election, 
Houstonian Richard Allen, a former slave brought to Texas at the 
age of seven and the namesake of the city’s Allen Parkway, became 
the fi rst black elected offi cial to the Texas House, representing 
Harris and Montgomery counties.78 Though considered a moderate 
state, Texas appeared Radical after the elections.79 The Republican 
victory also heightened white resistance towards Reconstruction. 

Local Houston newspapers showed the division within the city 
over Reconstruction. Formerly the Tri-Weekly Telegraph, the new 
Houston Union converted into a staunch Republican paper and the 
Houston Daily Times, the anti-freedmen Democratic paper literally 
battled for headlines. No freedmen’s papers circulated in the Bayou 
City. A Houston assistant Bureau commissioner tried unsuccess-
fully to get the national paper The Colored Citizen to establish itself 
in Houston.80 The comments involving Reconstruction from the 
Telegraph sharply contrasted with those of the Daily Times. This 
dissimilarity related tensions in Houston and the state between 
supporters of Radical Reconstruction and those who would take any 
measures necessary to rid the state of federal infl uence. For example, 
Burke wrote Howard as late as 1870, “We are constantly hearing 
reports of the Freedmen being hung and murdered in various parts 
of the state.”81 

The Telegraph/Union endorsed the Fifteenth Amendment 
supporting black suffrage and noted state passage would give Texas 
twenty-three additional representatives in Congress. The paper 
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nearly as well. Despite Republican efforts, New Yorker and presiden-
tial candidate Horace Greeley won Texas in 1872 by almost 20,000 
votes out of just over 115,000 votes cast in the state. Redemption, 
the point at which conservative white Democrats took control of the 
state government, had begun, and Jim Crow would soon follow.91

Soldiers and police guarded Southern cities as Grant easily won 
a second term, but this marked the peak of Grant’s popularity as 
president. Congress and the economy lessened his effectiveness in 
carrying out Reconstruction policy in his second term. It had been 
the last election of the century in which Republicans dominated 
Southern state politics for at least three generations.92 

In December 1873, Texas had its fi rst general election since 
1869. Governor Davis ran as the Republican nominee and 
campaigned in defense of his administration and equal rights. After 
much debate, the Democrats nominated Richard Coke on the 
fi fth ballot. Coke emphasized a platform that called for an end to 
Reconstruction. On Election Day, Davis obtained the black vote 
and even won some western counties, but Coke overwhelmingly 
won the state 85,549 to 42,663. Democratic control of state politics 
took place in Texas and in every former Confederate state.  

Redemption was close, but incomplete as Houston Republicans 
attempted to overturn the election results due to fraud and disen-
franchisement of African Americans. They brought suit in the case 
of Ex parte Rodriguez or the “Semicolon Case” as it became known. 
The unredeemed state’s Supreme Court ruled the election uncon-
stitutional. This set up a confrontation between the lame-duck 
Davis and the newly elected Coke. Due to the court ruling, Davis, 
protected by black militiamen, refused to step down. His only 
chance to avoid the state’s redemption was for federal authorities 
to intervene. Though Grant had interceded in state controversies 
before, he refused to send forces to Texas and Davis reluctantly 
resigned. During the governor’s inauguration in January 1874, 
the Democrats staged a military celebration at the state Capitol 
fi ring a 102-gun salute for Coke and marking a symbolic end to 
Reconstruction in Texas.93 

Texas’ redemption came to full fruition when the legis-
lature met and the Democrats succeeded in dominating state 
offi ces.94 Redemption snowballed in the South; in fact, Georgia 
had already gone to the Democrats in 1870. Others states were 
soon “redeemed”—Texas, Arkansas, and Alabama in 1874, North 
Carolina in 1875, and Mississippi in 1876.95 Redemption became 

complete in 1877 with the Hayes-Tilden Compromise that gave 
Rutherford B. Hayes the Executive Offi ce in return for the with-
drawal of troops from Louisiana, Florida, and South Carolina. 

Between 1874 and 1900 the gains that African Americans had 
made during Reconstruction were virtually lost as Jim Crow became 
the norm in the South, Texas, and Houston.96 Coke’s triumph 
marked a strong and lasting reaction to Republican Reconstruction 
in Texas. Democrats controlled the state government for the next 
century. Another Republican would not hold the governorship 
of Texas until William P. Clements’ election over a century later. 
George W. Bush served as only the second Republican governor 
of Texas since Reconstruction. It would take 128 years before the 
Republican Party would again control both houses of the Texas 
legislature.97

For more than a century, Civil War buffs and many teachers 
in the Houston area presented the Civil War from a “lost 
cause” perspective. This view of history teaches that the Civil 
War was really a “War of Northern Aggression” about state’s 
rights, not slavery, and Reconstruction was a time when corrupt 
“Carpetbaggers” foisted black control on the defeated South. This 
view helped the party of redemption, the Democrats, maintain 
tight control of southern politics well into the 1970s, and it became 
historical justifi cation for segregation of the races and limits on the 
voting rights and civil rights of blacks. 

