The Lamar Hotel was home of suite 8F where
Houston’s bustness and civic elite frequently
gathuecf
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Iu January 2001, Ken Lay was the poster

boy for civie }La&ernhip in Houston. He

had built Enron into a leading company
in a dynamic industry, bringing thou-

: sancls of ]ol)s ta the city. He had llelpecl

keep major league baseball in Houston by

pusl’xing t%ro-ug}] a new downtown stadi-

um aptly named Enron Field. He, his

company, and his [oundation led the

league in corporate giving. He enjoyed
_easy access to pniitica} figur-es at all levels
Of dovernment, and TUmaors ﬂew in 2000
of a cabinet office in the new Bush

“a_clministration or a run for mayor in
Houston. Only a year la’cer, Enron Iay n
rains. Bad jokes about “Chapter 11 Field”
made the rounds. His harshest critics
asked just whose money Lay had been
giving away to charities. Politicians asked
“Ken who?” as t}]ey &odged media ques-
tions about political influence.

Such criticism took on an especially

hard er;lgt: bhecause Lay had become “Mx.
‘Houston” at the turn of the twe_u'ty—ﬂrst 1
century, the latest in a line of powerful

husiness/civic leaders who shapecl the city's

modern development. The New York Times

ran a profile of his local influence under
t'_he headline, “In Houston, the Lines

Dividing Politics, Business and Society

Are Especially Blurry.” The article noted .

that Lay “was on]y the city's latest 121ng—
maker, A generation before, the leaclerahlp
had been a close-knit group of financiers
and businessmen known as the 8F Club™

"Tius reference was to smte 8F of t]-te

szxma.r Hotel in downtown Hous’con,

:wszhich Herman and George R. Brown (of

usiness an ClVlC
eaders}np 1n

'- ous’con

the glant Houston-based construction
firm Brown & Root) rented and used as a
meeting place for a wide variety of like-
minded Houstonians in the boom decades
after World War IT. The New York Times’
attitude toward the “aity lmiluling” activi-
ties of this “8F Club” is captured in its use
of a quote from Texas Monthly magazine:
“I\’lay})c it's a classic Texas story to pusl’l
things to the limit.”

Or maybe not. “Especially blurry”
lines dividing politics and business are
hardly unique to Houston. By acquiring
economic power and wealth, businessmen
in all capitalist societies often become first
among equals in civic and political affairs.
Other less powerful citizens in Houston
and other American cities have never
quite known what to make of the influen-
tial businessmen who have piayecl such a
prominent role in shaping our society. In
gooc[ times, we react to their power with

- aémwa!,ton tm;;,ecl w1l;}1 envy; in Ijacl times,

with .sleeptlms_m tinged with anger. But at
all times, we have looked to them to push
our cities and our nation forward,

Tiirst and JL:oremosi:, we have wanted
them to create jO}JS. This has been partic-
ularly important in Houston. Not many
of us came here in search of beautiful
scenery or a mild climate; we came seek-
ing joljs for ourselves and expamlecl
opportunities for our children. Once
business leadqrs have delivered jo]as, we
also _ha_,v“e expectecl %Irem to help build the
cultural institutions (including higher
education) common in a mature metrop-
olis. Most of us have not been surprised
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when business leaders have taken an
active and self-interested role in politics,
but we have expectecl the best among
them to have a vision of the needs of the
city that extends beyond their immediate
personal and corporate interests.

After more than twenly vears of
stuclying the kistory of business/civic lead-
ership in Houston, [ have well-developed
opinions on the topic. Indeed, T can say
with absolute confidence that I hold the
}eey to what the New York Times referred to
as the “8F Club” and older Houstonians at
times call the “8F crowd.” Naurice
Cummings reached in his desk and gave
me his after I interviewed him in the mid-
1980s. Cummings had been a regular vis-
itor with his own lzey to 8F where he
made kings with Herman and George R.
Brown. But by the time of my interview
with Cummings, the historic Lamar Hotel
had fallen victim to the vision of unfet-
tered progress of its most celebrated

in}labitan’ts; it had been demolished to

make room for an important new parlzing

Downtown Houston in the 1880s

lot. I thus faced a historian’s dilemma. |
had the 1zey to all power and influence in
Houston, but the lock in which it fit, the
door openecl }Jy the locle, the suite, and the
entire building no longer existed. What
follows is my cffort to reconstruct suite
8F, placing the Brown'’s generation back
into the world tlley inhabited. This
requires esta])]is]-\ing the historical context
in which they operated and comparing
them to other business/civic leaders who
Slmpe(l Houston’s dcvclopmcnt both
before and after them.

Captain Baker's Era—1880s-World War |
Despite the historical exnpl'lasis p]ﬂce& on
the 8F crowd, in my opinion, the single
most powerful business/civic leader in the
history of Houston was Captain James A.
Baker. He was the midwife at the birth of
the modern city. He and his law firm
(Wl’lich is now known as Baker Botts)
stood at the center of a cluster of lawyers,
}oankers, and businessmen who led

Houston from the 1880s t}lrougl’i World

War 1. Durlng these years, Houston grew
{rom a raw, rowdy town of less than
20,000 to a smaﬂ, but l)ustling city of
about 130,000. When Captain Baker
and his father, Judge Baker, arrived in
Houston in the 1870s, the city was about
one tenth the size of New Or]ea.ns, which
served as the center of regional trade and
commerce on the Gulf Coast. By the
time of Captain Baker's death in 1941,
Houston was the clear leader of industry
and finance on the Gulf Coast, and it
was well on its way to national promi-
nence as the energy capital of the nation.
Because of his broad involvement in the
life of Houston during those formative
years, Captain Baker is a logical histori-
cal syml}ol of those who transformed a
town with big aspirations into an emerg-
ing metropolis.’

With good reason, Houston found
leadership among its lawyers and bankers
in the decades around the turn of the
twentieth century. To grow, the region
needed to {:m'g'e solid connections with the
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aptain Baker's father, ]uclge James

A. Baker, who moved to Houston
from Huntsville, Texas, in 1872, was a
railroad lawyer at Baker Botts, as were
other prominent partners in the firm.
From the 1880s forwarcl, the firm
managed the giant Southern Pacific
Railroad’s (SP) Iegal affairs in Texas,
smoothing the way for the railroad’s
unified operations throughout the state.
This line and others connected Houston
ﬁrm]y into national markets, vaulting
the city ahead of Galveston in the race
for regional preeminence and laying the
foundation for the city’s economic
expansion. Baker Botts greatly benefited
from its growing reputation in railroad
law. One of its ea,rly partners, Robert
Scott Lovett, embodied this tie. He grew
up in rural Texas north of Houston,
took a ]01’) cligging stumps out of the
right of way of the SP, moved on to
become a lawyer at Baker Botts, and
went on to become the head of the
Southern Pacific.

After joining his father as a partner
in Houston's major corporate law firm,
Captain Baker became deeply involved
in key sectors of the city’s economy. As
a director and, for a time, president of
one of the city’s 1argest banks, Captain
Baker was a lawyer or a banker for
many of city's businesses. He also was
an officer in the local natural gas com-
pany and numerous other local enter-
prises. As chairman of the Rice board,
Baker headed what amounted to
another major Houston bank,
since the Institute’s endowment
became an important source for
real estate loans. Lawyer, [)au}eer,
and businessman, Captain Baker
remained one of the most visible
business/civic leaders in Houston
for almost seventy years.

The Baker {amily has
remained prominent in
Houston since Judge
Baker arrived here in |
1872. Five gener-
ations of James
| Addison Bakers
| have worlzec]. 'i:or
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Baker Botts and for the good of the city.
The original Baker, “Judge” (1821-
1897), received his distinctive title
from his brief service as a judge in the
Confederacy. He practiced with Baker
Botts from 1872-1897. His son, who
remained at Baker Botts from 1877 to
1941, became known as “Captain”
Baker (1857-1941) after service under
that rank in the Houston Light Guard, a
ceremonial military organization that
ul’dmately became a part of the Texas
National Guard. [ronically, Captain
Baker's son, who was a captain in the
real army cluring World War I, spent his
long, proc].uctive life in Houston (1 892-
1973) and at Baker Botts (1919-
1973) known as “Junior.”

An even greater irony came with
the next generation, “Secretary” James
A. Baker (1930-present). As one of the
most prominent Houstonians in the last
half of the twentieth century, Secretary
Baker served two presidents as chief of
staff, Secretary of Treasury, and
Secretary of State. Yet until his return
from Washingt(m in the 1990, he
could not serve at Baker Botts. The firm
had passed a strict antinepotism rule in
the late 19305, so Secretary Baker pur-
sued his legal career as a partner in the
Houston-based firm of Andrews &
Kurth. When he returned to Houston
after his distinguished career in govern-
ment, the antinepotism rule still seemed
to block his hiring by “the family firm.”
Although his father had died years

earlier, his son “Jamie” (1954 -pres-
8 ent) had begun working at Baker
Botts in 1985, Reason prevailed
over rule, and in 1993, the fourth
generation James A. Baker joined
the fifth as members of the firm of
the Judge, Captain, and Junior.
iSGHTCG.'_]: II FTQQ"IQ",

The Peoplc of Baker Botts
(Houston: Baker Botts, 1002), 10.

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

Courtesy Houston Metropolitan
Research Center, Houston Public Library

booming national economy. Good local

1awyers were needed to carve out ]eg‘a.l
space for glant railroads and nationally
active industrial corporations in a Texas
legal system designed for a rural soclety.
The farmers and ranchers who had writ-
ten the laws of Texas had set numerous
legal traps for large corporations. The
big businesses that emerged in the north-
castern United States in the late nine-
teenth century could not function
smoothly under the restrictions imposed
by these Texas laws. As one of the largest
corporate law firms in one of the major
cities in Texas, Baker Botts represented
many “foreign” (that is, non-Texan)
companiles, rescuing them from these
legal traps, repairing the damage if possi-
ble, and finding ways to remove other
traps from the leg‘al lanc].scape.

Captain Baker and other corporate
1awyers he}pe& organize and manage the
local banks that solidified ties between
Houston and the national economy.
Al’though strictly enforced state unit
banking laws restricted the srowth of
Texas Banles, Houston banke nonetheless
forged important correspondent relation-
ships with much larger “money center”
banks in New York City and Chicago.
Through these ties flowed capital critically
important to the region. The local
bankers who directed this flow into the
city came to assert considerable influence.
Captain Baker cemented his own connec-
tions in the cast 1Jy spencling summers in
the New York area, tending to vital busi-
ness connections as his Jcamily escapecl the
Texas heat.

