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The Heart of Houston:
The Early History of the Houston Council
on Human Relations, 1958-1972

. Barbara Thompson Day

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

The Declaration of Independence

We believe that life, liberty, and the pursuil of happiness should be made
real in this community for all people.

Constitution of the Houston Council

on Human Relations

Organizations such as the Houston Council on Human Relations {HCHR)
have embodied the essence of American democracy. Combining a traditional
emphasis on self-reliance with our Constitutional right to gather in association
with other individuals of like mind, the volunteer group has been a vehicle
through which to work for change. Such associations create a base from which
adherents can strive to influence the majority to follow their way of thinking.

Dr. Barbara Thompson Day has been a lecturer in American history at the University of St
Thomas in Houston for the past nine years.

Thisarticle is based largely on the records of the Houston Council on Human Relations, which
were donated to the Texas Gulf Coast Historical Society and are now located at the Houston
Metropolitan Research Center, Houston Public Library. The collection includes correspondence,
newsletters, brochures, minutes, reports, brief histories, budgets, scrapbooks, and taped
interviews done by the author in 1982-1983. Financial support for the author’s research, of which
this article represents a part, was provided by the Houston Council on Human Relations, the
Shell Company Foundation, and the Texas Gulf Coast Historical Society.
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The association
... numbers its partisans and engages them in its cause; they, on the other
hand, become acquainted with one another, and their zeal is increased by
their number. An association unites into one channel the efforts of
divergent minds and urges them vigorously towards the one end which it
clearly points out.!

These inbred patterns have allowed Americans to press peacefully for
change over the vears. Existing institutional arrangements have great
resiliency. Those who benefit from a system are staunch opponents of those
who would tamper with the status quo. They are unwilling to give up power
to try untested schemes and tend to see those who propose then} as
irresponsible, if not dangerous. Even those who do not prosper in a given
social setting frequently fear 10 exchange the known for the uncertain path
into the new, notassuredly better, way. Nevertheless, social needs change and
the majority is sometimes forced to yield to 2 minority when 1t becomes
organized and articulates its demands convincingly.

The early history of the Houston Council on Human Relations constitutes
a case study of such private associations in the urban Southwest during the era
of civil rights reform from the late 1950s into the 1970s, a time when the
majority was being asked to respond to the demands of minorities. The
Council acted both as a pioneer and as a promoter of human rights. Its focus

on preserving and extending human rights put it in the mainstream of the

American value system, yet its position on a specific issue sometimes pitted 1t
against the established way of doing things. HCHR was often one among
many pursuing a common goal, but at other times it stood alone in
advocating an innovative solution to a problem. By refusing to allow
convenience or expediency to deter them {rom seeking change in the area of
human rights, HCHR and its counterparts in other cities across the nation
helped move the United States toward a more open and humane society. The

history of HCHR, therefore, encompasses not only the people and politics of '

Houston, but also illuminates the process of grass roots reform in the United
States.

Background for Change

The term “‘grass roots politics”” implies that the motivation for action came
from the ordinary people, not the elite of the power structure. In Houston in
the mid-1950s, it was not socially or politically fashionable to be involved in
furthering racial interaction. The conservative wing of the Democratic party

tAlexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. Phillips Bradley et al. (New York, 1945),
1:198-199.
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dominated. Houston newspapers followed a very moderate editorial policy
concerning racial affairs, and the city government did not actively concern
itself with human rights issues. From 1952 until 1969 the Houston Independent
School District Board was dominated by extremely conservative people who
tended to combine fanatical anti-communism with opposition to integration.
They resisted court orders to desegregate and put whatever obstacles they
could in the way of positive accomodation.2 In short, those who held political
power in the 1950s and before were not seeking social, economic, or political
change.

Despite the conservatism of the city, however, there had always been a
nucleus. of people working in the field of race relations who rejected the
ideology of the conservatives: in particular the theory and practice of
segregation. They were “ordinary’ in the sense that they did not represent the
existing social or economic power structure. Their experimentation chal-
lenged the existing order and laid the groundwork for later organizations,
including HCHR. For example, in 1934 the YMCA held its first interracial
conference in Houston. Both blacks and whites attended the three-day
conference, and ate together, which was illegal at the time.3 At the conference
were some of the people who later helped to found HCHR.

Building on such beginnings, people like those at the conference helped
push for action in the 1950s throughout the South. In Houston,

Five Negroes filed suit to use the municipal golf course in 1950; the Public
Library integrated facilities without publicity in 1953; the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People protested segregation
in the cafeteria of the new county court house in 1953; segregation on city
buses ended in 1954. . . ¢
During the early 1950s there was also a group actively working for political
integration, the Harris County Democrats. They ~
... had been organizing black precincts through the efforts of . _. Frankie
Randolph, Hobart Taylor, Lonnie Smith, and Mrs. [Christia] Adair who
had been the NAACP secretary for 25 years . . . At that time the sheriff’s
department would go out in black precincts, often to Precinct 25 where
Mrs. Adair was precinct judge, and take pictures of black people at the

David G. McComb, Houston: The Bayou City (Austin, 1969), 230-231. See also Don-F.
Carleton, “McCarthyismin Local Elections: The Houston School Board Election of 1952,” The
Houston Review 3 (Winter 1981); Carleton, Red Scare! Right-wing Hysteria, Fifties Fanaticism,
and Their Legacy in Texas (Austin, 1985). i

*Bess Attwell, interview by author, May 7, 1982, Houston Council on Human Relations
Collection, Houston Metropolitan Research Center, Houston Public Library (hereafter cited as ~_
HCHR Collection).

*McComb, 230; Houston Chronicle, July 28, 1955,
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polls, in sheriff's uniform, and frighten blacks who might have an
outstanding ticket against them, a traffic ticket, to intimidate them.*

The men of the sheriff’s department were responding to the prevailing

astitudes of the majority, and probably did keep some people from the polls.
Despite many attempts at intimidation, however, the work of the Harris
County Democrats, the NAACP, and others began to show results. For
example, in 1957 Lewis Cutrer ran for mayor against longtime Houston
politician and incumbent mayor Oscar Holcombe. “Holcombe made the
statement that if Lewis Cutrer was elected the locker rooms at the public golf
course in Hermann Park would be integrated so that blacks could come in.”8
Such a dire threat, along with others of similar ilk, was intended to bring out
the anti-black vote and defeat Cutrer. But it also had the effect of motivating
white liberals and blacks, who were now better organized and ready to meet
racial slurs head on at the polls. Holcombe's defeat stemmed from various
causes, but an “attack on blacks in an overt way never took place again” in
Houston.” The work of the Harris County Democrats was at least partially
responsible for this change, and among its leadership were people like
Woodrow Seals who later became very active in the Houston Council on
Human Relations.

The political activism of the Harris County Democrats and the NAACP
absorbed much of the energy of the civil rights movement of the late fifties and
early sixties, but some people were motivated to broaden their attack on
segregation by including the full range of social and economic disabilities
minorities faced. One such person was Jim Noland, who came to Houston in
1954 to head the Houston Council of Churches. At that time:

One of the concerns of many of the church people . .. was race relations.
Houston had no Urban League, the NAACP was very weak, and there was
a very small black leadership class, nothing like other Southern cities like
Atlanta where there had been for a long time strong leadership in the black
businesses, four or five colleges, and so forth. Texas Southern University
was the only black university here and it was very young. One of the things
we felt would be very helpful at the time would be to have a council where
leadership of the various communities . . . Mexican American, white,
black, Jewish, Protestant, Catholic...®

could try to begin a dialogue about some of the human relations problems in

SWoodrow Seals, interview by author, August 17, 1983, HCHR Collection. Sece also Barbara
Jordan and Shelby Hearon, Barbara fordan: A Self-Portrait (Garden City, N.Y., 1979), 110-111.

§Seals interview.

'Thid. See also Kenneth Neal Parker, “The Politics of Race and the 1957 Houston Mayoral
Cartpaign: Oscar Holcombe's Last Hurrah,” The Houston Review 6, no. 2 (1984).

