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G.T. Ruby: Galveston’s Black Carpetbagger
in Reconstruction Texas

James Smallwood
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limited funds, he held classes in a local black church. Later he established a
school {for blacks in Saint Bernard Parish before moving back to New Orleans
to serve as teacher and principal of the Fort Douglas grade school. For a
monthly stipend of $125, Ruby joined the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands in 1866 and took as his primary responsibility the task of
organizing schools in East Feliciana Parish. He Iound that the almost daily
displays of hostility from the white communities int his parish limited his
effectiveness. In March 1866, for exampie, he tried to recruit teachers and start
schools in Clinton and Jackson. He succeeded In establishing classes in
Clinton but could find no instructors nor building facilities for a Jackson
school because of extreme white opposition to education of [reedmen.? After
he established a school in a private residence and began teaching classes
himself, Ruby lamented that “a party of armed men came 1o my home, seized
me, carried me out, and threw me in Thompson's Creek after they had
belabored me with the muzzles of their revolvers. . .. They did not want 1o have
any damned nigger school in that lown, and they were not going 10 have i."’$
Ruby began his Texas career in September 1866, when he ook over a
Galveston school from the bureau. He also served as a correspondent for the
New Orleans Tribune and later began publication of the short-lived
Galveston Standard, which he used as a forum to lobby for suffrage and full
civil rights for Afro-Americans. In addition, he joined and actively participated
in Galveston's Lovyal Union Association, which Unionists had established in
mid-1865 and which was one of several associations that became precursors of
the state Loyal League. In August 1867, Ruby gained distinction by becoming
the only black appointed to office by Governor Elisha Pease who named him
as notary public for Galvesion. Ruby exhibited such leadership and organiza-
tional ability that the bureau called upon him in 1867 to serve as a traveling
subagent and 10 assume the duty of founding new bureau schools. His travels
took him through most of the counties of the Gulf Coast region, where he
tearned much about the economic plight of Texas freedmen and where he
gained a large following as area blacks looked to the educated mulatto for

help.1

21J.8. Congress, Senate, Report on Emigration to Kansas, 46th Cong., 2d sess., 1880, Rept. 693,
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Ruby was one of ninety delegates elected to the Texas constitutional

convention of 1§68-1869. Conservatives won only twelve seats, but ‘‘carpet-
baggers'' and blacks did not dominate the convention. Only ten freedmen
delegates were native Texans, but

secured election as delegates. QOnly three
forty-six dame from other southern states. Most representatives who had been
born in northern states had lived in Texas before the Civil War. Only five

entered the state after 1865. Of the seventy-eight Republican-Unionist
members, probably forty, Ruby included, considered themselves “radicals,”

while the remainder considered themselves moderates. Nevertheless, Davis,

the radical candidate for president, defeated the moderates’ choice by a forty-
three to thirty-three vote.'?
Immediately the convention split into two factions. Conservatives and
moderate Republicans and a handful of Democrats led by AJ. “Jack”
Hamilton, who had earlier served as provisional governor of the state,
generally favored President Andrew Johnson's plan of Reconstruction and
intended to make as few concessions as possible to radicals in Congress. Texas
radicals led by Davis and Ruby showed greater concern for black rights and
wanted to take immediate steps 1o end the racial violence then sweeping the
state. The Davis-Ruby faction also favored, while "Hamiltonians’ opposed,
ab initio — a resolution which would have invalidated the Texas Secession
Ordinance and all subsequent laws passed by the Confederate States govern-
ment— and a proposal todivide Texas into two or three smaller states because
its immense size hampered attempts L0 re-establish law and order. Ruby, like
many other radicals, also objected toallowing ex-rebels the franchise, arguing
that they might become strong enough toregain political control of the state,
violate the will of Congress, and suppress black rights. Ruby, who became the
leading black spokesman at the convention because of his education and his
strong ties with Davis, remained firm in his demands for black rights but
showed moderation in trying to hold the Republican Party together by not
pushing ab initio. He also introduced resolutions, which were ultimately
tabled, that would have made voter intimidation and bribery misdemeanors.
In addition, he served on the committee on education, which strongly
recommended that the convention include constitutional provisions fora free
public school system, one that would be open to children of all races.!
Unforwunately, the struggle between the two factions sometimes degenerated
into attacks on personalities, and Ruby did notescape criticism. As a leader of