New York City £igurecl into Baker's
involvement in one of the best examples of
city ]::uilcling in this era, the creation of a
major university in Houston. William
Marsh Rice had made a fortune in
Houston before returning to New York
Uity in the late nineteenth century. To
show his gratitude to his adopted home,
Rice provided a $200,000 endowment in
a will written in 1891 for the creation of
an institute of higher education in
Houston. From the original charter until
his death in 1941, Captain Baker served
as chairman of the Board of Trustees of
the Rice Institute. While planning the
opening of Rice, Baker had to go to New
York City in 1900 to fight and win a
highly publicized legal battle to void a sec-
ond Rice will. In the twenty-one years
from the chartering of Rice to its opening

in 1912, Baker and the rest of the board



steadily built the Rice endowment. This
enabled them to create an institution with
the resources to become a first-class uni-
versity, despite its location in a relatively
small city far away from the traditional
centers of academic excellence in the Fast.
As a magnet attracting able and ambitious
young people to Houston and a source of
civic pricle for Houstonians, Rice became a
symbol of a city on the move. As such, it
attracted broad support from the city’s
business community after its opening.*
Along with other lawyers such as
Frank Anclrcws of Anclrews & .Kur’ch,
Captain Baker prepared the way for the
integration of Houston into the national
economy. They created legal, financial,
and transportation connections to the
national economy that could be used by
others to build industry and trade. By
World War I, such tes had enabled
Houston to make important strides toward
defining a profitable and distinctive iden-
tity for itself in the national economy.
Making good use of the railroads and
the legal and financial networks they had
helpecl create, 1um_lner, cotton, and oil cata-
pulted Houston forward after the turn of
the twentieth century, clrawing the capi'tal,
jol)s, and leaders required for it to become
a major city. The cotton trade brought
M.D. Anderson and Will Clayton from
QOklahoma City to Houston, which greatly
benefited as an international center for
the cotton trade. Oilman Joseph S.
Cullinan migrated from Pennsylvania to

A young Jesse Jones reigns as King Nottoc at the annual No-Tsu-Oh carnival in 1902.

Texas. After helping establish the new
Texas oil industry at Corsicana in the late
1890s, he took a leading role in develop-
ing the giant Spindletop field near
Beaumont before making Houston his
home, as well as the headquarters of The
Texas Company. Other oilmen, including
]ol}n Henry Kithy (whose empire included
timber and oil) and carly leaders of

Humble Oil (Ross Sterling, William

' Cotton rides the rails

n Public Library
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Farisl‘l, Harry Wiess, Robert Blaﬂer, and
Walter Fonc],ren), established an influen-
tial presence in the city. Houston's cotton
and oil-fueled prosperity fed a boosterism
with roots dcep in the city’s past.®

The city's openness to “a(loptcd song”
was reacli]y apparent in these critical years.
With its fast-moving economy, the city
was too Lusy to wait for “old money” to
take charge of civie affairs. Indeed,
Houston had few old, established families
and interests. It welcomed newcomers of
ambition and talent, quickly ldarnessiug
their energies into the frenzied effort to
build a major city out of the people and
money drawn to Houston hy the ample
opportunities presente{l l)y oil and cotton.
Jesse Jones, for example, migrated to
Houston [rom Tennessee by way of Dallas
in 1898 at the age of 24. Only four
years after his move to the city, a yout}l£u1
Jones presided as King Nottoc (“cotton”
spe“e& Lac]zwarcl) at the annual No-Tsu-
Oh Carnival celebrating cotton’s impor-
tance to the city. By that time, he and oth-
ers who flooded the city after the turn of
the century had alrea(‘ly taken a pIace
among Houston’s civic leadership.

The climax of this era of city building
was the dredging of a deepwater ship chan-
nel from Houston to the Gulf of Mexico.
The cotton and oil industries had access
to broader markets via rail and t}lrough
the nearhy port of Galvcston, but t]aey
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Jesse Jones” Gulf Building under construction in 1928

wanted easier access to modern ocean-
going vessels to expand their trade. The
deepening of the channel required the
support of the U.S. A_rmy Corps of
Engineers, and the aity’s elite went to work
in the 1890s lobbying the federal govern-
ment for this vital project. Closing ranks
behind Tom Ball, the region’s sole repre-
sentative in the U.S. House of
Representatives, [Houston’s business lead-
ers fiuaﬂy sealed the deal in 1909 by cre-
ating a navigation district backed by the
power to raise $1.25 million in private
funds to match the Corps J[.un&ing for
dreclging a deepwater Cl‘lanne]. T!n%
“Houston plan” of providing private fund-
ing for publ'lc works on this scale had few
'precef}.ents. More than any event in
[Houston's hist(}ry, this episode became the
sym})o] of the “can do” attitude of the city's
aggressive business/civic elite. It became
the story Houston boosters told to illus-
trate that their city was more ambitious
and more innovative than others.’

By 1914, when President Woodrow
Wilson pushecl a button in the White
House that traveled via tclegraph and shot
the canon at the official opening of the
new ship channel, Houston was tightly
connected into the national economy. The
ship channel reinforced tes to national
and international markets that the rail-
roads had established in the late nine-
teenth century. An expanding pipeline sys-
tem assured the flow of oil from fields
throughou‘t the southwestern prod.ucing
regions to Gulf Coast refineries, from
which refined products or crude oil could
be shippecl in tankers to markets around
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the world. The emergence to international
prominence of Houston-based companies
such as Anderson, Clayton and Company
in cotton and The Texas Company in oil
defined the region’s new identity in the
national economy.

Houston still had a long way lo go
before it could proclaim itself a mature
city. Rice Institute had opened in 1912;
in 1914 it remained little more than a
symbol of the city’s quest for education
and culture. Civic leaders had constructed
a civic center that could be used to host a
variety of cultural events. Nina Cullinan
(the daughter of Joseph S. Cullinan) and
Ima Hogg (Ll'u. daug‘h’tcr o{ formcr gover-
nor and Texaco investor James Hogg‘) had
migrated to Houston with their families,
but tl'ley had not yet emergec]. as leac].ing
patrons of the arts. The establishment of
the Houston Symphony Society in 1913
provided a hint of things to come, but the
creation of institutions of “hig‘h culture”
would have to wait a while longer. The
city’s civic leaders had roads to pave and
plumbing to move indoors before they
could turn their full attentions to operas
and museums.

But 'l:}xey were not too })usy to address
another challenge posed for them by his-
tory: the creation of a new social/racial
order. Race was the most pressing social
issue facing Houston'’s leaders at the turn
of the twentieth century. A growing black
population reached almost 24,000 }Jy
1910, drawn to the city }}y opportunities
for education and employment better than
those in rural Texas and Louisiana. In this
era, the city’s white civic elite closed ranks
around a Texas variant of the Jim Crow
system imposccl throughou’c the South.
Legal restrictions blocked equal access by
blacks to pu_]alic accommodations, includ-
ing schools. ]0}15 and hnl]sing remained
strictly segregated by custom. Poll taxes
and all-white primary elections (Wllic}l n
the single-party South effectively chose
the Democratic candidate who usuaﬂy
would win without real opposition in the
general election) severely limited the
political power of blacks.

Jim Crow enjoyed the near unani-
mous support of Houston’s white popula-
tion, illclu(ling' its business/civic leaders.
They embraced segregation as essential to
progress, since in their view it would
assure the social stability needed to foster
economic growtll. No white leaders
stepped forward to oppose Jim Crow or to

offer alternatives. Given the pervasive

racism of the times, it is ahistorical to
look back and expect otherwise.

It is also ahistorical, however, to
ignore the 1ong—run costs of segregation.
Jim Crow took an obvious, harsh toll on
individual black citizens while imposing
higl'l, vel less obvious, costs on society as a
whole. Businesses paid the price of main-
taining segregatec[ labor markets and
restricting the access of black customers
to goods and services. All employers felt
the mmpact on potentia| workers of the
separate but uncqual educational system.
The society as a whole lost the initiative
and energy of ambitious blacks who fled
the region to less hostile places such as
California in search of better social and
economic opportunities. The city, the
state, and the South asa whole bore the
Poliﬂcal costs of a stunted form of
democracy in which a race-based single
party political system consistently neg-
lected the needs of disenfranchised blacks
and poor whites. The economic irra-
tionalities of maintaining a dual, race-
based system of pu.l}lic accommodations
and education proved increasingly costly
as the city grew larger.

Yet believing in white supremacy and
enamored }Jy the short-term benelits of a
cheap black labor force, Houston's busi-
ness/civic leaders helped create and
defend Jim Crow. As they put their shoul-
ders to the econamic wheel to build a
dynamic economy, un‘Eortuna{:cly thcy

embedded in this economy an unjust and

inefficient Jim Crow system that




remained a c[rag on the region's clevelop—

ment for more than three gcncrations.7

The Era of lesse lones—
World War I to World War Il

Jesse Jones stood astride Houston’s civic
elite in the interwar years. Az a young
banker/developer before World War T,
Jones had helped collect the private fund-
ing that persua«led the Corps of Engineers
to deepen the Houston Ship Channel.
After the war, Jones became the symbol of
Houston's rapicl emergence as a major city.
His background is discussed elsewhere in
this issue, as are his efforts to bring the
1928 Democratic Convention to meet in
the city. He left distinctive marks on
Houston as a real estate fleveloper and a
political figure. As a developer, he built
much of the city’s growing slzyline from
the turn of the century until his death in
1956. As one of the first Houstonians to
play a highly visible and powerful role in
national politics, he made an even more
Iasting impression on history. A p}lysicaﬂy
imposing man, Jesse Jones became “Mr.
Houston” to observers throughout the
nation and to younger civic leaders in the
city and even in Washington, D.C.?
Houston ra.pi(ﬂy industrialized in the
interwar years. The land on both sides of
the new S]fli‘p channel from Houston to
Texas City attracted an array of industrial
enterprises, with giant oil refineries and
petrocl'le'mical plants creating thousands
of new industrial jobs. Qil-related manu-
facturing in other parts of the city added

good jobs by the thousands. The opportu-
nities presented by these new factories
attracted a wave of migrants {from rural
Texas and Louisiana, as well as numerous
professionals and managers from around
the nation. By 1940, Houston had grown
spec I.'acularly to a population of almost
400,000, with a strong, dynamic indus-
trial foundation for [uture growth.n

The surge of expansion down the ship
channel corridor during these years con-
firmed a pattern that continued to s}lape
Houston’s gmw-t'['n into one of nation’s
largest cities in terms of geograp}ﬁcal area.
To the southeast, the Houston metropoli-
tan area came to include such smaller
“refinery towns” as Pasadena, Deer Park,
Baytown, and Texas City. Even before
World War 11, Houston had })egun to
reach out and absorb once "outlying” areas
in several directions.