8James R. Noland, interview by author, May 11, 1982, HCHR Collection.
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s and their causes and promotng
111 While the constitution was rev1sec‘l several_ times
f the Council received only minor shifts 1n

hasis. _
emBP;fire any of these general principles could be translated into a program,

however, a board of directors had to be selected. Followcilng }thf:irdc.reercl.i :;12 fﬁ:]:::
: ligious, political and ethnic dive :
board members represented the relig . : ; y o e
i boards in this way throug
i nd HCHR continued to structure its .
iit:t,o?"y As Reuben Askanase, one of the early board members, described the

Council:

i i "t Ri ks, it
It cut right across the entire fabric of Houston. It wasn'( River Oaks,

wasn’t Southwest, it wasn't Fifth Ward, or the };ourlh Ward.eIEtr :)v;s 3.[1;2
i t you do, where you com .
eople. There was no question of wha . ! e
}(;uels?tion was how do we get together and clear up misunderstandings.
The core membership was composed of e ou bring
people who felt very intensely about chang.e e Any ti 3 {a o
together a group of intense people at the beglrtgnlng ofan u!n[i ;:1 2 Sugs.s.e.s
i i to separate thelr own €mo
it takes a long time for everybody - el
i together and listen (o cac
and tensions and pressures and come ! and
be reasonably objective about sorting out some @eagmgful goals
i i hole community.
might get something done for the w m . o 4
Those vghogwere part of this process all testified that it w?ls fa!scmantrilgnanof
” nterac
‘ ous amount” through the 1
that they “learned an enorm - . e The
iti initi i failed to emerge, hOWCVET.
lear definition of direction
e o e i lted from personal resolve
1 the Council resulte P
dynamism of the early days of ; ) persor
rather than from a coordinated program of professional direction.

Despite the goodwill and purpose, structure remained problem. Therefore,

in 1963 the board of the Council decided to hire an executive director, the

. . .
Reverend Charles Kelly. Kelly, a Methodist minister, was z:ﬂrtzagyhomz3 g[[‘g;t
Council’s partisans as well as a civil rights‘acuwst. '.I’he hoar ogrdinate
Stronger leadership coming from a paid dlref:tor might bettfer 1C;54 nate
HCHR’s increasing activities and membership (al')ou‘t 600h 1r‘1,\F o )whi1e
i ithi tion, ho .
ted tension within the organiza ) il
presence of Kelly crea : N, Dow e ncil’s
i he need for greater control o .

most active members recognized the n . )
varied interests, they were also committed to volunteerism and the spontaneity

of informality. They wanted people to be involved, to prove that people do

make the difference. The slogans from various brochures put out in the 1960s

U bid. )
Reuben Askanase, interview by author,
BHenry Groppe, interviews by author,

Collection.

May 5, 1982, HCHR Collection.
August 1, 1983, an

4 August 16, 1983, HCHR
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reflected this spirit. You were urged to join the Council because, “'If not you
.. . Who?” This basic conflict remained unresolved in the early years.
Finally, the Council had to find a financial base for its operations. The
Southern Regional Council contributed an initial grant and continued to
award an annual gift into the 1970s. HCHR desperately needed these grants,
because “like all organizations of this type the Council was always short on
cash and long on work.” The need to fund an event or an undertaking would
arise and they would simply say “Well, it's going to take $50. Now let's each
put in $3.”1* Members gave more than three dollars on many occasions fora
variety of causes. This crisis-oriented financing could not provide the basis for
a stable organization, however, and someone was constantly seeking fundsin
hopes of eliminating the cycles of feast and famine. In the 1960s these
campaigns were headed by volunteers such as Barbara Jordan, then a young
black lawyer; Houston architect Howard Barnstone; HCHR founder and
longtime civil rights activist Joyce Shaw; and others. Their efforts were
moderately suecessful. In addition, a few large gifts came from well-known
Houston humanitarians such as Nina Cullinan, Jane Blaffer Owens, Mrs.
Newton Rayzor, and John and Dominique DeMenil.’* In the late 1960s,
corporation contributions formed the primary basis of support.'®

Assistance in the form of publicity also helped to establish HCHR’s
credibility in the eyes of the community and bring in financial backers. Bill
Hobby, whose family owned the Houston Post, gave favorable coverage to
HCHR on a number of occasions. Lastly, membership drives served the dual
purpose of gaining converts and raising funds. None of these endeavors
brought the hoped-for financial security, though. Finding the money to
survive remained a perennial problem.

Those who worked on membership, financial, and other campaigns, who
made a commitment of time as well as of money, found bonds of friendship
and trust that kept them loyal to the Council despite its many difficulties. In
the early 1960s these bonds of friendship were more important than the
financial worries and vague program of the organization. For dedicated
workers, HCHR became a vehicle for expressing their concerns. As one of the
early mermbers told Gertrude and Howard Barnstone, “Here at the Council is
where you can go and work toward this integrating of society with some really
terrific people .”'7 And what happened to the Barnstones happened to many

1

tAskanase interview.
15Board of Directors’ Minutes 1960-1963 File, HCHR Collection; Schlumberger Stock 1964-66

File, ibid.; Freed interview; Noland interview. .

18Stewart Wilber, interview by author, August 6, 1982, HCHR Collection.
Gertrude Barnstone, interview by author, July 29, 1983, HCHR Collection.
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2 The HCHR Newsletter, May-June 1963, announced that local theaters were
expressed 1,
others. As Gertrude Barnstone

" . ning and one open to anyone.
1t was terribly moving and dramatic. . - H:sit::g ‘izasi:l ?l_)l?ebecfme quite Not every attempt to get cooperation succeeded so eastly. The crusading
could become part of it . . . Once welg;on.l recail that I knew many of spirit, official or unofficial, sometimes engendered anger and reprisals
absorbing and took a ot of energy - -.'bul it was a place to get some quick against Council members. Eleanor Freed recalled:
them [other Council members] before, We got a real good feeling of We got a lot of flack from the community. We didn’t do it for appreciation
bonding with people who fe.h the Sameci .tl;er ¢ were things tobe done and ...Iwastold by ...a wheeler and a shaker in the business community who
gnergy ... ltwas sorto[.acutllng egge::s going o seet- What you were was furious at me . . . one evening at a dinner, *“What's wrong with this
you didn't have 10 _wcxgh how L ll.sh something.? o community is the little people like you who are giving the people who are
involved in was trying to accompus ization of HCHR in the 1960s, 1t running Houston all of this trouble. It is the little people like you with

Because of their zeal i'infi the_ ]goslz;ﬁ?;tweeﬂ the activities of the Council nothing at stake that are trying to raise issues. We are trying to cope with
Wa; n}?[ f:fiﬁgﬁighoa?: i:r?(:‘;]uul:t ;appcned to be members of the Council. For 4
and thos

these issues, but it all has to be done in a gradualist way.”?

