89

Alive With a Vengeance: Houston’s Black
Teachers and Their Fight for Equal Pay

William Henry Kellar

One of the least known but most significant chapters in the civil
rights history of Houston, Texas, occurred in 1943 when the Bayou City’s
oldest segregated institution, its public school system, provided the
battleground for one of the first major victories in the struggle for equal
rights in the city. During the first half of the twentieth century, African
Americans in Houston endured many forms of racial discrimination
including a system of educational separatism in the city’s puinc schools.
Houston’s schools had always been segregated institutions and, in fact, had
provided the pattern and precedent upon which residents established the
city’s Jim Crow laws during the early years of the twentieth century.

Under this system of educational Jim Crow, African-American
teachers taught African-American students and white teachers taught white -
students in separate schools.! Not only were these schools separate and
unequal, but so too was the salary schedule for the teachers and principals of
those schools. Indeed, southern states had a long-established custom of
paying black teachers from 30 percent to 50 percent less than their white
colleagues who possessed the same qualifications. During World War II,
Houston’s black teachers, tired of the discriminatory practice, joined in the
widening push for pay equalization. This story is important, not only because
black teachers achieved their goal — equal pay with white teachers - but also
because of how their struggle became a part of the wider campaign for equal
rights in the South.

In order to understand the historical context in whick Houston’s
African-American teachers pursued their quest for pay equalization, it is
tmportant to note that, from 1935 to 1950, the National Association for the
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Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) sponsored a host of lawsuits on
behalf of teachers across the South as part of a broad strategy of litigation
adopted by that civil rights organization during the 1930s. The NAACP had
hired Charles Hamilton Houston 1n 1935 to coordinate its legal campaign.
Houston. who left his post as academic dean at Howard University to take
the NAACP position. believed that an attack on the South’s racially
scgregated schools was the most important place to press the courtroom
struggle against Jim Crow.

Houston viewed segregated schools as detrimental to African
Americans not only because of the inferior education they oftcn provided but
also because they stood as a symbol of black subjugation. He determined that
the most effective way to attack segregation in schools was to focus initially
on two areas of racial discrimination, the dual pay scales under which
African-American teachers received less than their white colleagues and the
refusal of southern universities to open their graduate and professional
programs to African-American students, The evidence in these areas was
clear, apparent, and straightforward. Also, a string of victorics in these types
of cases might raise the cost of maintaining separate schools and would lay
the groundwork for the wider campaign against racial segregation to follow.”

The NAACP implemented this strategy beginning in 1935. During
the next fifteen years, thc organization's attomeys, led by Thurgood
Marshall, focused their attention on fighting for schoolteachers to receive the
same salary as white teachers with the same qualifications and for an end to
racially segregated graduatc schools at southern universitics. In addition,
many state and local NAACP chapters joined the fight against racial
discrimination in education and on other fronts, including the battle against
the “white primary” in Texas’ The pay cqualization cascs, however,
provided great opportunities for NAACP legal staffers to litigate because of a
large pool of potential plaintiffs — mostly female and, unlike males, not
subject to the wartimc draft — and because thcre was somewhat less
resistance in salary cases due to the fact that the primary issue¢ was money
and not the “symbolism of segregation.”™

After some protracted periods of litigation, Marshall and the
NAACP attorneys began to achieve success in many of these lawsuits.
particularly in large cities. However, while the settlements increased the
financial cost of maintaining segregated schools. they did not achicve the
objective of making the cost prohibitive, Pay equalization in Maryland in
1941 cost the state $412,000. The U.S. Office of Education estimated that
southern states would have to spend some $26 million per year to bring the

salaries of African-American teachers in line with similarly qualified white
teachers and an additional $9 million annually to equalize pupil-teacher
ratios in the segregated schools. Part of the problem was that the NAACP
simply did not have the resources to take the campaign to the individual rural
communities. Also, some school districts found ways around the court
settlements by implementing rating systems and merit pay to avold bringing
African-American teachers’ salaries in line with white teachers’ .’