Despite such geographical sprawl in
the interwar years, downtown business
leaders continued to s}xape the city's devel-
opment. Lawyers and bankers, including
Captain Baker himself, continued to take
1ea&ing roles in civic aﬁairs, as did those
who owned and managed the region’s
sprawling complex of cotton and oil-relat-
ed activities. Among the growing number
of strong leaders in Houston in the
1920s, Jesse Jones stood out. When he
returned to Houston from Wéshington,
D.C. after World War TI, he became a gray
imminence in the city, serving as a role
model for several generations of younger
civic leaders. During his remarkable

career, Jones had a hand in almost every
civic project in Houston for more than
half a century. Although he died in 1956,
through his personal involvement and his
impact on others, Jones' direct and indi-
rect influence spannec]. most of the llistory
of twenti eth-century Houston."

Tn the 1930z and 194(0s, as Jones
worked in Wasl’lington as head of the
Reconstruction Finance Corporation and
Secrelary of Commerce, a new deneration
of business/civic leaders cmcrged in
Houston. These men represenLec]. the city’s
new industrial economy. As their expan&—
ing companies fueled the region’s industri-
al growth, they began to identify a com-
mon interest in civic affairs. As World
War IT ended and the region moved into a
sustained postwar Loom, 'L-hey were poisccl
to assert Ieadersiﬁp. In&ependently wea]‘tl'ly
and relalively young, t]1ey had alreacly
built successful companies and they
loolzec]. 'Eorwar(i to t}le cl’laﬂengc U'E }wlping
Houston move into the ranks of what they

called the “major league cities.”

The Era of 8F and Many More—
World War Il to the 1980s

In the postwar ljoom, this new generalion
of business/civic leaders did just that.
Their various enterprises, along with the
Houston-area operations of major corpo-
rations based outside the region, created a
tidal wave of jo]DS that moved the econo-
my forward, With their personal fortunes
and energies, they built cultural institu-

Continued on page 31

_ A view of downtown Houston in the 1950s, with many of Jones’ buildings filling the skyline.
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tions worthy of a maturing metropolis
that Lriplud in size from 1940 to 1970,
passing the million mark in population
while moving rapidly up the ranks of the
nation’s largest cities. In politics they lob-
bied aggressively for what they considered
a llealtlly business climate marked ljy a
minimum of government regulations, a
weak labor movement, a tax system favor-
able to business investment, the use of
government subsidies to spur business
expansion, and a conservative approach to
the expansion of public services. With
substantial Politica] clout and little effec-
tively organizecl opposition in a sing]e—
party political system, they pushed the city
hard in the direction they believed it
needed to go. In the process, I.hey shapecl
much of what was goorl and bad about
modern Houston. TIley had obvious blind
spots—notaH_v on race and environmen-
tal quality—]out t}my also shared a con-
suming passion for Houston and a vision
that economic development could lift the
city and its population.

The 8F crowd was the most visible
group of business/civic leaders in Houston
in this boom era. Indeecl, “8F crowd”
became synonymous with “power elite” in
postwar Houston. This group of friends
used the Brown brothers’ suite 8F at the
Lamar Hotel as a convenient place to relax,
play cards, discuss the day's issues, and
sllape Houston'’s development“ With other
like-minded business leaders, tl'ley shared a
general vision of the city’s future, and they
had the resources, connections, and com-
mitment to the city necessary to act on
their vision.

“Membership” in this group was by
no means Exe&; individuals moved in and
out of this circle of influence as their
carcers and interests changed. Perhaps the
best way to providc a snapshot of the
group is to make a distinction hetween the
core group that met regularly over several
decades and a broader group that came
together on specific issues. The core gen-
eraHy included at least Herman Brown,
George R. Brown, Judge James A. Elkins,
Gus \Wortham, Jim Al)crcroml:uie,
Governor Will Hob]ay, Oveta Culp
Hobby, and R.E. (Bob) Smith. Jesse Jones,
who owned the Lamar Hotel and lived in
its 16th floor penthouse, might be seen as
the gocl[aLllcr of the 8F crowcl; thcy gen-

erally went up to visit him, not vice versa.

A much broader collection of
Houston husinessmen and politicians at
times visited suite 8F and at times coop-
erated with members of the core group on
specific projects and issues. For example,
oil man Claud Hamill, a business partner
of Bob Smith, at times worked c]osc]y
with friends in the 8F crowd. A list of
other “friends of 8F” might be expanded
to include William A. (B1H) Smith,
eopold Meyer, Lamar Flcming, W’Tesley
West, Gcm‘ge Butler, Charles Francis,
Felix T ijerina, Leon Jaworski, Howard
Keck, ]udge Roy Hoﬁlcinz, and, at one
time or another, most other influential
business leaders in Houston in this era.
Government officials such as Colonel
EQ. Thompson of the Texas Railroad
Commission and local, state, and national
politicians also {requcn’cecl the Lamar
Hotel. 8F and friends included individu-
als with ties to most areas of the Houston
economy, and they could often mobilize
broad support from the like-minded peo-
p}e throughout the city and the state on
issues of importance to the downtown
Houston business community,?

Critics focused on the power of the
8F crowd, 111alzing it a symbol for a politi-
cal and civic culture dominated ]Jy busi-
ness interests. “There was talk in Texas in
the 1940s and 1950s,” wrote Texas his-
torian George Norris Green, “that state
affairs were handled by carfl—p]aying mul-
timillionaires who convened in Herman
Brown’s suite.”* Writing in the Toxas
Monthly in 1976, journalist Harry Hurt
asserted that “Their rule was a vir‘l.‘ua“y
une]_waﬂengecl and—the}f would empha-
size—very ‘civic-minded’ gerontocracy.”"”
James Conway's popular book The Texans
concluded that "Juring the 1940s and
1950s they [8F] exercised a concerted
influence in Texas that was unparalleled.”*s

Sociologist Joe Feagin’s Free
Enterprise City wenl so far as to construct
a Houston model of clevelopmcnt around
a historical account of the role of the 8F
crowd and other elites in the city’s devel-
opment. Feagin's account, which is still
the Only book that systematically analyzes
the role of elites in Houston, asserts that
8F “appears to have been the most power—
ful elite in the citys history.”® Feagin con-
cluded that 8F's narrow, lmsiness—rclatecl
definition of what was good for the city
led Houston down a pa‘l:ll characterized })y

unclerc[evelopcnl puHic services, a
mediocre educational system, harsh work-
ing conditions for labor, and government
promotion—Dbut not tegulation—o[ busi-
ness interests. Such critical accounts sug-
gestcd a sort of soft conspiracy of a few
power£ul men to s]lape Houston in their
own image. The popuhst Texas Observer
popularized this criticiem ljy polzing fun at
the quest for a healthy “bidness” climate.

Louie Welch, who as mayor of
Houston was at times hoth a friend and
a foe of the 8F crowd, put a much maore
positive spin on 8[s activities: “You'll
llear, I'm sure, all about 8T, like that's
some mysterious, sinister meeting place
where people got Logethcr and ﬁgurecl
out what to let the common people do. It
wasn't anything of the sort.” According to
Welch, “t}ley created the initiative and the
locomotive to PL[H the t'ra,in...TIney were
movers and shakers, but they were not
Se”_—serving in anything that I ever saw
them do.””

No doubt, those who were moved and
shook took a somewhat less favorable
view of the process of c}lange. But in
Houston's postwar }JOOI‘H, those who had
the most reason to cnmplain about work-
ing conditions and under-funded public
services tended to come from rural sec-
tions of Texas, Louisiana, and Mexico
where far worse conditions had pushed
them to try their luck in Houston. As
hundreds of thousands of migrants sought
improved opportunities in the growing
city, racial and ethnic tensions also
blocked the rise of a unified, politicaI
movement in the region capable of chal-
1enging the power o'lT ljusincss 1ea&ers.
Even had such a voice been assertccl, it
was Lm]ilaely to be heard in the one-party,
business-led po]itics of the postwar years.

Because of frequent criticism of the
8F crowd and the Brown brothers’ close
connections to President Lyndon
Johnson, this small group has come to
command more attention than it
deserves. Houston in the 19505 and
1960s was not Cook County, Illinois,
and Herman Brown was not Mayor
Daley. It was not even very similar to
Houston before World War I, where a
smaller, more cohesive collection of
lawyers and bankers had held sway.
Inc].cccl, in historical lerms, business/civic

leadership broadened clramaticaﬂy in
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postwar Houston comparecl to previous
eras. This is true even if the 8F crowd is
understood to refer only to the relatively
small core group and even if it wielded
all of the power accorded to it by critics.

But these simplifying assumptions
about 8F simply do not describe Houston
in the postwar boom. Notable by their
absence from the list of either the core
group of 8F or their close friends are
numerous influential Houston business
leaders of this era. Prominent among
them were independent oilmen such as
Hugh Roy Cullen, who was deeply
involved in the growth of the University
of Houston and the 'Texas Medical Center;
Glenn McCarthy, who built the Shamrock
Hotel; and John Mecom, who owned the
Warwick Hotel and interests in local
banks. Also missing from most discus-
sions of 8F are numerous leaders of

Humble Qil and Refining (notal)ly
Morgan Davis and Carl Reistle) and other
major oil firms such as Texaco who
remained quite active in Houston's civic
affairs. After its move to Houston in
1970, Shell Qil quic]ely became a promi-
nent corporate citizen.