People on the Houston Council on Human Relations felt otherwise, and said
so. In response, some employers transferred individuals to other cities because
they became too actively involved in civil rights causes. A man working in the
area of race relations with Jim Noland in the early 1960s

had a letter written about him and circulated to all the businessmen saying

he had studied under a Communist at Columbia University and that he

had served on the committee in Chicago that had welcomed a Communist

ivy's first |
ce Shaw and Barbara Jordan helped to organize vglge?]:; ss tf;eet
€>_¢a'mi_>1€, ]OY h. The demonstrators began at the YMCA ond et he |
;1:1,:11 ggiit:gtcc'iw Hall. Barbara ]?rc.lan patr;llzt:ignge (ﬁa‘,r\; it:.els 2 aiways
e up, 1 _maiﬂlY 211?:1:: PS?:“{’C r;:):;:]t:ds.rlg This was not an oEficLa:l::
D 1 hkeRmrK:rd; but Shaw and Jordan were Courllal ;n;r;:)ls i;;
SSF')OF:TOTIE;1 gggR member’s appeared when People for Upgrading 5S¢
imilarly,

. { 3000 to 5000 people before the sllzeake; .from England. He was literally thrown out of the community for
anized a demonstrallon ot qure to these things.2*
Houston (PUSH) 018 hool District Building to protest the fai ) This was not an isolated case. ““That is the mentality that was here in
Houston Independent SCRoP cil’s official action consisted of sending Houston. Unbelievable now.” Jim Noland “never did any marchin He
integrate the publicschools. The counctl ¢ the school board, themayor, | - Unt . n i y ma g.--
ffering to mediate to the president o atime, Council was an organizer and a provoker.”?t Nevertheless, his work in race relations
telfig‘r;ms c1:.?-i11 Lawson, chairman of PUSH.2® In the meca ’ became known in the community with the result that
ev. : ) . . . ,
:rirr:embers were on the picket lines. ess concern, buta dvocacy also time and (tilme agalz’ I [Noland] got all kmd§ of phone ca]]s_, hate calls,
r
bli demonstrations were one way to e:x]_Jr . hone call. “Black !euers and postcards, many that were not 'SIgncd. It sometimes got s0
Pub ¢ ivate acts, of somecne willing tomakeap « theater intense that my wifeand I had to move our children 1o the back bedroom in
took the fore ?{ D o th i’clure show in 1961, exceptata few blac case our house was bombed.. .. You teach your children what you think is
people couldn’t go to elp then a U.S. atlorney, right and they become objects of derision.? —
houses. S0 WOOdr'OW > :-I' ston lawyer, who at one time represented the Other Council members were also harassed. Ben Russell, president of the
called ]aCkhBlm'c;E :mdot;e Press. He had doneme @ lot.oi f"fwmljs 3“::;‘; boa}rd .in the late 1960s, fm:md that the police were keeping a file on his
Post, the C ﬂz:di Alistatﬁ Theaters. I called him al'l‘d said, _ ]afln : :ror of activities, and he believed his phone was illegally tapped. The Shaws had a
also 1rt=:pret?e:’1!3 O oegrate the (heaters.” He said, Wlelll,. f1 m l'd ) the cross burned in their yard. Despite threats and unpleasantness, though, most
ing to ha % I if you . . L. . .
?;:::g He was a very liberal person - - - 1 sandi ‘1\’}130 ;re glack come in refnamed committed. Opposition gave strength to the Council at?d its
mar;agemﬂnl of Interstate Theaters to ler peop’c e newspaper. Ul get faithful. Members felt they were “part of a larger movement . . . really trying to
i on’t say anything in the make things happen.'?
when ;t]neykbutz ;;lﬁkgg‘]v;; some blacks to g0 10 {he theater one week. £s happ .
some blac L) . . 21
) blicized.
Never got in the paper, never pt | L
, 2Freed interview.
BNoland interview.
. "t tion. HIbid,
::Ibld. Wheelock Shaw interview by author, August 5, 1982, HCHR Collects WIhid
£ ’ .
“:II:!;.; Newsletter, May 1965, HCHR Collecuon.

#%Barnstone interview.
nGeals interview.
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Priorities and Dialogue
The challenge was 10 translate
programs. In the 1960s the Coun

dedicated volunteer workers with minima
tried to channel its energy by establishing a committee structure and adopting

three broad priorities. First, it wanted to encoura
human relations among Houston’s various

groups. Secondly, it wanted to
housing, what education wasrea

encouraged many self-help prog
interrelated and helped to set the

In addition to these general priorities, the bo
community-wide event, a forum consistingof

committees after its first formal

a series of six Saturday workshops entitled, ‘Houston an
Fducation, Cultural Life, Health, Housing, Juvenile Delinquency, and
' It was held during October and November 1961 at the First

Employment.’

Christian Church at the intersection of Sunset and Rice B
f these workshops included doctors, lawyers,

twenty-eight member staff o
teachers, ministers, artists, andm
in Houston’s universities, its po

group of specialists and community leade

In addition, the audiences and

sufficiently newsworthy to report that at one session, out of sixty people in |
5.27

ss reported on some of the sensitive issues before

attendance, fifteen were Negroe
More importantly, the pre

the city that were openly discussed at the series. For exam

former Fulbright scholar and an assistant
“Fine music means a lot to Negroes. But we have

discouraged T.8.U. students from attending the symphony because of its
»» Simms cited his own experience in this regard. Having

purchased a ticket to attend the symphony, he found that the usher, instead of
his tcket indicated, shuffled him off to “a seat in the

‘crow’s nest.” That was my last humiliation at the symphony. I havenot been

University, said,
segregation policies.
seating him where

back.”’2¢ The symphony manag

had been publicly made and now the symphony needed to clarify its position.
Based on these workshops the Council established six standing COMIMittees

#Unidentified newspaper clipping,
281 hid.

lly available for blacks in Houston. Thirdly,
it hoped to be a catalyst within the city by generating ideas, carrying out pilot
projects, and then finding backers to take o

HCHR's vague, if sincere, principles into
cil remained a loosely knit organization of
1 professional staff, but the board

ge dialogue to promote better
ethnic, religious, and economic
know the facts: what employment, what

ver worthwhile endeavors. It
rams in a similar way. All three goals were
perimeters within which the Council acted. 1
ard also established standing

d Its Minorities in:

oulevards. The

usicians, many holding substantial positions
litics, or its cultural centers. The impressive
rs gave credibility to the workshops.
the panels were integrated. The press felt it

ple, Carroll Simms,
professor of art at Texas Southern

er denied such a policy existed, but the point

Scrapbook 412, HCHER Collection.

Heart of Houston 11

10 giv i ioriti
hoi-,i Ifl.-gso;gz ti_ll::rucr;;{.re tol their priorities: education, cultural life, health
, , and employment. Working through th , ,
pous : : ] gh these arms, volunteers
react ::d ;1}112 1ntct1_tl?e corfnmunny to create dialogue, collect facts aI;d stimulate
. activity of any given committee w ,
. as totally depend
e pendent on the
O[heiis:f those w.ho volunteered to serve, however. Some flourished while
other Soc;r:e morl.bund].)New committees also appeared in response to new
. committees blended their work wi j
. th larger projects ing i
an (;){rglimlc way, out of the council’s general goals. projee, gromne
amon[g cte hthrr;e ba;l‘c priorities, the most instinctive one was to create dialogue
e city’sdiverse population in an effors
ort “‘to understand and
one another.” Sometimes dialo, i . isves
gue simply meant a legt d missi
regularly went out acknowledgi i slating blacks in
. ging, encouraging, congratulati i
their achievements, and i ifi ! o o
, pressing for specific action such i
the : ific such as desegregation of
fﬂe;:lfl com;;ers, theaters, and public facilities. For example, in t_hf HCHR
o ;;)_mf 59 th.rough the 1960s are copies of letters commending Wyatt’s
Comp ia Fr s}f.r\tmg a member of the Negro race™ and Finger’s Furniture
any for hiring a black salesperson. Th
y . There was corresponde i
the decision by the Retai g N oot
tail Merchants Associati
_ ‘ ation to serve all 1
encouraging Weingarten grocer i i ntains,
y stores in relabeling thei i
and congratulating Dr. Th o o and
. Thelma L. Patten for being the fi rst
R ‘ ng the first woman and first
pointed to the city Health Board. 1
' ; . In the context of H ’
rat:.‘Ie: }i‘elatlons in the 1960s, such gestures were unusual oustons
er i .
o rcle weerelothfer kinds of person-to-person attempts at bridging the gap
petween ‘;3 hc;i e odz lsegl:egated world. Again, simple things like house visits
and black couples, being a host t i igni
: oan African di isiti
under the auspices of the Insti i o helping
stitute for International Ed i i
set up the first host famil i et T Sett
' y program for African stud
Ui rsie 5 The Counes . udents at Texas Southern
. uncil also tried to communi i i
by shonsaring s . . unicate with the city as a whole
public relations campaign using bi
by sponsoring 2 bub) : mpaign using illboards that urged
olor Blind—Hire the " “
poustonians o "Be L Best Man’ and to ask, “What
On i
artie:notl&e;l lével, ldlalogue was encouraged through public events, private
?megra,t:g ; EHR sl:;ré[;ual dinner. The dinners, for example wer:? always
and from to 1967 were occast f in
eegrated and from 199 stons for presenting an annual
in honor of Charles Sh dedi
diod ooty T 001 aw, a dedicated member who
. that award went to Barb i
. ara Jordan and in 1966
Rzifﬂlﬁal,ctwo b!ack Houstonians of outstanding character. tO KC/H,
Speak?n ouncil’s most ambltlgus public undertaking of this kind was a
g engagement for the distinguished black man, Ralph Bunche, then
¥