Nevertheless, by 1943, the NAACP had suits filed in cities across the
South including Birmingham, Little Rock, Tampa, Paim Beach, Miami, and
Atlanta. Black teachers in Dallas also entered the fray and took action that
would have important ramifications for their counterparts in Houston. By
scizing the initiative and filing a suit against the Dallas Board of Education
and the City Superintendent of Schools, the Dallas teachers established a
Texas precedent to which the Houston teachers could point in their own case
for pay equalization. In the suit, the plaintiffs, Thelma E. Paige and the
members of the Dallas Negro Teachers Alliance, a group established
specifically for this action, charged that the pay scale for black teachers was
based on race. The Dallas teachers had asked the school beard in January
1943 to cqualize their pay, but the school board denied their request. In early
March, Federal Judge William Atwell decreed that the 235 black teachers of
the Dallas school system would receive the same pay as their white
colleagues. The salary incrcase would begin on March 1, and would be
spread out over a pernod of time, with total equalization of pay by September
1945.°

One of the first encouraging signs of change for Houston’s black
educators came on January 25, 1943, in the form of a dccision by the
Houston school board to increase the pay of all teachers, secretaries, office
workers, and maintenance workers who earned less than $2,000 per year.
Although some 840 teachers received this salary increase, a local newspaper
noted that school officials had made no comments regarding equalization of
pay based on expericnce and qualifications. However, at least it represented a
color-blind pay increase.”

Evidence suggests that. although Houston had provided one of the
better school systems for blacks in the South, the conditions never reached
the constitutionally mandated [evel of “impartial provision” and the gap in
teachers’ salarics had continued to widen over the years.® Overcrowding.-
lack of funds, and a general state of disrepair plagued black schools and must
have added to the despair of the underpaid African-American teachers.’
During the early 1920s, Houston’s black leaders and the black press began to
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express their dismay over the shameful conditions of the city’s African-
American schools. The Informer, the leading news publication in Houston’s
African-American community at the time, published a series of articles and
photographs of Houston's black schools and criticized officials for allowing
those facilities to deteriorate into “fire traps, health menaces and
abominations both in the sight of man and God!”*®

However, some positive changes had begun to take place during the
mid-1920s, changes that included Houston’s black schools. Between 1924
and 1929, due to a construction and renovation program instituted by a new
superintendent, Edison E. Oberholtzer, the building capacity of the African-
American schools in Houston more than tripted. Houston’s population, both
white and black, grew rapidly during these years, and so too did the
enrollment in the city’s public schools (see Table 1). During the 19241925
school year, the number of students matriculating at Houston’s “colored”
schools reached 8,293, By the 19291930 school year. it had jumped to 12, 419."

Table 1
ENROLLMENT IN HOUSTON’S PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM
1900 - 1950
AFRICAN-

DATE TOTAL WHITE* PERCENT AMERICAN PERCENT
1900 6,380 NA NA NA NA
1910 12,151 8,586 70.7 3,565 293
1920 26,015 19,495 75.0 6,520 25.0,
1930 56,612 44,193 78.1 12,419 219
1940 65,198 51,050+ 78.3 14,148*+ 21.7*%*
1950 84,866 66,196** 78.0 18,167%* 22.0%*

Source — Houston Independent School District (HISD), Pupil Accounting
Office

* Hispanic students were counted as “white” until 1970.
**HISD estimate

-
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During the late 1920s, then, education for black students in Houston
began to improve dramatically. By 1930, Lorenzo J. Greene, an associate of
famed African-American educator Carter G. Woodson, proclaimed that
Houston had “the best Negro school system in the South.” The city could
boast that it provided its “colored” population with a junior college, three
high schools, one junior high, seventeen elementary schools, and more than
400 teafl;glers, “the largest colored teaching personnel of any city in the entire
South.”