Representatives of the giant natural
gas pipeline companies headquartered, in
Houston quickly took their place among
the region’s civic leaders as their compa-
nies grew quickly after World War IT. The
Browns Texas Hastern Corporation was

one such company, but even more active

in Houston’s civic affairs was Tenneco
and its leader Gardner Symonds. 8Fer

Judge Elkins continued the tradition of
the Baker era with his ties to a major law
firm, Vinson & Elkine, and a major bank,
First City National. But he was hardly the
only prominent 1awyer in Houston amid
the postwar surge in both the size and
number of corporate law firms in the city
after World War II. Bankers not normally
associated with the 8F crowd continued
as in the past to take on important civic
responsibilities. Kenneth Schnitzer,
Gerald Hines, and Dallas-based
Trammell Crow— Jesse Jones’ successors
as the leading developers in Houston—
were not £requer1t guests at 8F clespite
their role in Luilding much of the approx-
imately sixty million square feet in major
office construction in Houston in the
thirty years after 1955, In s}lort, many
of the most influential members of
Houston downtown business community
did not frequent 8F and did not automat-
icauy follow its lead.®

At the same time, groups of citizens
traditionally not included fully in the life
of the city asserted a stronger voice in
Houston. Through the middle of the
twentieth century, anti-Semitism remained
a barrier to full participation in the life of
Houston by prominent Jewish citizens.
Not until the 19705, for cxample, did the
major downtown law firms actively recruit
Jewish lawyers. Members of the all-Jewish
firms that arose in response contributed
many of the leaders of Houston’s t]nriving
Jewish community, as did successful
developers and retailers such as Leopold
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Left to right: George R Brown, Lyndon Johnson, unidentified man, Tommy Corcoran, and Herman Brown
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Maurice Hirsch was
central in building
the many education-
al and cultural insti-
tutions that now
flourish throughout
Houston.

Metropolitan Research
Center, Houston Public
i library

and Joseph Meyer, Joe Weingarten, Simon
and Tobias Sakowitz, and Ben and Sam
Taub. General Maurice Hirsch of the firm
of Hirsch and Westheimer lived a long
and fruitful life in Houston practicing
law, building several businesses, and help-
ng build the Houston Sylnphony, the
Houston Grand Opera, the Museum of
Fine Arts, the Housten Ballet, Rice
University, and the University of
Houston. Historically, Hirsch and other
]ewish leaders had a form of dual civic
citizens}lip in Houston; they took serious-
ly their responsil:)ihties in nurturing the
causes and institutions of the Jewish com-
munity at the same time that they made
important contributions to the city as a
whole.”?

A somewhat similar pattern pre-
vailed among African Americans and
Mexican Americans in Houston. In the
postwar years, non-white citizens long
ignored by downtown business interests
were Leginning to find their own civic
voices. As discussed in more detail in
Amilcar Shabazz's article in this issue,
the successful black businessman, lawyer,
and newspaper owner Carter Wesley used
his newspaper, The In)(ormer, to give voice
to the city’s growing black communities.
For most of the twentieth century, such
communities taken collectively had a
population large enough to have ranked
as a major lexas city, and black Houston
genera’cecl its own leaders, clespi’ce the
voke of segregation. A handful of white
philanthropists from ]oseph 8. Cullinan
to Jesse Jones contributed to the deve]op-
ment of medical and educational institu-
tions serving the black community. But
this limited assistance was designed to
make g‘ood on the promise of “separate,
but equal,” not to foster &cscgregation
and equa] opportunity. For that, blacks
turned to \\%slcy and other leaders, who
mounted sustained challenges to Jim
Crow from the 1930s forward.

At least t}lrough the 1960s, most




Houstonians tl'mught of race relations as
a question of black and white, but a
srowing brown population gradually gen-
erated its own leaders. In his ]::iugraphy
of Houstonian Felix Tijerina, Thomas
Kreneck tells a success story quite simi-
lar to the stories of those who J[’requen’cecl
suite 8F* One of the first prominent
Houstonian business leaders of Mexican
decent, he displayed values that closely
matched those of his counterparts in 8F.
In his many business and civic endeav-
ors, he could count on the support of his
£rien(1, Boh Smi’ch, who was a part of the
inner circle of 8F While participating in
civic initiatives that were aimed at the
betterment of the entire city, Tijerina
also playe(l an active role in issues that
affected primarily Mexican Americans.
Tijerina was a pal;ll]:realeing leader in an
increasingly diverse city, and the growing
number of Houstonians with close tes
to Latin America assured that others

would follow his lead.

As Houston became more diverse, it
also became more dispersed, sprawling out
over an ever-hroader region. Civic leaders
in the city’s suburbs and in once distinct
surrounding cities such as Sugar Land,
Katy, and even Galveston, added their
voices to issues aHecting the entire
Houston metropolitan region. Such issues
as transporlation, poHution contro], water
supply, and even taxation all had implica~
tions for the entire metropolitan area, but
pu})]ic autl'xor{ty remained quite {:ragment—
ed, with competition Ly city, county, state,
and federal authority levels.

By the 1970s Houston was a matur-
ing city with numerous centers of power
and influence. At times these groups spolee
with something akin to a unified voice on

important issues such as the need to create

strong educational and cultural institu-
tions. But at other times, t}my fought bit-

tcrly over issues ranging from political

B3 i

The opening of the Houston Negro

Hospital in 1926 was a prime example of white philanthropy for

campaigns to the l)uilcling of a new multi-
purpose stadium for the city’s various
sporting events. 8F was not the only suite
in town, although it was certainly the most
highly publicized. If we insist on continu-
ing to use the phrase “8F crowd” as short-
hand for Houston's business/civic elite in
the postwar era, we should at least amend
it to read “8F and many more.”

That said, a closer examination of the
ties that bound 8F together tells us much
about the operations of the broader busi-
ness elite of which they were a part. Their
power reflected their business ties into the
critical industries that fueled the postwar
boom. The key economic task of this gen-
eration was })uilcling prosperous regional
companies that made goocl use of the con-
nections into the national economy estab-
lished in the Baker era. 8F and many oth-
ers in this era built local companies that
became nationally and Ini‘crna’cionauy
competitive. The growth of these compa-

Courtesy ouston“Merropb itan Research Center, Houston Public Library

separate, but equal” facilities.
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CeLx Illllllll AND AN EXPANDING CIVIC ELITE

Born in 1905 in General
Escobeda, Nuevo Leon, Felix
Tijerina came with his family to
the Houston area in 1915 to
escape the turmoil caused I)y the
Mexican Revolution. He spent the
remaining fifty years of his life
building his restaurant business
while also making contributions
to the betterment of his a&optecl
city. During his years in the city,

S ¥
i M B -
) - Left to right: Houston Mayor Pro-Tem Phil
grew from an estimated 6,000 (in Hamburger, Mayor Salinas (of Monterrey, Mexico),

the Mexican American population

1920) to perhaps 50,000 in the  Felix Tijering, and R. E. Smith

late 1950s. Tijerina was one of the

first Mexican Americans to p]ay a prominent role in Houston’s civic affairs,
and he became a potent symbol to many in the city that Houston's version of
the American Dream was available to Latinos.

Tijerina initially found work as a bus boy in one of the original Mexican
food restaurants in Houston, and he worked his way up from the bottom to
}mcqrm: the grc)ucl owner of his own chain of Felix restaurants. Both the food
and the owner became Houston institutions.

As Felix and his wife Janie steadily built their restaurants, they looked
for ways to make a difference in Houston. From early in their lives in the
city, tlley were involved in a variety of civic causes such as the Boy Scouts

that sought to improve the lot of children. Tijerino’s most significant project

was the “Little School of the 400,” a program to prepare Spanish-speaking
children to succeed in school by teaching them 400 basic English words.
This highly acclaimed program used creative teaching techniques later
incorpora’ce& in the federal government's Operation Head Start program.

Tijerina exhibited a sense of a dual civie responsibility, to Houston in
general and to other Mexican Americans in particular. As a four-time
national president of the League of United Latin American Citizens, he
extended his influence far ]Jeyon& Houston. By the time of his death in
1965, the Mexican American population of Houston was greater than the
total poyulation of the city had heen at the turn of the twentieth century. In
local and national affairs, Felix Tijerina put a face on the significant new
rea}i’cy of growing ethnic diversity.

Source: Thomas H. Kreneck, Mexican American Cdyssey: Felix Tiering, Entrepreneur and Civic leader, 19051765
[College Station: Texas ASM University Prass, 2001]

Felix Mexican Restaurant, 1948
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nies provided the dynamism that fed
Houston's sustained expansion up the
ranks of the nation’s largest cities.

The Browns and Bill Smith repre-
sented the area’s ljooming construction
inclustry, which placcrl them in the middle
of such lze_v economic trends as the growtll
of the petrochemica] industry and the
expansion of offshore petroleum produc-
tion. The Browns also owned a substantial
interest in Texas Eastern Corporalion, a
major competitor in one of the region’s
and the nation’s fastest growing regional
industries after World War II, natural gas.
Bob Smith was an independent oilman,
while Jim Abercrombie was a major sup-
plier of tools and services to the oil indus-
try. Gus Wortham, whose Houston-based
American General was one of the 1argest
insurance companies in the Southwest,
proviclec]. financial services to many of
the region’s leading Firms. Judge Elkins
represented the legal/banking interests
that h’adiﬁonany gui&ed Houston's evolu-
tion. Will Hobby and his wife Oveta Culp
Hobby had extensive political connections
and ran one of Houston's major daily
newspapers, 1he Houston Post. Jesse
Jones was Jesse Jones. This was one very
well-connected crowd.

Strong personal and business ties
linked the core members of 8F. Wortham
was a protégé of Jones and a friend and
business associate of the Browns; he had
organizecl American General in 1926 in
part with capital supplied by Jones and
Judge Elkins. In the 1940s and 19505,
George Brown and Gus Wortham spent
long hours ’cogc’c}ler on the Rice University
Board of Trustees. Among his friends at
8F Wortham was the quiet man who
could be counted on to do his share
behind the scenes. He also set the tone for
the group as a whole with an ()ft—rcpeal.ed
distinction between “business clo“ars,”
which had to be watched close]y, and
“entertainment doﬂars,” which were meant
to be spent 1avi5111y.21

Judge James Elkins played a central
role in the dynamics of clecision—malzing
at 8F: all members of the group valued his
counsel. This reflected his well-earned
reputation as a clear-headed, decisive
decision 1na12cr, as well as his broad con-
nections into all areas of the Houston
political economy through his bank and
his law firm.** The Browns were clients of
his law firm and prominent shareholders
in his bank.