1wDaily Austin Republican, June 24, 1868,
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the black delegation and of freedmen throughout the state, Ruby drew much
of the conservatives’ ire, and two fights which he engaged in drew wide news
coverage. “The Ruby,” as some editors called him, first engaged in fisticuffs
with fellow Republican R.K. “Revenue” Smith because he had made
insulting remarks about Ruby’s ancestry. More disastrously, Ruby tried to
remove Scipio McKee as convention doorkeeper because Ruby believed
McKee had slandered another black delegate. McKee, a freedman who would
later campaign for Jack Hamilton in the upcoming governor’srace, assaulted
Ruby outside the convention hall and left him unconscious in the gutter.2

While in Austin the dapper Ruby, who had a {lair for dress with his plug
hats, claw-hammered coats, and lavender shoes and who liked to soclalize,
had several firsthand encounters with social discrimination. Once he tried to
secure tickets for a theatrical performance in Buaas’ Hall but was turned
down. A white friend, Julius Schutze, intervened, but he too was turned away.
Only on going to a second ticket window did Schutze secure Ruby a ticket
whereupon the mulatto immediately entered the hall and broke the color line
by sitting in the white circle.!®

Unhappy over what he regarded as petty personal squabbles involving
printing contracts as well as the lenient suffrage restrictions that the
convention placed on ex-Confederates, Ruby resigned as a delegate before the
constitution was completed. Later, in 1869, he joined a commission headed by
Davis that went to Washington to lobby against acceptance of the docurnent.
The commission stressed the racial violence still occurring in Texas, the
continuing “rebel’ control of the state, and the lack of safeguards to protect
the voting rights and physical security of black and white Unionists.
Conservative Republicans sent a group to lobby for the constitution,
however, and its members managed to bury the radicals’ resolutions in
congressional committees. Although the radical commission failed to secure
its objectives, Ruby did not leave Washington empty-handed. He met and
married a “blonde haired white woman” who was probably a mulatto and
thus gave Texas conservatives another reason to dislike him.™

After failing to influence Congress, Ruby and other radicals accepted the
constitution and met in conventions at Galveston and Houston in May and
June 1869, to write a platform and select candidates for the upcoming
elections who would challenge a “‘regular”’ Republican slate headed by Jack
Hamilton. Ruby assumed important roles in both meetings when he won

12Daily Austin Republicen, August 29, 1868, February 16, 18369.

127bid., July 21, 1868, April 3, 1869.
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election as permanent president of the conventions, served on the platform
committee, and also was named to the radicals’ state executive commiitee.
Adopting a platform which approved the constitution but called for the
protection of voters by federal wroops, radicals chose a ticket headed by Davis
for governor. Ruby, the choice of many for lieutenant governor, proved to be
too young at twenty-cight years of age to accept the nomination. He did,
however, stand for a state senate seat.1®

After the nominations of Hamilton and Davis, the differing Republican
factions engaged in a flurry of campaign activity. Fortunately for the radical
campaign, Ruby assumed the presidency of the state Loyal League, took over
the chairmanship of the Republican executive committee for important
Harris County, and gave his unconditional support to Davis. At one point in
the campaign, ‘“the Ruby” believed he could command 40,000 black votes.
Although his figure proved to be inflated, he “got out” the Afro-American
vote by touring the Gulf Coast and central Texas and by urging local leagues
to work among freedmen, to explain issues to them, and to insure that local
authorities granted them their right to vote. He spoke at assorted meetings
including barbecues and church gatherings. In his speeches and circulars he
denounced ‘‘defectionists” like Jack Hamilton and other moderate Republi-
cans who, Ruby held, had become “pawns” of the Democracy and who
intended to suppress the black population. Lack of funds, however, hampered
Ruby’s efforts. He constantly complained to Davis that he needed money to
pay for printing costs and other expenses. At times he had to forward circulars
to the national office of the league for printing.!s Nevertheless, the radical
effort headed by Ruby proved successful. In the elections of November 1869
voters ratified the constitution by a 72,466 to 4,928 count and chose Davis over
Hamilton by a 39,901 to 39,092 vote. The Democratic candidate, Hamilton
Stuart, received only 380 votes because of the fusionist tactics of his party.
Unhappy with -the narrow margin of victory, Ruby held that the radicals
could have won by 10,000 votes if black voters had been better protected by the