- . . .
Groppe interviews; Freed interview.
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Under Secretary of State to the United Nations. He spoke on international
relations at the University of Houston, March 24, 1964, In connection with the
tatk, John and Dominque DeMenil held a dinner party for Mr. Buncheat their
home. They invited a number of prominent Houstonians along with the
HCHR board members and thelr guests, “with the express purpose of trying
to broaden the acquaintanceship in Houston with what we were trying to
do.’’® Among those seated at one of many small tables were Charles F. Jones,
president of Humble 0il Company (Exxon), and Ken Rachal, a black member
of the Council.
Someone asked Charlie what he didand he said, “I'm president of Humble
©il,”" and Charlie asked Ken. Ken said, “I'm a mailman.”®!
To members of the HCHR this typified what the organization wasallabout—
people seeing others as individuals without regard to their cultural or
institutional trappings and living the Judeo-Christian credo, thatall men are
created equal in the eyes of God.
Ken Rachal came to hold a special place in the Council’s history. His
interest in HCHR grew out of the kind of personal touch and commitment to ]
dialogue that was the trademark of the early Council. }

Ken delivered the mail to the original Coundil offices . .. .Joyce Shaw and
others would invite him for coffee and gradually he asked the question,
“What are you doing?”' Over a period of time, he became interested and
Joyce and others invited him 1o come to . . . our meetings, and ultimately ]
Ken was president of the organization.$? |
Ken Rachal died an untimely death in 1968. In the 1970s the Council’s human
relations award was given in his name in recognition of his contributions.
Of all the things Rachal did, the one best remembered was the bus tours
which allowed him to acquaint fellow Houstonians with parts of thecity they
probably had never encountered before. The idea for the tours came from the
Housing Commilttee, which wanted to show “the terrible conditions in which
some people lived.”"** The bus would take people
down to the ship channel .. . to Fourth Ward, the Bloody Fifth. Ken would
parrate . . . show them things that had happened, that hadn't happened:
churches, stores, playgrounds deteriorated, police statistics out of those
areas. He was great at it and he loved to do iL¥
It was perhaps naive of the Council’s members to suppose that letters,
billboards, awards, and bus tours could have any meaningful influence on the

4

WGroppe interviews.

1bid.

32 bid.

$3Ethel Dumbauld, interview by author,
Minutes 1964 File, HCHR Collection.

sWilber interview.

April 15, 1982, HCHR Collection. Sce also Board
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very complex social and economic arrangements surrounding race relation
On t1.1e other hand, the times called for reassessment of social values s thS .
Pub.h:: was unusually receptive. In the end, social behavior is the su(r)n i
individual decisions. Perhaps the cumulative effect of the personal and blc')
appeals of the Council did have an impact. nepERe

Responses to Facls
The Council’s second general priority was to fi
As Henry Groppe, HCHR presic{)ent froym 1964 tonlci)cﬁ); l::?c?'[ the facts were.
We decided early . . . to collect good data, and .. .. have ,that p-ublished as
wxdely as possible with theidea. .. that there wasa. . . reservoir of peopl
who, if they knew the facts, would help whenever and wherever thepco plg
al! around the community to produce some change.?5 T
The impetus for beginning HCHR’s fact-finding mission came from th
Soutl.le.rn Reglonal Council. The SRC was gathering information .
cond‘Juons in cities all across the South in the early 1960s, usin hum‘:m
relations groups to collect the data. HCHR received a grant’to surgve wt:u:
places of business in Houston were integrated. Dr. Art Gallager AsZoci Etl
Profe§sor of Anthropology and Sociology at the University o{: I-ibust:ne
(f:oordm:flted the survey and he}ped draw up the resulting employment profilé
or the city. Very few of the major employers had integrated work forces. As the
survey report concluded, the question was posed: ‘
How long can a major city of the United States continue to undertrain a
flzeable segment of its young people, limit their opportunities for en
into the_ l?bor market, hamper and restrict their employment ad\,ranct_-l(;Y
ur'lderuuhzc. their professional skills, deprive them of job securityz
;v(;igzl:; ;erlous consequences to the city’s own economic e}nﬁ social
Once the facts about the job market for blacks began to surface, HCHR and
other groups designed programs to inform the public and ’to influence
f)rrr:prl:l)jimendt_;f)olicies. The Council followed its usual technique of attacking
on m iar;lzs n; ierent fronts, sometimes within the committee structure,
Jim Noland appr_oached the lack of opportunity in employment for blacks
by seeking to Fstabhsh abranch of the National Urban League in Houston. As*
a representative of the HCHR he went to see Lester Granger, the head of.the
Url?an Leagl_ie in New York. Noland pledged to raise mon:ey locally if the
national office would open a branch in Houston. Granger replizd that

#Groppe interviews.
38Newsletter, Decemnber 1961, HCHR. Coilection.
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although the Urban League would be delighted, they were currently losing
support from their sponsor, the United Fund, throughout the South. Granger
explained that the Urban League held a dance which was attended by a
number of prominent people, including Mrs. Nelson Rockefeller, wife of the
governor of New York.
Someone ook aphotograph of Mrs. Rockefeller dancing with ablack man
and that picture was distributed throughout the South and all of the
funding for the Urban L.eague in the South was drying up.*

After this setback, Noland contacted the Society of Friends (Quakers) in
Philadelphia. From that meeting an agreement was reached to establish a
Friends Service Merit Employment Commission. Together the Friends and !
Council members raised the funds to run the organization. Council people

also served as staff for the commission. This group worked to increase

job opportunities for minorities in Houston for several years, beginning
in 1960. :

Lack of opportunities was only one aspect of the problem, however. Even
when employers began to open doors, the number of qualified minority
applicants fell short because of the limited vocational training and poor
equipment available to students in black schools. The immediate response of
the Council was to organize skill workshops and citywide employment '
conferences at Texas Southern University, Rice University, and elsewhere.
At least one workshop was financed by a grant from the city.?

While these workshops were helpful, the Council recognized that institu- §
tional priorities had tobe changed to significantly alter existing patterns. The
most fundamental institutions in determining job preparedness were the
publicschools. Consequently, the makeup of the school board and its policies |
came under scrutiny very early in the Council’s history. HCHR members,
along with the more progressive elements in the city, viewed HISD’s anti-

desegregationistattitudes as both futile and counterproductive. They accepted
the premise thatanew board, more in tune with national trends, needed to be
elected. Therefore, while the Council never endorsed candidates, it did
informally help those believed to be “right-minded" and its members
provided a nucleus of workers who could be called upon for support.

Longtime HCHR members Reuben Askanase, Bob Childress, and Pliny
Shaw regularly sought candidates to run against school board incumbents. It
was not an easy job. Calling endless lists of possible candidates might not
produce even one who would run. However, the Council was finally

P S S

s1Noland interview.