Just as black Houstonians began to notice significant improvements
in their public schools, the Depression hit the city and brought a
corresponding relapse upon its school system. Although the Depression did
not affect Houston’s petroleum-based economy as severely as other large
industrial communities, the entire school district felt the effects of the
financial crash, and racial discrimination again played a role in the allocation
of educational funds. In 1933, the city school board found it necessary to
reduce spending, including teachers’ salaries. But, here again, African-
American teachers had to bear an unequal share of the burden. White
teachers who earned $1,000 or more annually received salary cuts of
between 6 and 8 percent, while the pay of those who made less than $1.000
remained the same. All black teachers who earned between $700 and $1,900
per year found their pay cut by 6 percent. Thus, all black teachers had to
suffer pay reduction while those of their white collcagues who were on the
low end of the salary scale did not."”

Another example of the school district’s racially discriminatory
funding practices occurred in 1934, when the superintendent, E. E.
Oberholtzer, applied for a $1.6 million construction and renovation grant
from the federal government. When the district received the federal funds in
1935. the Board announced plans for the construction of five new schools for
white students but made no mention of any plans to providé relief for
overcrowded black facilities. These discriminatory practices doomed the
city's African-American students to attend schools that continued to be filled
to capacity and staffed by teachers who continued to receive less
remuneration for their efforts than their white colleagues in the Houston
public schools. "

During the late 1930s, the approach of World War Il initiated a
period of rapid and profound change in Houston. Economically, the city —*
became a place of both national and international importance.
Industrialization and the development of the petrochemical industry created
thousands of jobs that attracted thousands of new residents to the city. The
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combined effects, first of the Depression, and later, the influx of people
during the World War II years, further added to the disparities between the
public schools on opposite sides of the color line. Predictably, the flood of
humanity pouring into Houston severely strained the city’s resources and its
institutions, including the public school system (see Table 1 and Table 2)."

Table 2
AFRICAN-AMERICANS AS PART OF HOUSTON’S POPULATION
1900 — 1950
TOTAL AFRICAN-
DATE POPULATION AMERICAN PERCENT
1900 44 633 14,608 32.7
1910 78.800 23,929 304
1920 138,276 33,960 246
1930 292352 63,337 217
1940 384,514 86,302 214
1950 . 596,163 125,400 21.0

In the midst of this economic growth and population increase,
Houston’s African-American community, including its educators, continued
the fight to break out of the racial caste system of Jim Crow segregation.
Although most of the district’s schools continued to suffer from
overcrowding during the 1940s, black Houstonians found many of their
schools literally bursting at the seams. African-American educators managed
to cope with these deficiencies and continued to teach under adverse and
unequal conditions in Houston’s segregated public schools. However,
perhaps one of the most galling discrepancies among the many which black
teachers had to accept was the continuing gap in salaries between themselves
and white teachers in the school district.'®

The success of the Dallas Negro Teachers Alliance, in March 1943,
prompted some activity among black educators in Houston. Houston’s
African-American teachers held a series of secret meetings to discuss
preparations for a lawsuit. However, the so-called “Old Guard” - the older,
experienced teachers — remained fearful of losing their jobs if they took any
action that might antagonize the all-white school board or school district
administrators. Thus, they continued to advise patience and caution, while

-
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the younger teachers wanted to press ahead with a lawsuit. Their divided
leadership, then, could not agree on what course of action to take. All of this
made it extremely difficult for the educators to organize and plan strategy.

While the teachers continued their secret meetings, Carter Wesley, a
prominent black attorney, civil rights activist, and editor of the Houston
Informer, became so disgusted that he wrote a scathing editorial in the March 6, 1943,
edition of his paper, saying, “all leaders in the state agree that Negro
teachers” pay should be equalized. But the Houston teachers themselves
seem to be waiting for somebody to do the job for them.” He stated that the
Informer favored the filing of a lawsuit to force equalization of pay. He
admonished teachers, saying that they needed to summon their courage and
act like “human beings instead of skulking cravens.”" The following week,
the Informer put up $500 as a “bet” to underwrite the salary of any teacher
who had the courage to step forward and become the plaintiff for the lawsuit.
Wesley hoped that the offer would embolden at least one teacher who
otherwise might be afraid of losing his or her job.