—

15John Carrier, "'A Political History of Texas During the Reconstruction, 1865-1874" {Ph.D.
dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1971}, p. 344; John Mason Brewer, Negro Legislators of
Texas and their Descendants {1935, reprint ed., Austin: Pemberton Press, 1970), pp. 29-30; Paul
Casdorph, The Republican Party in Texas, 1865-1965 (Austin: Pemberton Press, 1965), pp. 12-13;
E.W. Winkler, Platforms of Political Parties in Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1916),
pp. 119-120.
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While directing the Davis victory, Ruby became one of eleven blacks to win

office, capturing a state senate seat and representing Galveston, Brazoria, and
Matagorda counties. Of the black delegates to the Twelfth Legislature, Ruby
held predominant power. Friendship with the governor and control of the
league guaranteed him a place in the radical inner circle. Respected by
freedmen, he built a reputation of being honest and conscientious in
performing his duties. He always advised Davis on the distribution of
patronage, especially in the Gulf Coast region. Sometimes criticized by
constituents who wanted but could not secure positions, Ruby tried to see that
qualified blacks and whites were chosen to serve the government. Althoughhe
remained mildly suspect in the eyes of other black leaders because of his ties
with the white Republican power structure, seldom did Ruby’s counsel go
unheeded.’® In particular, Ruby facilitated the rise of the Afro-American
Norris Wright Cuney, who took over as titular head of the Texas Republican
Party after Davis' death in 1883. It was through Ruby that Cuney received
introduction to Davis in 1869 and through Ruby that Cuney secured his first
important political appointment, that of sergeant at arms for the Twelfth
Legislature. Ruby continued to show interest in Cuney’s career and repeatedly
sought offices for him.**

In the senate Ruby served on committees on the judiciary, militia, public
lands, contingent expenses, and engrossed bills. He also served as president
pro tempore of the senate in the absence of Don Campbell, president of the
senate. Ruby proved to be a foe of the railroad lobbies, voting against subsidies
and relief bills. He generally supported the Davis reform program, however,
casting votes for state militia and police bills which allowed the governor to
declare and enforce martial law in troubled areas, which placed a new police
force directly under his control, and which allowed him to remove any state
officials who obstructed justice. Other reforms supported by Ruby included
laws designed to end discrimination on public carriers, to protect voter
privileges, and to establish a free public school system.?

Ruby also remained loyal td Davis although some of the black political and

17Flection Returns, 5th Military District, Record Group 393, National Archives; Daily Austin
Republican, January 12, 1870; Ruby to Newcomb, December 21, 1869, Newcomb Papers.

18Dqily State Journal (Austin, Texas), August 17, October 13, 1870; Brewer, Negro Legislators
of Texas and their Descendants, pp. 47-60, 125; Elius Blonover to Assistant Superintendent of
Fducation, November 18, 1870, BRFAL, NA.

9Ruby to Newcomb, August 18, 1871, Newcomb Papers.

w0 Texas Senate, Senate Journal, 12th Leg., reg, sess., pp. 36-89; Carrier, “A Political History of
Texas During the Reconstruction, 1865-1874,” p. 476.
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educational elite wanted more than the radicals offered. As early as Januar
187(}_, when white Republicans failed to invite freedmen to the state ball foz
Davis, many Afro-Americans became highly critical of the governor. Black
sepator Matt Gaines, an ex-slave, was the most vocal. Beginning in i870 he
n_’led to block Texas’ readmission to the Union because he believed black
rights \jvou]d not be protected by the state government. He constant]
compla'med that Anglos monopolized political offices, and he accused Davi}s'
of creating an all white political party. At the 1871 Republican convention
where radicals chose nominees for the congressional races, Gaines tried tc;
for(.:e the nomination of a freedman on his district’s ticket. ,Afraid of losin
whne’votes if a black were nominated, the Davis faction maneuvered to havi
Ruby’s name placed before the convention. As was prearranged, he declined
th‘e nomination, thus showing support for the Davis strategy. After Gaines
fall_ed to secure the nomination of another freedman, he bolted the convention
taking several supporters with him. But again, Ruby demonstrated solid
support for the governor and held many blacks in the Davis camp. Later, in
1875, :when frieedmen held their first Colored Men’s Convention in .Brenhe;m
Ruby’s conspicuous absence again demonstrated support for the governor He,r
refused to participate in the convention because he knew that it ld.
explicitly endorse Davis for reelection.?! woute et
Ultimately, Ruby’s political career in Texas suffered the same fate as the
careers of other leading radicals in the state. Conservative Republicans and
Der]{locrats formed a political alliance designed to overthrow the Davis
faction. Not above using oblique tactics, conservatives tried to wrest control of
ti.he state Loyal League from the radicals by establishing counterfeit organiza-
tions and recruiting black members. Ruby and James P. Newcomgi) who
rep!acefl Ruby as state president of the league in 1870, continually stru, ied to
mal‘mam radical control, but increasingly the conservative press ffacked
radlc.al leaders and tried to destroy their reputation. Moreover, conservatives
connn_ued to use violence and economic pressure to control tI;e black vote.22
Radlc.al power began to decline in 1872. In the general elections conservati;re
Republicans and Democrats fused to support Horace Greeley, who carried
Texas b)f almost 20,000 votes. State Democrats captured al’l five of the
congressional seats and both houses of the legislature. Ruby returned to the