A rwell interview; Miscellaneous 1963 File, HCHR Collection; Board Minutes 1963 File,

ibid.; Board Minutes 1964-1968 File, ibid.
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S:gggrsllb}e Cfor a ;najor break in the makeup of the school board with the
of Gertrude Barnstone in 1964. Mrs. Ch i
' . . Charles E. (Hattie Mae i
xz:i Lh'e first bl:ack woman f?lected to the school board, in 1958 Tht)e ‘:)vc:l;:g
m G]] in;ty o;tracued Mrs. White and treated her rudely, as became apparent on
loca so::: Sfa(sits of l})loard meetings. A report was brought 10 the school board
Kenmed in ligggts“[‘ l‘;ld dll-leer?i upon hearing of the assassination of John F
. The school board members clucked thei .
. ly i _ ' ' eir tongues at s
! :;)eittrelgtiﬁ :elza\;llor. Mrs. White chided the others, asking what gttitude t‘;}‘:;
students to have when the board m i
: embers did nothi
ﬁfi:nlxlglra.te c;he federal government and all it stood for. The other membtla:sg wzl:f:
b i m); Ci;:};gnamt. and called for.her resignation, not for the first or last time
Ger Ouuag:fir;stt:);e, HCII:IIS{ ;cuvist, did not know Mrs. White at the time bu-t
eattack. She felt that “here was thi :
. : s wonderful woma
;:Z:l ;h:er :r:ly((i vzlce off llc;glc and reason and heart” on the board and sl:?:v};z
ated shamefully. In this mood Mrs. B
_ . Barnstone went to th i
OfflCE: Woo:irow Seals happened to be there and toid her to ¢ Coundl
ave a large public tea honoring Mrs. Whit i
tea 3 e. Make a publ
sug;;ort forher....Isaid, “OK,I'lidoit.”... Joe Alessa?llcllrol;ds:r(l)(‘: o
z::d sﬁr(;(jl]:fyf:e.Shaw ;nd several of the people worked on this. .. The lo.n.'.
1t 15, we had a mob down at the Rice H on "
. otel
A fafr.ernoon not long before Christmas . . . It was a raging sﬁc::)e:sajunday
s ;Ta::fir;?st 1ilefl:erward Armstrong Prescott, who had been very helpful
tea, approached Mrs. Barnsto d said, “
strongly about these thin ’ ' ] b S1e o
gs you've got torun for the school b ”
support and leadership for a campai  membere 1 oo
paign from the Council
Mrs. Barnstone's decision e I e
to run for the school board a ]
: nd the s
;le:.impalgg r(.evolved around the HCHR. “Oh, it would justu;l;evsesr();:er
2 pps;lte without HCHR. The subject would not have come.up and t;:
cozﬁ) inaﬁroupf wc_)(l;ld not have existed.”#® Her success resulted fro.r;'l. the
ion of widespread community disco i
peoople willing to work hard for chang(: neentanda cohesive group of
o r;ic:é Sle{::;(;l ;?atl:le.schoolhl;oard, Mrs. Barnstone worked with Mrs. White
vy issues. Mrs. White even joined the HCHR i
and st;rved through 1970. Often, Mrs, Barnstone recalled boardin 130¢
t;seu;se\r,vn(;)x;: ic:é?fi:p " that Ihwantcd to push on and the Council, either
ually, or the Council as a whole, were j , -
supports. They would bring the e e
- : pressure from th i i
pressing from the inside and so we worked togethefﬁumdc while Lwas

¥Barnstone interview,
7bid.
a1bid.
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An example of the cooperation between the Council and Mrs. Barnstone |
involved the HISD student orchestra. This orchestra was “invited 10 go to
Europe and lo and behold it was lily white, absolutely lily white.”#2 HCHR's
Cultural Committee had already been working to change this and now came
(o Mrs. Barnstone's support. In the end the orchestra was integrated and the
Council was alsa instrumental in serting up scholarships for black students to

study music. )
The Council’s involvement with education and the school board politics

continued throughout its existence. In 1967 George Oser had run as a liberal
for the school board. He had been defeated, but, building on his foundation,
in 1969 a group founded Citizens for Good Schools (CGS) which ran a full
slate of candidates: George Oser, Eleanor Tinsley, Dr. Leonard Robbins, and
Rev. D. Leon Everett. CGS was composed of a wide diversity of people, many
young, who believed Houston should leave the past behind and work for a '
better school system based on the law of the land, which required positive
action to integrate and upgrade education for all students. The list of CGS
members included many who belonged to HCHR as well as new faces who
later became leaders in the city and HCHR board members, officers, and
supporters.*! The trail from employment surveys for the SRCotheelection of
a new school board majority was blazed by many people, but the Council
clearly played an extremely important part.

Housing was another area in which the Council’s committee work grew far
beyond the initial plan of gathering data. The inadequacy of housing for low
and moderate income families had attracted national attention, through the
pledges and legislative proposals of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson,
through riots which emphasized the frustrations of the urban poor, and
through the reports of the Kerner Commission on Civil Disorders and the
Kaiser Committee on Urban Housing.# While Houston did not have the high
density tenement ghettos found in northern and northeastern cities, its
housing for low and moderate income families failed to meet the need by most
standards. As a real estate developer’s town, Houston had no zoning, had not
participated in any of the urban renewal programs of the 19505 and 1960s, and
had not built any public housing for twenty years.

The Council felt the time to examine Houston's housing problems was
ripe. The activities of the HCHR Housing Committee, headed by Dr. Stewart
Wilber, culminated in a citywide conference on housing in April 1966. It was

ke

2]hid. See also Newsletter, May 1965, HCHR Collection.
42Citizens for Good Schools File, personal papers of Jonathan §. Day, Houston.
4 Tom Forrester Lord, Decent Housing: A Promise to Keep: Federal Housing Policy and [uii

Impact on the City (Cambridge, Mass., 1977), 1.
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held ¢ i .
neighc; 2?}:221 a::as }:vhlch were “representative of slum areas of a middle clas
roC oo a;d a.'s4 :Jeen tntegrated and a similar neighborhood which ha:
et Housir)?]lne-ighgh; méormau'on gathered was 1o be used 1o help
ornoods where integratio i
- _ . n was takin
fn . ;,e[:l;; or :[ least discourage, “block busting.”4 John Wildengﬂf:]acéznd l'(])
e ggd 11')10w attorney for the Houston Housing Authority aacéndet;ntg
Hoetin s'g e ::a:tu; ;n;:il:t_:d in }tlhe Council’s activities relatedlto housing, ‘f
ing t i i -
devclomme § thre support of City Hail in all subsequent
Pleased with their initial
. _ Success, the committee deci
. ecided to
Loi];‘r: sﬁt;s;ng report and began to seek funding. With the heilu ngfr J\tda o
elch and of an executive officer of the Houston Nar_iona;]) Banka}t,l?r
, the

athered a

?o}m Stewsa::ltailf, 'I::_‘l;{t :;ry talenteq, group of volunteers to work on the project
broughe o ek I,)a space industry company, headed the project and.
i OliS; ;r usiness and management skills that were vital in
Proucing bp mhe p.r(?duct. Th<.: report discussed economic and political
comprehensiv)é o n;:r cities: public housing, building codes, zoning, a
e e €0 m;zmty pl_an, Model Cities programs, and rent sup%le-
ot S .-_.0  analyzed ne;ghbo'rhood resources and needs and looked at
P vays o xrpprove Houstfm s housing stock such as establishing a
g profitfou Tai:mn under Section 221(d)(3) FHA program of the Housing
o oF 19 Ci.v - :.'I report was well received and widely distributed to

oust commit:e ea elr‘s, as well as to officials in other citjes,
some concree actions [ollowed, however. Jorn ool 5INE meaning i
some cor . . - John Stewart, John Wil
Commm: S::ln;;r;ieq Ma-y0r Welch to create a Mavor's {Zitizens :;::it::;l'
imporan o He sing in 1967. In order to give it clout, Welch enlistezl(
e:"periem:e(irmmbssmen to sefve on the committee, aloné with man
Exceutiv Vice resgen of By mCo e JicksonC Hind. I,

_ ' atura S i ,
chair the committee. George .. McGonigle, Ma?la;::rg? ?}::;";x? %?rf:c:

er, . =
2 5 SIRE M
‘Vfwstctl L Aplll ]962 I]CHR C!)”CCUO“ SEC a] 0 HUH g Col mitiee 1966 lg,j’j Ille.