Carter Wesley was a native Houstonian and had a long record of
fighting for equal rights for African Americans. Born in the city in 1892, he
graduated from Fisk University, attended Officers’ Training School at Des
Moines, Iowa, and received a U. S. Army commission during World War I,
and then eamed a law degree at Northwestern University Law School. After
a brief stay in Oklahoma, he returned to Houston in 1927. By 1931 he had
gained control of the Informer, which he built into a successful chain of
newspapers serving the African-American communities in Houston, Dallas,
New Orleans, Beaumont, Austin, Mobile (Alabama), Corpus Christi, San
Antonio, and Shreveport.'”® Described as a ‘“hard-headed, almost cold-
blooded” businessman, he frequently aroused controversy and had little
patience for those who disagreed with his ideas, as evidenced by the derisive
tone of many of his editorials. Still, by the end of his life he became one of
the most respected leaders in Houston’s black community. ' -

It is important at this point to note briefly the role of the African-
American business and professional community, particularly the newspaper
publishers, in the struggle for equal rights in Houston. During the early years
of the century, black lawyers and businessmen had joined with black
ministers in fighting against the encroachments of Jim Crow segregation.
Later, black attorneys, newspaper publishers, and businessmen became the
leaders of the growing civil rights movement.” -

The African-American press, as it would with the teachers pay issue,
had taken a leading role during the 1930s to challenge the white primary in
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Texas. Throughout the next forty years, black cditors and publishers
exhorted, encouraged, and inspired thc community to press on with the
campaign to break down the walls of racial segregation. Frequently, thesc
men contributcd not only newspaper reporting and editorializing, but
financial, legal, and personal support as well

Therefore, it is not surprising that Carter Wesley took an active role
in advocating pay equalization for black educators in Houston. His editorial
derision of fearful teachers and his endorsement of a lawsuit scem to have
had some impact. The following week black elementary school tcachers
finally organized and began drafting plans for a lawsuit. They chose the Rev.
J. D. Moore to chair a citizens’ committee that would guide the suit through
the courts. Wesley trumpeted the news in the headlines of the March 13
Informer. unoting that the “Old Guard” had been “ignored.” He noted
glecfully that while the “old duffers” tried to impedc progress by advising
tcachers to postpone their lawsuit, he felt they would likely go ahead and file
it as soon as they had completed their preparations, In his article on the front
page, Wesley advocated that school principals be included in the suit so that
one lawsuit would settle the entire matter and undue pressure would not be
brought upon them.

A school board election was approaching at this time. A staff
reporter for the /nformer noted that the Superintendent, E. E. Oberholtzer,
had instructed school principals to “have the Negroes votc for Mrs, Ray K.
Dailey and Miss Ima Hogg.” Dailey, an incumbent. had long been popular
with the black community. Ima Hogg. the daughter of former Texas governor
James S. Hogg, represented an unknown factor regarding her interest in the
concerns of black Houstonians. The reporter noted that while Hogg’s brother
“did many fine things for Negroes and made contributions to common people
generally,” Ima Hogg “had never taken any interest in Negroes hersclf
personally,””

Oberholtzer’s backing did not represent a ringing endorsement in the
African-Amecrican community. Whilec he had initiated a vigorous school
building construction project in the black neighborhoods during the 1920s,
ample evidence indicated that he also harbored racially discriminatory
attitudes of his own. In particular, the school superintendent established pay
rates for teachers in Houston's public schools. Oberholtzer set the starting
salary for black teachers at $675 per year and white teachers at $1,125 per
year. At one point the Jnformer charged that Oberholtzer assigned substitute
teachers and supernumeraries to tcach in the black school as a way to cut
costs and avoid placing these teachers on salary. Staffing schools with part-
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time or substitute teachers was seen by many, including Carter Wesley, as
indicative of a lack of concern for the quality of education to be provided to
students.*