The economic interests of the 8 Fers




often (Jverlappec]., a situation best symbol-
ized by their memberships on various
“interlacking directorates.” In practice, this
meant that many of them met regula.rly at
meetings of various boards of directors of
banks and other businesses based in
Houston. In generaL they Lelongecl to the
same downtown businessmen'’s clubs,
where they often ate lunch together. The
Browns rcgularly hosted lunches at a table
reserved for them at the Ramada Club.
After the meal and a drink or two, those
present often strolled back to 8F for a
mid-day visit. Many belonged to the same
country clubs. T]’\E'y often suppnrted cach

) : s L
other’s favorite charities and civic causes,

e =
Governor Will Hobby and Jesse Jones

just as they often closed ranks in support
of political candidates.

Beyond that, they were good friends
whao enjoyed spencling time tog‘cthcr. Many
afternoons of carcls, trips to Southwest
Conference foothall gdames, regular hunt-
ing expeditions to various retreats, and an
annual trek to the Ken’mclzy Derl)y gave
them time to relax out of the pulnlic eye
and away from the pressures of running
their companies. In this fraternity of boss-
es, these sfrong—wiued men who spent
most of their working lives making hard
decisions under intense pressure could
relax, bantering and cutting up like care-
free young men. A closeness and mutual
respect gained from long and often fun-
filled hours spent tog‘el;her helpecl smooth
over clisagreelnafcs on the issues of the
moinent, fostexing a cohesion that was
crucial to the sustained influence exerted
1))/ this group.

The core group of 8Fers stayed active
in politics. Bach might be asked to ante
up a contribution to the campaign funds
of po]itica] candidates at the 1()cal, state,
or national levels who had passed muster
with the group. Similar contributions
could be expected when one of them
became highly committed to a particular

charity or civic cause. Individuals could
pass on a particular candidate or on a
request for a charitable contribution, but
all ]’ecngnizecl that a part of their mys-
tique as a group was their often demon-
strated capacity to close ranks behind
favored causes.

Politics was their favorite sporl. Most
were conservative Democrats in the tradi-
tional one-party system of Texas, but a
real chul)lican or two could be tolerated.
Politicians who sought support at times
underwent what amounted to jol’) inter-
views at 8F, and those who passed could
expect vigorous support. The 8F crowd’s
unofficial endorsement was a potent
weapon for annointed “moderate” candi-
dates who soug]n'l; local and even state
offices. Campaign funds, as well as support
from Jones' Houston Chronicle and the
Hobbys' The Houston Post, often followed,
making such candidates difficult, though
not impossime, to defeat.

Despite their many political activities,
the 8F crowd knew that a low proﬁle
could be useful in polifics. As Gus
Wortham was fond of saying, “You don’t
go hunting with a big brass band.” But on
several occasions, controversy over po]itig
cal disputes spilled out into public. In the
carly 19505, 8F supported Roy Hofheinz
for two terms as mayor of Houston. But
his efforts to raise property assessments on
downtown buildings cost him their contin-
ned support. In t]le 1 956 mayora] race,
the group threw its weight behind Oscar
Holcombe, who had previously held the
office for eleven terms. Hofheinz
responc].e(i by going public with the con-
tents of a meeting in 1952, with the
Browns, James Elkins, and Gus Wortham,
with an open p]‘]one line to both the
Houston Chronicle and The Houston Post.
Hofheinz later recalled that Herman
Brown told Mayor Holcombe he was

Courfesy Houston Metropolitan Research Center,

Houston Public Library

Colonel Oveta Culp Hobby

Core Group
from 8F

Herman Brown (1891-1962)
Born: Belton, Texas

Moved to Houston: 1940s
Business interests: Brown & Root
(construction), Texas Eastern Corp.
(natural gas transmission)

Other interests: Southwestern University,
Texas Children's Hospital, Brown
Foundation

George R. Brown (1889-1983)

Born : Belton, Texas

Moved to Houston : 1926

Business intevests - Brown & Root, Texas
Eastern Corp.

Other interesis : Rice University, Museum
of Fine Arts, Brown Foundation

Robert E. “Bob” Smith (1894-1973)

Born : Greenville, Texas

Moved to Houstor + 1900s

Business interests : Independent oil, real
estate, cattle

Other interests : Houston Symphony
Orchestra, Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
Astros, Petroleum Club

James Abercrombie (1891-1975)

Born : Huntsville, Texas

Moved to Houston : 1906

Business interests : Cameron Iron Works
(o1l tools), independent oil

Other interests : Texas Children's Hospital,
Pin Oak Horse Show

Gus Wortham (1891-1976)

Born : Mexia, Texas (grew up in
Huntsville)

Moved to Houston : 1915

Business interests - American General
Insurance

Other interests : Houston Symphony
Orchestra, Rice University, Wortham
Foundation

Judge James Elkins (1879-1972)

Born : Hunesville, Texas

Moved to Houston : 1917

Business interests : Vinson & Elkins (law
firm), First City National Bank

Other interesis : University of Houston,
University of Texas, St. Anthony’s Home
for the Aged

Governor William P. Hobby (1878-1964)
Born : Moscow, Texas

Moved to Houston : 1893

Business interests : Houston Peost,

KPRC (radio), KPRC-TV

Other interests : Governor of Texas
(1917-1920)

Oveta Culp Hobby (1905-1995)
Born : Killeen, Texas

Moved to Houston : 1928

Business interests © Houston Post,
KPRC (radio), KPRC-TV

Orther interests : Head of WAACs
(Women's Auxiliary Army Corps),
Secretary of Health, Education, and
Welfare
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t]urcugh as mayor, and then informed
Hofheinz that “we will support you for
mayor and all you have to do is call them
down the middle.”” When Hofheinz later
clisagreecl on what constituted “the middle”
on issues such as taxes on downtown
buildings, he lost 8F's support.

In state politics, Herman Brown took
the lead. The state legisla‘mre in Austin in
the 1950s has never been used in 11ig1'1
school civic texts as the model of dovern-
ment o[, ljy, and for the people. Business-
led lobbying was so direct, determined,
and open that it drew responses that were
equal parts outrage, astonishrnent, and
admiration for a ]oI) well done. Herman
Brown spent much time in Austin while
also maintaining there a skilled team of
lobbyists. One key issue of concern was
the possible impact of organized labor on
the i.-raditionaﬂy non-union operations of
Brown & Root. In an era when the Texas
Senate had only thirty-one members,

Brown held such sway that an article in

the Reader’s Digest in 1953 quoted an
unidentified source that “if Herman
Brown is against something, there is no
reason for the Senate to meet.” His influ-
ence was especially strong in shaping a
series of antiunion laws at the state ]evel,
including a “right—to—worle” law that out-
lawed union meml)ers}]ip as a requirement
to hold a jola.25

The Browns' West Texas properly at
Fort Clark became a frequent weekend
retreat for the brothers and their friends
in business and government. The ranch
was a short plane ﬂight away from the
state capital, and Brown & Root's DC-3s
zegu[arly ferried passengers from Austin
and Houston to Fort Clark. Searcy
Bracewell, a prominent Houston lawyer
and one-time state ]egislator who later
worked on polil;ical issues in Houston for
several 8F members, later recalled these
1ei9ure/101)]oying trips. Of the 31 state
senators in the 19505, “usually fifteen or
sixteen or seventeen of them...would

come.” Frequent guests at these retreats
also included political writers for the
state’s major newspapers. Festive harhe-
cues around a large, spring-fed swimming
pool highlighted the activities. Looking
back at these gat}lerings, Bracewell con-
cluded: “Now, in this day and time, that
would have been a scandalous situation
that Brown & Root had the state senators
out to their place... In those days, it was-
n't.” Indeed, following the custom of the
time, reporters never wrote about these
get—togethers.

At the national level, the Browns and
their friends supported numerous promi-
nent Texas politicians, led ]:)y Lynrlon
Johnson, Sam Rayhurn, Albert Thomas
(1ong—time representative of Harris
County in the House), and Lloyd
Bentsen.” The Browns had known their
fellow central Texan, Lyndon Jolmson,

since his first election for the U.S. House
in 1937. In that election the Browns
supported Johnson's opponent, but they

The axas eica.l
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Center in the 1950s. Clockwise, from bottom left: Hermann Hospital, Baylor College of Medicine, M.D. Anderson, and Methodist Hospital.




recognized a winner after thcy were beat-
en by him. Tt was as if the brothers pur-
chased a winning colt at a county fair and
that colt grew up to win the Triple Crown
of poli’cics: the Senate majority leaclers}lip,
the vice presidency, and the presidency.
Their unwavering support of Johnson as
he climbed the ladder all the way to the
presidency assured the brothers of good
political access at the highest levels of
national politics. It also focused the
intense glare of the national spotlight on
their political activities. History plays
cruel jokes, especially in the high stakes
game of national politics. Today, decades
after the end of extraordinarily produc-
tive lives, the Brown brothers, when
included at all in history books, generaﬂy
appear as campaign contributors to
Lyndon Johnson.™

The 8F crowd by no means reached
consensus on every political candidate or
every significant issue. But they shared
with other business leaders a broad vision
of Houston and a pre&isposition to use
their collective economic, political, and
civic influence to shape the city’s future.
They had chosen to migrate to Houston to
pursue their ambitions. They had lived
through the dramatic growth of their
adopted city and were strongly committed
to malaing Houston a better place to live.
They felt that this required the continued
srowth of business and more fully devel-
Ope& civic institutions—art museums,
symphonies, hallets, operas, universities,
medical facilities. Although most of them
preferred college foothall to high culture,
they committed both their money and
time to these endeavors in the interest of
creating a “major league city.”

This meant that they were as deeply
involved in the city’s cultural life as they
were in its political life. They often used
their wealth and influence for broad
social purposes as they aggressively
shapcd Houston'’s development. 8F and
others supported such initiatives as Jim
Abercrombie’s impulse to build and
support the Texas Children’s Hospital.
The philanthropic gifts of the 8F crowd
(anc]. later their J;oun(lations) and many
more helped make the Texas Medical
Center complex a major new hub of
research and jobs in Houston. They
supportecl the efforts of George Brown
and Gus Wortham to make the Rice
Institute into an elite university, the
parallel efforts of fellow Houstonian
Hugh Roy Cullen to build the University

Alice Pratt Brown (seated) with husband George R.
Brown and friend.

of Houston into an agent of upward
mobility for the mass of Houstonians, and
the efforts of Herman Brown to support
Southwestern University in Georgetown,
Texas. The opera, the symphony, the
Mugeum of Fine Arts, and many other
cultural institutions flowered after sus-
tained watering with money from 8F and
many more, This deneration took seriously
the need to clevelop in Houston the cul-
tural and educational institutions Wor’chy
of a major metropolis.