HCHR Collection; Housi
] ; Housing Commitee, Houston Counci
Housing for Low Income Families (Housion, Apri] 19%!';321 o7 Human Relations. 4 Reporear”

g e .
Bus::!:;g—?::}::?od Sf:rl.-bxlxzauon Committee, Houston Council on
ques, mHCHRNeighborhoodS!abil:’zalionll(}-louston n.d.). Seealso Barry |

ynd.) o Barry J.

Kaplan, “Race, Incom
an, s ¢, and Ethnicity: Resident ange i
1970, The Houston Reyiey 3 (Winter 1981). el & 2 Houston Community, 1920.

John Wildenthal, interv;
) lew b :
“Lord, Decent Housing, 11. Y author, April 19, 1982, HCHR Collection,

Human Relations, “Black
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!
. ; rovided an office scparate channel, the federal governmen: . . | would set up a program
Department for Hl..urn.ble Oil served on' the COH;I;lltt"‘;;;lvd Ellowed him time wl‘[l)ich would flowinto the ci tiei through one channet . . , in apcooFr’dir?;?ed
in the Humble building. John S_tewaf‘: s comll)J (;”r Stew;‘“’s direction the fashion. The carrot for the city todo this was. .. an additional cash grant, a
e e el 1 . foress ase om e uline of the TTGHR 100% non-matchable grantst .
commitiee organized in tas rc To the advocates of Model Gities this seemed too good a deal for the city to
Housing Report. . - sibilit pass up, notwithstanding the city’s bias against federal aid, During the sprin
Of particularimportance were (Wo subcommgtere ng:r;zizgsiﬁa&ctioz of 1968 the work was divided. One subcommittee set out to write and obtaig
of forming 2 Houston Housing Dev do;) mei; E,F low income families, and {  city council’sapproval of a housing code as a prerequisite 1o being eligible for
21(d)(3) FHA program for fmancmgl g:;s')lsgran tunder the Demonstration | a Model Gities grant. They received assurances from Welch that passage of a
the feasibility of qualifying for a Mode A ! H; Igﬁﬁ Under the FHA program a code would be non-controversial. To their dismay, when the code was
Cities and Metropolitan De"_dc'pmept . Ctio divi dénd sponsors could receive submitted to city council in April 1868, it was denounced and voted down. In
corporation using nonprofit and hmue_ lvd igned for moderate income the succeeding months opposition clarified along three lines. First, those who
“‘below-market interest rate loans for projects | T“gnn d Whitfield Marshall benefited from the lack of a code—slum landlords, builders, etc.—preferred
families.”*® In May 1967, George McG.omg: ;or d Foundation-backed { the status quo. Secondly, some Houstonians clung to an entrepreneurial
recruited Tom I..(E:rd' from UrbfandA'Te:]iiaéstablishingsu ch corporations. credo which resisted accepting federal dollars and their accompanying
ﬁ Washington organization that assisted citie to TRW. Lord becamne the new bureaucratic rules. Thirdly, and related to the second premise, some
In December when John St@w?“ had to retu_r:l He m:; de the FHA housing opponents rejected the code on the grounds that, while a housing code was not
executive director of the Advisory Cor_nmllt ee. enda. Between January and §  abad thing per se, its passage would be a step toward qualifying Houston for
corporation a top item on the cor?mlttee s}z;g stor; Natural Gas, Houston federaily funded programs. In this last assumption they were correct,
i March of 1968, Exxon, Shell, Foley's, Sears.,l d o:: Association pledged over The other subcommittee on Model Cities, headed by O. Jack Mitchell of the
{: United Gas, and the _Houston Home Builder vide the capital to start the Rice University School of Architecture, put together an application for a
$600,000 and foundations over $200,000 . p;lo ayor’s office, the Housion Model Cities grant. It required the approval of the City Council as well, and
corporation. In May, in a formal ceremony in tu:i n;nt.i iwenty-eight business was also quile controversial. Ultimately two things worked o assure its
Housing Development Corporanqn was CI;EZince its beginning, HHDC has passage. Through a friend in the governor’s office, Tom L.ord obtained an
and civic leaders forged a botard ?i[o (:f:;iﬁ;bilimtion of over 3200 homes for cndo;iiment from ther:i Governor John Connally, a very respectable conserva-
assisted directly in the construction or d the tive. The governor said,
low and moderate income families in H ouston.‘,il(;liﬁgrzl;: irfr n‘iz':agitng I'believe that this particular federal program holds promiseas a prototype
Houston Housing Maﬂagem‘;m_cor gora HON 1O pro f;ra mo-rfe f_lejxiblf: al\lp_proach to f;:de;al ixants-ir;;aic; This will certainly be
i ing this population. . the case if cities with innovative leaders ip, suchas ouston's, participate
pr%};g:;fofé‘;ﬁlbgcomﬂﬁ ttF::e, working on a Model Cities proposal, l?ad ;.;ngr: and strongly press for local Hexibility to meet diverse needs. 5 .
: difficult task, even though the program offered a great deal to the city. Unde In addition, the vote on the application came before the city council the day
the act a locality could . verty. the ?fter the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. Feelings were running high
! target a specific areain their city, an area which had the mosl: po mY r o in Houston and throughout the nation, The council felt it would be a gesture
* worst housing, the least education. . . [I)nstead of having each.. .. prog

of good faith to the black community to approve the application. 5
a Submission of the application did not assure HUD's selection of Houston
as one of its Model Cities, however. Because Houston had never participated
in any housing programs, nor developed any plan for housing low income _-*

involving education, health, and welfare (and in Lhe_ 19603. tl};are wir;
between 400 and 500 such federal grani programs ) coming to it throug]

id., 11-12. . ilection; Lord to Al )
I ., interview by author, April 10, 1982, HCHR Coilection; ’ )
MMTI(:m F?r::;le(t;i{_i‘:er:; ::;fr:::)?; Crsmmil.tee on Housing, May 22, 1968, Citizens Advisory :;q;d, ;-';GCEM Housing, 81.
embers o . tq., 80.
Comumittee 1968 File, HCHR Collection.

Housing Development Corporation, information packet, 1984, HCHR Collection. *Lord interview; Lord, Decent Housing, 86.
31Houston Housi !
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families, it was hard for the HUD people to take Houston’s zpp};c;;u;?a\;elz ]
i ] the application in December y
seriously, and they wrned down mber 09 ington
i i ho happened to be 1n .
ccept this Tuling, Tom Lord, w _ :
tcl;T;::; onp various friends and contacts. The result, after cowns;darzl;z
negotiation and explanation, was 2 meeting between M-fayor - t;_l (; » and
Prgsidem Lyndon Johnson. The major obstacle to approving L
lication was that _
PP 1(;Iou.ston does not even have a housing code, sg ho\lwr c}cl)uld it z);p‘:gtu ;3 }
i i thata co
its stums? The Mayor shot back 1.mme iately t
2)?: lrepplassed. He promised that. And with that promise LB] tun;dcddteol
Califano, [his] chief domestic aide . . . and said, “Give Houston a Mo
Cities grant.”% . .
The mayg‘ promised that the housing code would }f)ass;lnow ‘r:)e; l:;lt;o ;xc:a{hz
i i Lo co .
ise. The city coundil steadfastly retusc : ]
oo e comm i i he peopleina referendum.
:rtee decided to go directly to the peop . 7€ ‘
mayorand e 0,000 i orations and individuals who
oximately $100,000 was raised from corpe "
ﬁgli):ved Modejl( Cities would be good for the city. The referendt.lzm pés(,:celzl i:;
sixty-three percent and the city council _ac_lopted the Housing ;
November 1969, thus assuring the Model (?1t;es fgr;n;.ears beginning with
i iod ol s ,
The actual grant was received over a per g with
i h 1974. After the planmng
lanning in 1969, and extending throqg
et o8 $1?:g million a year was allocated in one hundred percent cash

e about .
g?:rits In addition, the Model Cities Program allowed Houston to receive ]

i d
millions of dollars from other related federal programs for which they coul

ing th
now qualify.’ Model Cities also meant that many people, those running the

ing1 i tacklin
projects and citizens participating in the process, Were now seriously g