Yet underneath the political tensions of Reconstruction was 
another story, the story of the nation’s fi rst efforts to address the 
human and societal costs of more than two centuries of slavery. The 
reality of four million freed slaves in 1865 cried out for a systematic 
national effort to provide education and opportunities historically 
missing under slavery. The gains for freedmen from self help and 
the Freedmen’s Bureau during Reconstruction were real, although 
they represented only small fi rst steps toward the fuller integration 
of former slaves into American society as free citizens. Looking 
back at the case study of Houston with the perspective of 140 years, 
Reconstruction was a time of lost opportunities. Underneath the 
extreme political rhetoric and tension generated by competing views 
of Reconstruction and race, the “redeemed” city—and the South as 
a whole—turned away from an obligation to address the needs of 
formerly enslaved migrants who had embarked on a most diffi cult 
journey toward freedom.   

In July 1872, Houston’s black community, led by Rev. Jack Yates (shown right), purchased ten acres of land that would become Emancipation Park located at Elgin 
and Dowling Streets. This mural, created by artist Rickey Donato and children at Emancipation Park in 2001, adorns a wall of the park’s community center.
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A LONG ROAD TO HOUSTON...
1. Cantón was the single place where the Hacienda 

gathered the shares collected from all its 
sharecroppers.

2. Rastrojo is the corn cane left after the ears are 
removed.  It is used as cattle feed in central 
Mexico. The concept patrón as used by Daniel 
harkens back to the patron-client paternalistic 
relation that sharecroppers had with hacienda 
owners in central Mexico.  Many documented and 
undocumented workers develop similar types of 
relationships with employers in the United States.
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4. El Escudo (lit. “the shield) refers to a rock crusher.

5. Hacendado means hacienda owner.

6. Harvests depend on rainfall; there is no irrigation 
in this area.

7. These are not dairy cows, but common longhorn-
like cows.

8. El Ciprés and El Paderón are communities near El 
Refugio de Trancas. The village where Daniel and 
his family lived was isolated from urban centers.  
In the 1960s, the nearest family doctor was located 
approximately fi fteen kilometers away in the city 
of Dolores Hidalgo and the closest emergency 
center was in the city of León, about one hundred 
kilometers away.  

9. Ejidatarios are communal landholders.  The 
Mexican Constitution of 1917 provided for 
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continued to exist until the 1980s.
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Hacienda de Trancas.
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15. The concept “patron” as used by Daniel harkens 
back to the patron-client paternalistic relation that 
sharecroppers had with hacienda owners in central 
Mexico.  Many documented and undocumented 
workers developed similar types of relationships 
with agricultural employers in the United States.  
In this case, Daniel uses the term patrón to refer 
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California.

16. Two Hundred Mexican Pesos.

17. Americano in this context means a white man.

18. The exchange ratio in the late 1970s was about 
twelve Mexican pesos for one U.S. dollar.  

19. Nopal is a type of cactus that grows in south Texas 
and much of Mexico. It is fed to cattle in the 
wintertime by having the thorns burned. 

20. Coyote is the term used to describe not only those 
who smuggle undocumented workers along the 
border, but also to whomever helps people, for a 
fee, to navigate work and bureaucratic environ-
ments unknown to them, sometimes functioning 
as subcontractors.  

21. “The oil pipe yards” is a reference to North Star 
Steel Company, a pipe inspection company 
from Channelview, Texas, that subcontracts for 
Tuboscope/Vetco and from where Daniel resigned 
in the summer of 2004.

22. “Papers” means a temporary work permit.  Daniel 
received his permanent residence two years later.  

23. A temporary employment agency that works for 
industrial plants in east Harris County.  Rentados, 
or “rented ones,” are those who work for that 
agency.  

AN INVISIBLE PATH...
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2. “Tamazula” is a word from the Nahuatl language 
meaning “place of frogs,” perhaps in reference to 
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3. This was Mexico’s dominant political party since 
the 1910 Revolution until recent elections. 
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the protests in Mexico City during the latter 
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