In addition to substantial personal
fortunes, many of the business/civic lead-
ers also had strong-willed wives who took
seriously their responsibilities to support
good causes. The olten-used word “help-
mate” does not do justice to their efforts.
Some of them made invaluable contribu-

tions of their time and energies to help
build the city’s cultural institutions; at
times their work included educating their
husbhands about the value of such institu-
tions. One such woman was Alice Pratt

Courtesy Isabel Wilson

Brown, the wife of George Brown. Her
love of art developed as she grew up in
central Texas. She came to Houston with
her husband in the 1920z and lived in the
city until her death in 1984. She became
a steady presence in Houston cultural
affairs, with a special interest in support-
ing the Museum of Fine Arts, Rice
University, and her alma mater,
Southwestern University. She and other
wives of business leaders of this era played
critical roles in building and sustaining
the high-quality cultural institutions that
began to define Houston as a mature
metropolis by the 19605

Their husbands specialized in anoth-
er sort of city Luil&ing, the improvement
of the economic infrastructure of their
booming city. One of their dramatic and
successful initiatives involved the creation
of a new airport for Houston. By the
mid-1950s, the Houston Municipal
Airport (later renamed Hobby Airport in
tribute to Governor Will Hobby) had

Improvements to Houston’s airport were necessary as ear

mud, a new hard surface was installed.
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rcrombie, William A. Smith,
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wec studies of potential airport
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here the existing airport was
nan north of the city. A survey
“ec during the early 19505 indi-
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ropriate to locate a new jet air-

oug‘h no plans (lcve'loped out of

late 1966 and ear]y 1957,

n agent, the group quietly began
ing land north of Houston. In
anticipation that Houston would build a
large, modern airport on this site, the
company ultimately }Joug‘ht 3,000 acres
for appro_\'imal;cly $2 million.

After acquiring the land, George
Brown and several others involved in the
purchase met privately in early 1957 with
Mayor Qscar Holcombe and other city
officials, including the city attorney, the
pu}ulic works c]irector, the aviation di rector,
and one city council member. The group
argued that Houston needed a new jet air-
port to assure its future growl.‘h. Thcy had
purchased the land for this new £aci1ity
with borrowed money and promised to
hold it until the city was rea(ly to l)uy it.
The group offered the city of Houston a
one-year option on the land exfcn&ing
until February 1, 1958. City officials
reacted with skepticism, noting that
Hobhy Adrport had just received a new ter-
minal building.

Mayor Holcombe nonetheless indi-
cated that he wanted the city to go for-
ward with the purchase of the Tancl, but
after he lost the next mayoral elec’fion,
the process broke down. The newly elect-
ed mayor, Louis Cutrer was not eager to
so forward with the deal. According to
Louis Welch, he questioned the molives
of the group: “You're not going to tell me
that that bunch of ]ﬁgh rollers isn't in
this for money. They’rc 10012it1g fora
pro{it on this.*

After the deadline for the city to
pu_rchase the land had passerl, ]uclgc
Elkins, Gus Wortllam, and Herman and
George Brown met with Mayor Cutrer
and forcefully argued that the city should

. A
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purchase the land for the airport. They
assured the s]eeptical mayor that ’ciney
Sough’c the good of Houston, not persona]
profits. Cutrer finaﬂy yielded. By the
early 1960s, construction ljugan on
Houston Intercontinental Airport, which
became Houston'’s major airport when it
openecl for operations in 1969. The
acquisition of a site for what became
Bush International Alrport was motivated
primarily by civic interest, not the sel{-
interest of those involved.

Another event orchestrated by civic
leaders in the early 1960s pulled the city
southward toward Galveston while illus-
trating the power of a full-court press lay
8F and many others. When NASA began
scouting about for a site to build what
became the Manned Spacecra[t Center
(which later became the Johnson Space
Center or JSC), Houston joined other
cities in a race to acquire this jewel. The
aity brought to bear impressive resources
in its quest for the JSC. George Brown
was more than a close friend of Vice
President Jullnson, who chaired National
Aecronautics and Space Council (NASC),
the federal board that advised the presi-
dent on all aspects of the space program.
He also was chairman of trustees at Rice
and was appointccl in 1961 lay JUIH]SOI] as
a civilian member of the NASC. Kenneth
Pitzer, Rice’s president, had strong ties to
Representative Albert Thomas, who
chaired the house committee that
approved NASAs {unding. Thomas and
George Brown had been friends since
their freshmen year together at Rice in
191 6, and he was always eager to help
Houston at the federal level. Morgan
Davis, then the chairman of the Houston-
based Humble Qil & Refining Company,
had worked with Brown on other civic
projects, and he supplied a critical element
in the plan to persuade NASA to select
Houston for its coveted project.™

The plan was simp]e. Humble owned
a large tract of land south of the city that
seemed well suited for the JSC. Davis, who
like many officers before him at Humble
had strong ties to Rice, agreeci to donate
this land to the university. After expand-
ing the original tract of land to meet
NASAs requirements, Rice offered this
land as a g‘i{'t to NASA. The rest of the
proposal came together quickly, and
almost before other cities had warmed up
for the race for the JSC, Houston had
crossed the finish line victorious.

The city benefited greatly from this

victory, since the JsC expa.nclecl rapidly
and became a much-needed source of
diversity fora regional cconomy still
dominated ij the petroleum industry.
Rice gainecl national attention and new
{meling for space-related programs.
Humble Cil profited from the develop-
ment of a p]annccl community on land
adjacent to the JSC. Brown & Raot
received a relatively small construction
design contract for the JSC, but pul)licity
surrnuncling this episode boosted the rep-
utalion of George Brown, his company,
and his university. The nation found a
good site for a vital space program that
provided a healthy measure of diversifica-
tion to the regional economy. And
Houston's husiness/civic 1ea<:lership had
another impressive story to tell in the on-
going saga of its “can do” spirit.

In the era of 8F and many others,
one important barrier to the status of a
major 1cague city could not be so easily
cleared. Jim Crow still remained in
Houston in 1960. By that time the civil
rig}lts movement had defeated the segre-
gationists in the courts and had them on
the run throughou& the South. The prac-
tical question was not if, but when and
how Houston would dismantle its Jim
Crow system.

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

Chairman of the Board George
Brown led the way at Rice in the early

Continued on page 40




been renovated with a new terminal

bui]c].ing. Several regular visitors at 8F
and several others discussed the need for
a 1arger alrport farther from downtown
Houston. These men included, among
Ot]‘]&]fs, Ralph Io]:ulston, ’the Brown Inroﬂag
ers, |.S. A_bercromljie, William A. Smith,
and Hugh Roy Cu”en. Tl’)e group com-
missioned studies of potential airport
sites. The studies noted that {og was more
intense and lasted louger south of
Houston where the existing airport was
located than north of the city. A survey
conducted during the early 1950s indi-
cated that a site north of Houston was the
most appropriate to locate a new jet air-
port, although no plans (lcve]opecl out of
the survey. o

In late 1956 and ear]y 1957,
tl'lrough an agent, the group quiet]y bcgan
purchasiug land north of Houston. In
anticipation that Houston would build a
large, modern airport on this site, the
company ultimately }Jought 3,000 acres
for approximate]y $2 million.

After acquiring the land, George
Brown and several others involved in the
purchase met privately in early 1957 with
Mayor Oscar Holcombe and other city
officials, including the city attorney, the
pul}]ic works director, the aviation director,
and one city council member. The group
argued that Houston needed a new jet air-
port to assure its future grow‘clt. Tlley had
purchase(i the land for this new £aci]ity
with borrowed money and promised to
hold it until the city was reacly to ]Juy it.
The sroup offered the city of Houston a
one-year oplion on the land extending
until Fel)ruary 1, 1958. City officials
reacted with sleepﬁcism, noting that
Hohl)y Airport had just received a new ter-
minal })ui]ding.

Mayor Holcombe nonetheless indi-
cated that he wanted the city to go for-
ward with the purchase of the land, but
after he lost the next ‘mayoral elcctiuu,
the process broke down. The newly elect-
ed mayor, Louis Cutrer was not eader to
go forward with the deal. According’ to
Louis er]oll, he questioned the motives
of the group: “You're not going to tell me
that that bunch of high rollers isn’t in
this for money. They're 1oolzing' for a
profit on this.”

Atter the deadline for the city to
purcha.se tlle Iand hacl passec]., Juclge
Elkins, Gus Wortham, and Herman and
George Brown met with Mayor Cutrer

and force£ully argued that the city should
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purchase the land for the airport. Tl’xey
assured the sl@zeptica] mayor that tl'ley
soug}]t the goo& of Houston, not personal
profits. Cutrer £inaﬂy vielded. By the
early 1960s, construction began on
Houston Intercontinental Airport, which
became Houston's major airport when it
opened for operations in 1969. The
acquisition of a site for what became
Bush International Airport was motivated
primarﬂy Ly civic interest, not the self-
interest of those involved.

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

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

The city benefited greatly from this

victory, since the JSC expanded rapidly
and became a much-needed source of
cliversil'y fora regional economy still
dominated by the petroleum inc{ustry.
Rice gained national attention and new
£unc1ing for space-related programes.
Humble Oil profited from the develop-
ment of a planned community on land
adjacent to the JSC. Brown & Root
received a Tela.tively small construction
clesig‘u contract for the J8C, but pu})licit'y
surround.ing this episode boosted the rep-
utation of George Brown, his company,
and his university. The nation found a
good site for a vital space program that
provided a healthy measure of diversifica-
tion to the regional economy. And
Houston's business/civic learlersllip had
another impressive story to tell in the on-
going saga of its “can do” spirit.