. ) . d
some of the city’s housing problems in a coordinated way. Poor housing di

3 . R on
ot disappear and Model Cities came 1 for its share of criticism, but Houst

. : iti irecti i i TS,

was moving in a more posiuve direction than it had in many yea

ses to Needs .
Ri?;::;ast three areas of major concern for HC._HR were the cultural hfe;1 (())flﬂ];i ]
city, Houston's youth, and police-community relations. They can

!]ea]l 1 d]()()n Oor ano l]e]{)i] O SI) 10I1L1E! Ra‘llel they gIeU\i out

inati le, the cultural

bination of concerns. For example, cultural <

Zi ?—I(glr-InR‘s first forum, “Houston and Its Mmonuc's, which bro.ugh.l Otl'to [::

confusion in policy followed by Houston’s major cullurall mstfmi Lami
Members of the Council’s Cultural Committee began gathering facts

%] ord, Decent Housing, 87.
s6fbid., 76.
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ultimately called a conference in October 1961 to secure reliable information.
Representatives of the Museum of Fine Arts, the Contemporary Arts Museum,
the Alley Theater, the Houston Public Library, and the Houston Symphony
participated. The representatives for all but the symphony made it clear that
they followed non-discriminatory policies in membership and use of facilities
and that these policies had worked without incident, although the number of
minority patrons was limited. Once again, HCHR served as a prod to the
community:

Now that the facts are clear, it is important to encourage full use and

participation by racial groups in the cultural life of Houston. Doors, now

open, must not be permitted to rust shut through disuse.

The Culwural Committee went beyond fact finding and also arranged a
number of public lectures, exhibitions, and plays that introduced black
cultural themes, poets, artists, writers, and actors to the community. In the
fall of 1963 HCHR sponsored an exhibit of African art in conjunction with a
lecture by Louise Jefferson. The Barnstones also held a reception for Miss
Jefferson at their home on North Boulevard following the lecture. Louise
Jefferson was Art Director of the Friendship Press, the publishing house of the
National Council of Churches, and a representative of the Women's African
Committee of New York.5® The audiences for the event were good, and even
more gratifying to HCHR, they were integrated.

A more ambitious undertaking was the production of “*Raisin in the Sun,”
December 11-14, 1963. The first showing took place at the new Jones Hall of
the University of St. Thomas in the Montrose area. Here, in the heart of white
Houston, a play about black people with a local, all-black cast, was a
success.?? The Cultural Committee continued to put on programs about race
relations, and also tried to reach out to the Mexican American community by
sponsoring a Fiesta at Miller Outdoor Theater in Hermann Park in
conjunction with the Mexican Consul and various Latin American organi-
zations. The Cultural Committee had gathered facts, created community
involvement, and tried to be a catalyst for expanding cultural awareness

and participation.

Another important committee that arose from the 1961 workshops focused
on youth. The early boards

spent a lot of time trying to decide how to get the most done quickly. We
felt that it was probably most effective to work with the youngest people. I
their attitudes were changed they could carry this on with them as they 7

SINewsletter, April 1962, HCHR Collection.

ssHouston Post, September 22, 1963; Ibid., September 27, 1968,
SAuwell interview.
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1 1 3 1 69
Ider and went through the various msmunons:. ‘
Oumﬁ;:;'s‘)i mpetus, and two successful workshops on mtergm;plril'al,:(:?;{ [:}r
i Youth Council on Human Rela lor
high school students, a Houston _ e B
i d functioned throug . Dep
COHR)} was created in 1963 an ‘ 200 g o
ilabili hip, as many as young
degree on availability of leader_s, , _
irl?:elyegsrupported HY-COHR activities at one time. They a_p;:roac::d
human rights issues in a variety of ways, including seminars on 11; ::r;g; in};
relations for junior high through college age students, vocanr‘lf::ua ining
eminars, tutoring programs for children in Allen. Parkway Y gnd nd
sE]uney I-fomes, distribution of Job Corps information and ballet a
deprived youngsters. ! _ . _ _
Cl%sfe;ai)triu:\fﬁr ben:ﬁt to the community were H‘J.{-COHI.{ s e{ffo:.ts ::;:s;lr:tg
integration. In 1965 the patience of Houston's pro-integration a;: ton anout.
;n I\g;z;y between 3000 and 5000 people picketed (t)he H.ISeIl?s ;:) frx:;lr;u:l raton
ildi d's policies. Organiz
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850G e interviews. _ o
"T:)e%)msleuers from 1965 to 1968 detail HY-COHR activites.

2 Newsletter, May 1965, HCHR collection. ‘
O Nezwsletter, November 1965, HCHR Collection.
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Lewis Cutrer and first term incumbent Louie Welch. Both candidates wanted
the support of the black leaders who favored such a committee, but they also
knew there were many who objected. Stewart Wilber, a Council member, was
a friend of John Wildenthal, Welch's city attorney. Together theyapproached
Mayor Welch withan offer to help find a compromise in order to avoid a racial

HCHR had no official power to advise the mayor and city council, or even to
make recommendations. N evertheless, by permittin g Welch to use their name
HCHR received some valuable publicity and opened the door for further work
with the city.5

Not long after Welch's reelection, the need to develop an HCHR commiitee
specifically addressing the problem of police-community relatjons arose. In

March 1966, an incident between police and blacks in the “"Lucky Hill" area

anti-poverty program, the no-billing of the officer in the Lucky Hill case, and
the turning back of $20 million from the federal Office of Economic
Opportunity because the city lacked certain prerequisites. The Council set up
anad hoc Racial Tension Committee consisting of John Wildenthal, George
Lloyd, and Bi]] Hobby, which worked with the mayor to find a way to ease the
situation and answer some of the questions being raised in the black
community.§6 Responding to a written proposal by the Council, Mavor
Welch agreed 10 a pioneering ““Meet the Mayor" series held throughout the
summer and fall of 1966, The meetings took place principally on the north
side and in the Fifth Ward. The committee

selected grass roots community meeting places and got the mayor to come

with some of his assistants and respond directly to questions and concerns

with citizens of that particular part of Houston . . . 1y was an effort to have

the black citizens in those areas havean opportunity to express themselves

direculy to their elected of ficials . . . regarding the conditions in the

-

-
HUWilber interview; Louie Welch to Henry Groppe, November 24, 1965, Correspandence 1965
File, HCHR, Collection; Welch 1o George A, Lloyd, November 28,1965, ibid. Welch sponsared a
Human Relations Week for several years after his election. In 1966, he allowed HCHR to use
copies of a proclamation and his inaugural address with fundraising letters.