Although both Dailey and Hogg would win their respective elections
to the school board by significant margins, data arc not available to
determinc what effect Oberholtzer’s instructions to building principals
actually had on voting.” One must consider, however, that teaching stood as
one of a limited number of professions open to African Americans at this
time. School principals, therefore, held a tremendous amount of power and
could make or break the careers of their faculty members. The implication is
that the school district administration maintained a tight grip on its
employecs, especially its teachers. It is understandable that teachers who did
not have many other employment options would be timid and reluctant to
engage in a courtroom showdown with their employers, the Houston
Independent School District.™

As Rev. Moore’s citizens’ committee continued preparing for the
lawsuit, Houston’s black tcachers began raising funds for the legal battle
between themselves and the school district. Carter Wesley encouraged all
black teachers to support the fund-raising activity. On Saturday, March 20,
1943. he wrote in the Informer that when the educators finally won their
lawsuit, there would be “an honor roll for those who paid and a public roll
for those who were too selfish or too craven to do their share.”® By April 3,
the teachers had collected $5,000 to fund their court battle. The impressive
results of this fund raising effort indicated black educators”™ firm resolve to
stand up to a powerful school board and to challenge the racist salary
structurc. Wesley praised the teachers for raising such a large sum in such a
short time, noting that once Houston’s black teachers came alive, they “came
alive with a vengeance.”

Encouraged by their successful fund raising, the emboldcned
educators engaged the services of F. S. K. Whittaker as attorney and
spokesperson. On April 6, Whittaker and cleven representatives of the Negro
Committee of the Houston Teachers Association presented their petition for
pay equalization to the school board, and they simultaneously filed a lawsuit
in Fc.:deral District Court. Carter Wesley also attended the school board
meeting and constantly consulted with Whittaker. The timing of this petition
was significant because the school board had alrcady begun considering a
proposal to increase the salaries of all school district employees, including -
teachers. The African-American educators nceded to act quickly before they
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found their hopes for pay equality overwhelmed by funding requirements for
the proposed pay increases.”

Whittaker cited instances that showed a gencral trend in the South
toward approving such petitions. He prescnted examples from Virginia and
North Carolina and the recent action in Dallas to make the point about
precedents, He argued that Houston paid black teachers generally one-third
less than white teachers, even though many of the blacks held graduate
degrees and had proven to be excellent instructors. Whittaker also pointed
out that the custom of paying black teachers less than whites had already
been found unconstitutional in several different state courts and by the U. S.
Circuit Court of Appeals.™ .

School board member Henry A. Petcrsen, chairman of the committee
to study pay raises, observed that “the things you have told us are absolutely
true, there has always been a discrimination against Negro teachcrs in the
matter of salaries.” Then he continued, “Unfortunately, however, we have
found through national teacher exams that many of the Negro teachers do not
make high grades.” Petersen attempted to discredit the qualifications of black
teachers, but his efforts had little cffect on other board members.”’

Following this exchange, board member Ewing Werlein proposed
that the teachers file a “friendly” suit in Federal District Court. A verdict
from the court would make pay equalization “legal and binding on both
parties” and a matter of legal record as well. Following a private session,
however, the board instructed school district attorney Melvin Kurth to cnter
into negotiations with Whittaker to try to reach an agrecment on the issue
and avoid what portended to be a losing court battle for the school district. In
the Saturday Informer, Carter Wesley wrote that “to the everlasting credit of
the white citizens of Houston and the statesmanship of the board, the petitjon
was accepted seriously and thc obligation was faced and accepted by the
board.”*