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

Houston’s business/civic leaders had
resisted L'aIeing charge of change on this
issue for half a century. They now faced
difficult choices. In the deep South, the
violent defense of Jim Crow against deter-
mined civil rig?]'lts demonstrators had pro-
duced Hﬁody conflicts sent out over the
airwaves for all the world to see. In 1960,
Houston's black populaﬁon had grown to
more than 21 5,000, a Figure rougl—lly
equa.l to the total population of the city in
the mid-1920s. With an eye on the esca-
lating racial conflict in much of the
Soutl*l, white civic leaders in Houston
sougkt to cut their losses ]ay desegregaﬁng
with as little violence as possible. With the
cooperation of most of the city’s media,
tl]ey arrang‘ed for drug store counters and
some public accommodations to be deseg-
rega_ted with a blackout on the sort of pu}%
licity that had assured the presence of
aggressive white raciste at similar sit-ins in
other parts of the South. Administrators
at Rice and at the University of Houston
followed a similar patll, moving as quietly
as possible to admit black students.

Chairman of the Board George
Brown led the way at Rice in the early
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1960s. By then he knew that Rice could
not gain the federal funds, the faculty, or
the administrators needed to become a
first-rate university if it remained segre-
gal;ed.. An ugly court battle in which for-
mer students of Rice sued the university
to prevent desegregation tested the
resolve of Brown and the Rice board.
After Baker Botts Iawyers success%uﬂy
defended the university from the
demands of the pro-segregationist former
students, Rice finally admitted its first
black undergraduate in 1968.%

8F and others have been given credit
for helping Houston &esegrega’ce with rel-
atively little violence. They did this, but
only after forces Leyond, their control
forced them to act. A grassroots move-
ment in Houston led L)y black activists
and an ascendant national civil rights

movement left them with little choice in
the carly 1960s. The key civie leaders in
this pivotal era were not those who final-
ly stepped aside from the doors of tradi-
tionauy all-white institutions, but those
who actively confronted segregation and
shoved open those doors. Their ranks
include numerous young black citizens
who physically desegregated the institu-
tions that embodied the old Jim Crow
system. Included were coﬂege students
such as Winona Frank, who was among
the first black students at Lamar in
Beaumont in 1956; Charles Freeman,
one of the first black undergmcluatcs at
Rice in 1965; Nia Becnel, one of an
impressive early group of black students
who left a permanent, positive imprint
on the University of Houston; and many

£ :
others.* Such names may never appear in
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listings of the region’s “civic leaders,” but
they remain useful symbols of those who
literally took the first courageous steps in
&esegrega’cing‘ schm)ls an(]. pu]:)lic accom-
modations in our reglon, often at great
personal costs.”® Their actions helped end
the long era of formal segregation. Yet
efforts to repair the personal and societal
destruction wrought by the Jim Crow sys-
tem and to find ways to create a more
open and just racial/social order
remained formidable challenges for the
region’s civic leaders, white and black,

after the turbulent 1960..

The Coming of the Greater Houston
Partnership- 1980s to present
Herman Brown died in 1962; George, in
1983. Between tl'mse dates the leaders of
postwar Houston steaclily passed from the
scene. Their reputation for decisive action
had been earned in an era that gave them
much leeway to decide. Decades of steady
economic growth created new johs, easing
social tensions. Only near the end of this
era did the racial time bomb of Jim Crow
threaten to exploc].e, and 8F and others
movecl, Lowever reluctantly, to defuse it.
A one party po]itical system—and a pro-
husiness party at that—held power for
much of their era, and 8F and many more
prove& aclept at using it to their aclvantage‘
Althougll Houston more than Jtrip]e-cl in
popu]ation from 1940 to 1970, for most
of these years the city remained compact
enough for the downtown business leaders
to hold the reglon toge’c}ler on key issues.
In these years, 8F and others
enjoye& a hell of a run, building procluc—
tive nationally-competitive companies
that created jobs by the tens of thou-
sands in the Houston region. Many of
the business leaders in this era built their
own companies, earning personal for-
tunes relatively carly in their careers that
gave them the independence and
resources to pursue their civic and polit-
ical interests. With a swagger hacked }Jy
real power over much of what ma‘htered,
they worked and played hard in an era

* Winona Frank graaiuqled'from Lamar and had a iong career as a teacher in the
Beaumont bm?epcna?ent School District. (Her son, Amilear Shabazz, has an article
in this issue,) Charles Freeman, a National Merit Finalist from Port Arthur, trans-
ferred to Texas Southern University in 1007. (He was my suitemate at Rice, and T
remained astonished [:ny how little Rice did to prepare him, other students, or the
universily as a whole for the process af desegregation.) In the spring of 1007, in
response to growing activism by black students fncfud'fng Freeman, pnl’fcemeu
stormed the dorms at TSU. When an a[ﬁ'cer died aﬁ‘er pofic'e f:'re ricocheted off the

dorms, Freeman am{fam others became scapegoats j[or the m‘giﬁ o][ uiof'znce, and

fiwy were a.‘n'ef]for inciting a riot that led ta the pc:ficeman's death. :]\ﬁ‘er a a’mng
jury, Freeman went back to school at Lamar and then earned a law diegree at the
University of Houston (UH). He pracffc‘ed' pugﬂ"{c interest law until his death at age
54 in 2003. Nia Becnel was not one of the very first black students at UH, which
Jesegregafed‘ its una’ergmaiuate programs in 1002. But she was one oj[a J;mamic
group o_i( black students several years later that l’zg]ped’ create the African American
Studies Program at UH. Later, as afacw’fy member of the Coﬂege cfArc‘/qiéerfure
at UH, she remained active in the study of Houston's Freedmen’s Town before her
unffmefy death in 1090,
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George and Herman Brown

that dave them more admiration than
criticism. In civic affairs, they demon-
strated an undeniable love of their
adopted hometown and a willingness to
commit their time and money to its bet-
terment. The legend of 8F has exagger-
ated both how tightly power was held in
postwar Houston and how cohesive the
downtown business elite was in those
vears. But the impact of 8F and many
more on Houston's developiment is diffi-
cult to exaggderate.

Those who came after them had a
tough act to follow and a much more dif-

and suite 8F symbols of Houston’s most powerful business and civic leade

Courtesy Brown & Root

ficult stage on which to perform. From the
1970s t]IIOng}I the end of the twentieth
century, the Houston economy went
throug}l a cyele of boom, bust, and rebirth
that posed severe ci'laneng‘es to the region’s
business leaders. While ‘tencling to the
health of their own companies in an
increasingly competitive economy, those
who cared about Houston’s future had to
find ways to help cliversify the peﬁ'olcum-
led economy that had served the reglon so
well in the past. And tl'u:y had to do this in
a global economy in which cleregulati(m
had removed many traditional sa£et_v nets.
The last tllirty years of the twentieth
century witnessed another cloul)ling‘ in the
populaﬁou of the Houston area. This
much 1arger size combined with sprawl
out into ever-growing suburbs made the
city much more difficult to manage from
the perspective of those in the downtown
usiness community. They faced a grow-
ing challenge in defining a common
interest for the broad region centered on
Houston but extenc[ing [ort_v or fi{ty
miles in all directions, south to
Galvesfon, north to The V\%odlan&s, west

Courtesy Houston Chronic

15, came crashing down on April 14, 1985.

to Katy, southeast to Sugar LanJ., and (at
least on some issues) east all the way to
Beaumont and Port Arthur.

They also needed ways to bring a
measure of unity to an increasingly diverse
popu]ation. In the decades after clesegre—
gation, white and black leaders alike con-
[ronted hard questions involving integra-
tion. At the same time, Houston was
attracting growing numbers of migrants
from a variety of ethnic backgrounds. To
move the city forward, Houston's leaders
had to find ways to build consensus on key
clvic issues in a mu]titaciaL multiethnic
society. “Embracing diversity,” an issue
1argely neglected before the 1970s, pro-
ceeded along numerous avenues. The most
pressing chaﬂenge was to create a pu]olic
school system capable of preparing chil-
dren from a variety of Lac]zg‘rounds to
compete as equals in the modern economy.
Past leaders in Houston had made great
llcadway n Aeve]oping institutions of
higher education, but they had seldom
focused their attentions and resources on
the public schools.

Before business/civic leaders could

- Y,
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tackle such 1ssuies, l;l'ley had to find ways to
organize civic initiatives. Captain Baker
and friends could meet in a hotel coffee
shop; 8F could meet in a single hotel
suite; 8F and others could meet in a hotel
Iol}h_\f: the crpan&ecl 1eade1‘s]1ip needed to
move a larger, more diverse city required
the g‘ran(l ballroom.

During the oil boom of the 19705,
prosperity washed aside many such con-
cerns. But when the oil price bubble burst
in the 19805, the region went into a
downward spiral as (J.cvasta’cing to its econ-
omy as the onset of the Great Depression
had been. This “ail cle;_n:ession’r raised
fundamental questions about the city’s

leum inclustry? Could other industries be
added to the region’s growing space and
medical industries to build a more bal-
anced regional economy?

The new generation of business
leaders was too large to list, too diverse
to classify easily. It included bankers and
1awyc1‘s operating within banks and law
firms far different than those of Captain
Baker's era; Houston-hased developers
active around the world with a bit of the
dash of Jesse Jones; representatives of
Houston-based oil, gas, and oil-related
manu{:actmting with a more corporate
tinge than their counterparts in 8F; and

a variety of others from emerging new
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for his leadership.

future. The chaucngc of recovery attracted
the efforts of business and civic leaders
who had come to prominence in the hoom
years. During the flush times of the
19705, this diverse group had taken to the
task of mobilizing the city’s resources to
sustain and expancl the cultural and edu-
cational institutions created ]’Jy carlier
generations. But hard times }:)rougl'l’s hard-
er tasks. How could the “energy capital of
the world” cushion itself against the cycles
of boom and bust that piaguecl the pelro-
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Robert Onstead (right), 1990 chairman of the Greater Houston Partnership, recognizes Ben Love
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industries from space, to medical, to
computers. The downtown business com-
munity still dominated, but many others
emerg‘ed from the numerous “satellite
cities” that had grown around Houston
}Jy the 1980s. An increasing]y cthnicaH_V
diverse middle class and pro[essional
class had a seat at the table, as did repre-
sentatives of suburbs with futures closely
tied to Houston's.