. HW.A. [?lworth to Newcomb, June 24, 1871, T.]J. Powell to Newcomb, March 18, 1872, J.R.
Ful:ns to Newcomb, September 28, 1872, Newcomb Papers; Flake’s Daily Bulletin, January 5
ebruary 24, {ﬂmgust 3, 1870, July 19, 1871; Brenham Banner, August 4, September 26 187]:
Galveston Daily News, January 24, April 18, 1873, -
2z
NCWH.C.Elﬁn: tollsw'e;a;:](;mb, June 17, 24, 1871, B.C. Thomas et al to Davis, June 24, 1871, Ruby to
comb, July 13, , Newcomb to Subordinate Councils, July [?], 1871, N ’ . ;
Flake's Semi-Weekly Bulletin, November 1, 1871, July 21, 1871, Newcomb Papers
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senate to finish his four year term, but with Demaocrats in conwol, the
legislature guickly annulled many radical reforms. It abolished the state
police and stripped the governor of the power to declare martial law. New
school laws also abolished the centralized system created by the radicals and
returned administration of schools to local communites.? Along with most
other radicals, Ruby lamented the Democratic “counterrevolution.” He knew
that in stripping the governor of police power the Demaocrats had opened the
way for increased violence and that in changing the school laws they had
ensured that freed people would not receive an egual education.*

The final test of strength between Davis Republicans and the reviving
Democratic Party came in the 1873 elections to fill state offices. The Davis
ticket confronted a Democratic siate headed by conservative, ex-Confederate
Richard Coke. Once again Ruby helped Davis by trying to “get out” the black
vote, But problems beset the radicals. Intraparty conflicts continued as many
Afra-American leaders remained “cool” to the governor because he had not
given blacks more offices. Moreover, United States senator Charles Sumner’s
civil rights bill, then pending before Congress and supporied by Texas
radicals, proved intolerable to most whites and influenced many moderates to
join an anti-Davis coalition. Ongoing Ku Klux Klan activity and economic
pressure kept many freedmen away from the polls, while continuing white
immigration to Texas from other southern states increased Democratic
strength. The “counterrevolution’ resulted in a landslide Democratic victory.
Davis lost the governorship, and Ruby, believing that the campaign was
hopeless, did not stand for reelection.?

After the decline of the radicals in Texas, Ruby returned 1o Louisiana,
where he again practiced his vocation as a journalist, at first working for the
New Orleans Tribune and then in 1878 taking over the editorship of the New
Orleans Observer. He also became a major political leader in Natchitoches
County. Quickly he became involved in controversy, most noticeably in the
Tilden-Hayes elections dispute. He castigated President Rutherford B. Hayes
forending military rule in Louisiana, holding that blacks had been denied the
right to vote and that the Republican Party would have won victories in the

BGalveston Daily News, January 24, April 18, 1873; Casdorph, The Republican Party in
Texas, p. 27; Carrier, A Political History of Texas During the Reconstruction, 1865-1874,” pp.
505-506.

#Ruby to Newcomb, Januay 15, 1873, Newcomb Papers.

%Galveston Daily News, July 4, 5, 1873; Brenham Banner, August 9, 16, 1873; William P.
Ballinger Diary, December 2, 1973, William P, Ballinger Papers, ]. Rector 1o Dick Bozman,
November 8, 1874, Mather Bozman to D. Bozman, November 22, 1874, Reuben G. White Papers,
Archives, University of Texas Library; Texas Secretary of Staie, Election Returns, 1873, Archives,
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