On Monday, April 13, the HISD Board of Education agreed to
cqualize the salaries of black teachers and principals with their white
counterparts who possessed thc same credentials and performed the same
duties.” They estimated the total cost of pay equalization to be $297.000.
The pay increase would be retroactive to March 1, 1943, and would be
achieved through a serics of payments and step-raises until salaries became
equal in September 1945. Teachers and principals would receive a jump sum
payment at the close of the semester, in July 1943, of 15 percent. They would
receive a 25 percent salary increase in September 1944. The balance would
be made up in September 1945, The plan would affect some four hundred
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district cmployees at thirty different schools and had to be signed by all of
them before it could be implemented. The school district scheduled the first
payment for July 1943 and cstimated an initial outlay of $44,600.*

This pay cqualization agreement was comparable to the court-
ordered scttlement in Dallas. However, the action of the school board made
Houston the first large city in the South to reach such an agreement without
an actual lawsuit. Most teachers and black leaders believed the time period
and formula for equalization to be reasonable since the settlement
represented a major expense to the school district which had to be made up
with tax revenue.

While it may appear that the Houston school board had little choice
about agrecing to pay cqualization, they had two alternatives open to them
that could have caused the efforts of the black teachers to backfire. The first
alternative would have been to fight the lawsuit in court. Although the school
district most likely would have lost, it could have appealed and dragged the
case out for two to four more ycars. The legal expenses that the school
district would have incurred rendered this option questionable if not
downnight foolish. However, future Houston school board members would
be willing to spend taxpayers’ dollars in many fruitless court battles in their
efforts to delay desegregation.

The second alternative. which caused more concern to the black
teachers, involved the possibility that the school board would equalize pay
by reducing white teachers’ salarics to the same level as their black
colleagues instcad of implementing the proposed pay increases that had been
under discussion. This action would have aroused the resentment and
animosity of white teachers. However, black teachers in Houston and across
the South had an advantage in the timing of their actions. Because of the high
employment caused by the war effort, no community could afford to have
black teachers “walk out” of their jobs. There remained few .qualified
persons to replace them. Indeed, Texas found itself in the midst of a severe
teacher shortage that scemed to threaten the opcning of school the next fall.
Also, the courts tended to suppart equalizing teachers” pay during this time,
possibly as a means of maintaining the “scparate but equal” school systems.*

it should be noted that one problem devcloped with the
implementation of the pay equalization plan in Houston. When the school
district issued the lump sum payments to the teachers and principals as
promised in July 1943, the bureaucracy somchow “miscalculated” the ~
amount of money to be disbursed to the teachers and principals. Angry
teachers oncc again threatened lawsuits when thcy found themselves
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shortchanged. HISD resolved the matter, but thjlg unfortunate incident
provoked a needless sense of suspicion and mistrust. _ -

Although black Houstonians maintained a stcady campaign against
racial discrimination throughout the first half of the century, they had made
little progress until now toward racial equality. While Houston’s _black
tcachers shared many of the same problems as their white colleagucs in the
city’s overcrowded schools, they found themselves laborin_g u.nd.er 'the
additional burden of a system that had institutionalized racial discrimination
and had exacerbated the problems inherent to the school district’s
tremendous growth during the war years. Still, black teachers had_ won an
important concession from a racist institution and had establlxshed an
important precedent. Houston school officials, for the first time. had
acknowledged that the district’s African-American teachers were ctntxtled to
the same compensation as its white teachers. Teacher pay equalization began
a string of important civil rights victories during the 1940s that wou}d
eventually bring about the demise of Jim Crow. This decade was a crucial
period in civil rights history, then, becausc of the broad att_ack on Jim Crow
segregation across the South. The teacher pay cqqalizatlon and the later
graduate school education cases represented the initial phases of an assal_llt
that included suits to end “restrictive covenants” and to challenge the “white
primary”, culminating in one of the most dangerous, difficult battles of all,
the battle over school desegregation.
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