One of the best Sym.l)ols of this gen-

eration is Ben Love, whose experiences

reached back into the world of Jesse Jones
and the 8F crowd and forward into the
creation of the Greater Houston
Partnership. Like most of Houston’s busi-
ness/civic leaders, he grew up in a small
town, the north Texas community of Paris
Love's early and lasting impression of
Houston came during World War II.
While training to be an Army Air Force
navigator at Ellington Field, he came into
the city on weekend passes to visit the
U.S.0. He came away impressed with
Houston's prospects, especiauy after
receiving a grancl tour of sorts Ly older
Houston businessmen who, in f:ypical
booster tra&il.ion, showed soldiers like
Love the town while touting it as a g‘oocl
piace to make a career after the war.

After {lying twenty-five B-17
missions over Europe with the Eighth Ais
Force, Love returned to the University of
Texas and completed his business degree.
Then, as s0 many small-town Texans had
done hefore him, he cast his future with
that of Houston. As he succeeded in
htli]cling' his own business and then in
becoming a banker, he gradually became
more involved in civic affairs. Taken
under the wing of 8Fer Gus Wortllam, he
gained growing prominence in civic
affairs as he moved up to become chair-
man and CEQ of Texas Commerce
Bancsharcs, a major downtown bank with
a predecessor once owned by Jesse Jones.
Love did not have the option to keep old-
fashioned “banker’s hours” while devoting
his time to civic issues. In a rapidly
cl’langing ]:)anlzing' industry, he worked
overtime to meet the rising tide of com-
petition and to build a statewide bank
holding company. But he also found time
to become involved in a wide range of
civie prajects. One of these was the reor-
ganization of the city’s business/civic
].eaclersllip to better meet the needs of a
city that continued to grow larg‘er, both in
population and area, and more diverse,
both in ethnic and economic terms.™

Love joined a collection of civic
leaders who soug]’ll; to create some sort
of “big umbrella” capable of pulling
fogcthcr business/civic leaders in their
sprawling city. The Chamber of
Commerce had done this at times in the
city’s past, notably during the hard times
of the 1930s. In the 1980s, as in the
1930s, economic development was badly
needed, and the Greater Houston
Partnership (GHP) evolved to address




this need. The list of its founders and its
early presidents reads like a 1990s roll-
call of a suite 8F with the walls knocked
out to take in the entire eight floor. But
the rank-and-file members included a
much broader slice of Houston than had
been characteristic of previous genera-
tions of business/civic leaders. Men and
women from businesses large and small
were joined in this big tent by people
from non-profits, social service
providers, and other professions. With
some success, the Partnership reached
out far ljcyon(l the all-white male down-
town businessmen who dominated carlier
generations of civic leaders.

The key issues faced by the
Partnership were at first glance similar
to those of earlier eras in the region’s
hist()r_v. As a,lways, first came the need
for jobs. Amid sustained economic
growth in the decades after World War
11, ]ol) creation seemed on automalic
pilot, but the oil bust of the 19805
demolished that illusion. The diversifi-
cation of the regional economy became a
central concern of the Greater Houston
Parhlership, and the organization's work
has reinforced market forces in fostering
the emergence of a more diverse set of
mc:(lical, space, and technical industrics
to supplement the region’s traditional
core activities in oil, gas, petrochemicals,
and oil-related ma11u£acturi11g.

Business conditions at the turn of
the twen’cy—ﬁrst century, however, present
stark differences from those cluring most
of the twentieth century, and these dif-
ferences have pro{ound inlplica‘bions for
civic ]eaders}lip. Many of the potcn'l.'ial
business/civic leaders in Houston toclay
did not move here to stay as of OH,, but
rather are passing through as they move
up the corporate escalators. Will such
individuals (].isplay the long—term com-
mitment to the city that characterized
carlier generations? In addition, an
intense merger movement in oil, natural
gas, and Lan]eing has grcat[y reduced the
number of large companies in these vital
industries, further reducing the list of
poten’cial difference makers in civic
affairs. When, for example, a company
with the record of good civic works of
Tenneco disappears, the void is most dif-
ficult to fill. Can the “foreign” banks
that have purchasecl the major Houston
hanks reasonal‘)]y be expecterl to be their
equals as corporate citizens? Finally, a
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deregulated, globally competitive busi-
ness world has become meaner and more
demanding than the business environ-
ment in the postwar boom years. Civic
.ieaclel'ship is easier to embrace when
your business is on automatic pﬂot than
when it isin a fight to the death for sur-
vival in worldwide competition. The
future will make its own judgments of
Ken Lay's business decisions, but his full
to overflowing plate of civic endeavors
had to deflect his attentions from his
duties at Enron at a critical juncture in
his company’s clevelopment. Ironica]]y,
Lay’s many civic contributions will prob-
al}]y be buried beneath the rubble of
Enron's coHapse, a cruel reminder that
business 1eac1er511ip in civic affairs has
always flowed from the power and
resources of successful companies.

In the 1990s, Lay spoke persuasive]y
about the need to build Houston into a
world-class city so that world-class com-
panies such as Enron could continue to
attract the talented employees tlley needed
to succeed. Despite his company's co]la,pse,
we should not dismiss Lay’s sentiments. A
world-class city, properly unclerstoocl,
requires a business climate that embraces
much more than low taxes, lax rcgu]atinn,
and neglecLed pu})hc services. Needed are
other factors that could contribute to
pro{italjle business operations in the long—
term, such as an excellent pu}alic school
system, clean air and water, efficient trans-
portation, and safe working conditions.
Success in a g]o]aa] economy will also
accrue to businesses and regions that
understand how to take a(lva.ntagc of the
skills and ambitions of peop]e from
diverse backgrounds. A healthy business
C!imate, much more }Jrnarﬂy defined than
in the city’s past, will continue to be vital
to its future.

Aggressive business/civic leadership
will continue to play important roles in
shaping Houston, but modern leaders face
a more difficult set of c}lauengcs than
their prec].ecessors. The rapic]. population
growth and spectacular expansion of
regional-based companies and industries
since the hey(lay of 8F now call for the
redoubled efforts of the even larg‘er collec-
tion of people and resources cncompassecl
]3y the GHP. The activities of Houstonian
George Mitchell—from the redevelop-
ment of his hometown of Galvcston, to
his Houston-based oil company, to his
planne& community at The Woodlands—

exempli£y the growing economic integ
tion of the Houston Metropolitan Ar.

The big umbrella required to hols
those who deserve a voice in shaping 1
future of this sprawling region will ne
seats for many such leaders from outs
the downtown business community. [f
need more seats for the growing numl
of women and for representatives of t
“minorities” who are rapi(ﬂy ]aecoming
majority in the region. But most of al
will need seats for people with the vis:
and commitment to i&enti£y critical e
lems and solve them.

As we go about this last demandi
tas]z, we would do well to recall the we
of those who came before us. They we
very good at job creation and at build
and sustaining institutions of high cu
hig‘her education, and sports. Lool'cing
back, we might wish that they had pai
greater attention to other issues such-
pollution control, public education, h
torical preservation, and green space.
we cannot h ones’c]y examine their rec
without noting the mix of commitme:
passion, energy, and, yes, money they
brought to the civic affairs of their ad
ed aity. If we could bottle that and ser
with lunch at the meetings of the Gre
Houston Partnership (and many othe
we might unleash a new generation of
civic involvement capable of finding
ative solutions to the many cha”engei
sented by our ever-growing city. If we
become pessimistic about meeting suc
challenges, we should recall the leap
faith require& I)y those who looked at
smaH, hot, dirl;y town on a meanderin
bayou one hundred years ago and saw
raw material from which ’tllcy could b

a major metropolis. B




A strong push from Brown & Root construction workers made the ne
of the 1950 season.

SHIP CHANNELS AND AIRPORTS AND SPACE-
CRAFT CENTERS might prove easy enough, but the
harsher test of civic leadership proved to be the lmilcling‘ of
sports stadiums. 8F and many others spent much energy try-
ing to acquire the most obvious symbol in popular culture of
a “major 1ea.gue city"—major league sports teams. Thcy also
worked hard to build big time athletic programs at local uni-
versities. Both required large stadiums, which are expensive
propositions. The I’ligh visil)ility of such projects and the
mixture of public and private funds often used to build them
assured that they would come under intense public scrutiny.

The first postwar effort at stadium building in Houston
involved collcge foothall. Southwest Conference foothall was
a major sport in these years, and Rice Institute had some of
the best teams in its history in the 1940s and 1950s. By
the late 19405, boosters of the Rice foothall program found
the existing stadium's capacity of about 30,000 to be inade-
quate. As the Brown brothers and Gus Wortham led discus-
sions of the construction of a new stadium for Rice, o ther
groups within the city also Ejegan to look into the prospects
for building a stadium worthy of a city on the move.

Suddenly, proposals for new stadiums popped up all over.
The fact that the city's rival to the north, Dallas, now had a
fine new stadium to host the Cotton Bowl, added urgency to
the debate. If Rice had a new stadium, the University of
Houston, of course, needed one also. The Houston Fat Stock
Show needed a new home worthy of its bulls. Glenn
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w Rice Stadium (shown here under construction) ready for the first game

McCarthy and others schemed to find a way to build a stadi-
um capable of enticing an existing major league baseball team
to move to Houston. Mayor Holcombe and the Houston City
Council pxoposecl the construction of “Houston Stadium,” a
110,000 seat monster to be used ij everyone and to try to
attract such events as the Pan American Games.

As 8F and others argued about the best way to move a
1arge stadium off the cl):awing laoar&, Brown and Wortham
finally lost patience. They convinced the Rice board to go it
alone. The propose& Rice Stadium quickly grew 1n size from
50,000 seats to 70,000. Wortham teck the lead in seuing'
options to buy season tickets that netted about $1.6 million
of the final cost of $2.1 million. The Browns pushed the
project forward l)y agreeing lo build the stadium at cost.
Brown & Root attacked the ]ol:l as it had the construction of
ships for the war effort, with crews worleing‘ two ten-hour
shifts in a determined nine-month blitz to complete the sta-
dium before the start of the football season in September of
1950. When a reporter asked Herman Brown if the stadium
would be finished on time, Brown £amnus]y answered with his
own question: “Is it a day game or a night sgame?” He obvi-
ously relished the task of proving that hie company and his
friends at 8F were up to the task. The night game was played
on the scheduled date with all the seats full in a 1r105t]y fin-
ished stadium worl.’hy of a major coHege foothall program in a

major 1eag?ue city.™

Courlesy Brown & Root
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