“Executive Committee Minutes 1966 File, HCHR Collection,

*1bid., specifically March 31 and May 13, 1966,
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neglected part of the city.® .
More thgan 300 people attended some of the meetings. The black newspaper

iti and
The Forward Times covered the events, and wer? ﬁsuajlg cnncatl‘(l)lfu \g’c;:ltzhhom
i ini i 1ch “took a lot of heat” but conti
his administration. Mayor We _ ”
the meetings. The effect of these confrontations was hard to measux;e, 1:;1; o
least Houston’s minority communities had the opportunity to vent $0
eir frustrations. _ . _ N
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. o . ron
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i 1 f the
i he University of Houston. The role o
in 1965 and 1967 at TSU and at the T et the o series, i Jhe

i1 i ied, but, as 1
Council in these crises varied, L ‘ Lba
one consistent aim—to promote dialogue. For example, 1n 1965 a coniroversy

eruptedina cafeteria at the University of Houston «which was basicallya food

. mn e i
throwing contest.” Becaus . _ . B
blacks were throwing food at whites, and vice versaicnd becamea l;zosome
iversi d the city . . . was asked to prosecu
the University of Houston ... an - was ! cute some
i f the Council this seemed a poor way

of these rioters. To members Ot the L. y o
handle the University’s internal discipline p)‘OblCl:[lS. A'n ad hoc comm uee

was formed which offered to help mediate the situation. A meeting

arranged with the University administration, student activists, and

Andrew Jefferson, Ben Russell, and Leonel szslillo :irom thelgoun(:lg\lz
had al! the combatants in one room at one point trying to ta’ somﬂd e
into everybody and finally people started comﬁr:lumcatmg a
problems went away and sor]r;e progress was made.
cil soon found itse _ _
H;I;E‘:;i‘) l(;:»lmimled to work at avoiding the terrible riots
many cities. Matters were ma
Herman Short, was very unpo
tense situation develope _ .
group. The rumor was spread that it was coming to
generally stir up rouble. Some HCHR mermbers L ehad
ralked to Mayor Welch and ... in part be.cause of the relaL}onls ip bad
with him, he trusted the Council's advice ar!d ac.tcd gumk ¥ to ge
cooperation of the newspapers 1o defuse the slt.uatxon.
BCHR also worked on problems of p.olfce:
combining with other groups. The Council joine

Association and city leaders 1n s

&2Groppe interviews. )
espAndrew Jefferson, interview by autho!

89Groppe Inierviews.

r, September 12, 1985, HCHR Collection.

called upon to mediate in other situations as
that occurred in
de more difficult because Welch’s chief of po;llce,
pular in the black community. An especially

d from a scheduled convention of a black_church
foster integration and

-community relations by
d with the Grand Jjury

ending a recommendation to the mayor that
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human relations training be made a regular part of police education. In 1968
HCHR was asked to act upon this recommendation and helped conduct a
course for police officers. Similar courses were repeated off and on into the
1970s. When the report of President Johnson’s Committee on Civil Disorders,
the Kerner Report, was released in 1968, HCHR cosponsored a workshop to
foster understanding of the causes of riots and ways to prevent them. A lengthy
report was released through the Community Welfare Planning Association
drawing out implications for Houston. It recommended that the city welfare
department and the United Fund agencies should “'redesign’ and “‘streamline
themselves’ in order to eliminate duplication and better meet the needs of the
poor. The city wasalso told to look to its police department.” Such advice was
common in the 1960s and generally not welcomed by social service profes-
sionals anywhere. Not everything the Council tried was successful, but the
fact that the pressure was there perhaps moved the bureaucracies in directions
they would not otherwise have taken.

Self-Help and a New Era

From its inception, the Council looked upon itself as a stimulator of ideas
rather than a provider of services. In particular, HCHR wanted to find ways to
encourage people to help themselves and to draw together the resources of the
community to meet their identified deficiencies. The Battaglia Project and
VISTA epitomized this third priority.

The John Battaglia Project, “Citizens for Self-Improvement,” was the
Council’s first major step toward implementing a plan to encourage self-help.
The funds for this project came from the estate of John Battaglia, who wasan
immigrant truck farmer and vegetable peddler. Upon his death he left the bulk
of his estate to the city of Houston “‘for charitable purposes on behalf of the
people of Houston.”?! These funds had remained with the city for twenty
years before they were discovered by an HCHR member. HCHR decided to
apply for a grant to support a two-year project researching self-help options.
On April 28, 1964, the city council approved their application for $15,000, an
enormous amount of money for the Council at that time. Dr. Mary Ellen
Goodman of Rice University headed the project and Rev. John Holt and
twelve volunteers did the actual research. HCHR distributed the information
they uncovered to needy neighborhoods and wried to serve as a go-between for
residents and already existing agencies that were promoting self-improye-

#wBenton 5. Russell II1, interview by author, September 7, 1983, HCHR Collection.

"Houston Council on Human Relations, Citizens for Self-Improvement: The John Battaglia
Project (Houston, n.d.). See also John Battaglia Project Files and Board Minutes Files for period,
HCHR Collection. :
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ment.”? HCHR also agreed to serve as a referral service for the city, and the
Battaglia Committee held a series of workshops demonstrating to neighbor-
hood residents what they could do on their own. The money also helped
launch a pilot tutoring service in the spring of 1964. Thirty-four Rice
University undergraduates tutored thirty-six selected students from Houston
high schools. Mrs. Bess Attwell, project director, observed that not only did
the Rice students help the high school students scholastically, but
they became friends with them . . . exposing them toall . . kinds of things.
. . We enlarged that program for the next year . . . to take in all the high
school kids that would be transferred to what had formerly been all white
schools and we did a tremendous job ... #
From the Battaglia project it was natural for HCHR to become attracted to
national programs of similar intent. Americans were reading Michael
Harrington's book, The Other America, and watching television docu-
mentaries such as Edward Murrow's “CBS Reports: A Harvest of Shame.”
Many were shocked that one int ten Americans lived below the poverty line,
that the land of plenty could fail to house and feed and educate its own people.
President Kennedy had formulated plans for a national effort to address the
problems of the urban and rural poor, and upon his death Lyndon Johnson
vowed to carry his dreams into reality.? In his first State of the Union Message
in January 1964, Johnson called for "unconditional war on poverty.” A major
thrust of this Great Society policy, helping people to help themselves, was
embodied in the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. It included the Job
Corps, to help train high school drop-outs; a Neighborhood Youth Corps, to
work with unemployed teens; Volunteers in Service to America, to assist poor
people in their own neighborhoods; Head Start, to provide pre-school for
culwrally disadvantaged children; Upward Bound, to support bright but
poor students wanting to attend college; and the Community Action
Program, to encourage local participation in improvement projects.

Here was an array of federal programs, with federal dollars, tailored for
hurman relations groups. Not surprisingly, HCHR had some involvement in
all the anti-poverty programs in the late 1960s and early 1970s. This not only
gave direction to the activities of the Council, but also changed its internal
structure, By placing increasing emphasis on federal programs with their
bureaucratic guidelines, required reports, and supervision, HCHR was
forced to move beyond the freewheeling style it had adopted since its

inception.

2Houston Pest, August 28, [968.
BAttwell interview.
MVISTA, In the Midst of Plenty (Washingwon, 1980), 26.
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was over, HCHR began to look seriousl a i
- t -

America (VISTA) as a possible next step. o YoluneersinService to

VISTA’s phllgsophy was based on three assumptions:

energi 1
ang f:eskof T/olumeers are used most effectively when the Volunteers live
ane fu;alrd:lxe th the low-mc(:iome people whom they are serving, and (8) that
- presence and personal involvement of V. 1 i
added dimension to the i i stiturions. i "
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s a8 ooveroy private 1nstitutions working to

PAttwell interview. See also Head 8 i
" . tart Files, HCHR Collection: 1bi
"dction: VISTA Volunteer Handbook (Washingion, 1981;‘3;“’“- eusletir: May 1965, bid.
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VISTA, like HCHR, argued that it was not necessarily poor people’s fault
that they had inadequate medical and legal services, and that even if it were,
there was little they could do about it. VISTA and HCHR believed that “You
had to change middle class attitudes, make them aware, make them willing to
address these problems.””” The volunteers would mobilize community
resources on behalf of the poor with their help then phase themselves out, *
leaving the neighborhood in charge. In the end it would be the people who
would force the system to their will. VISTA would give them the power to do

ke

o=

This precisely mirrored the Council’s self-help ideals and the already
existing Batiaglia Committee simply expanded 1o include VISTA. ‘The
Council’s application to be a sponsor was approved and its first volunteers
arrived in March 1966.7% By the end of 1970 HCHR had twenty-six volunieers,
fourteen of whom were nationally recruited, and twelve who were from |
Houston.™
Given the orientation of HCHR and its strong belief in volunteerism, it !
enthusiastically accepted the responsibilities of a sponsoring agency. But the
active members found they were spending more time fund raising and |
overseeing staff, and less time actively doing the work. To an increasing ‘
degree HCHR supported the volunteers instead of providing the volunteers. '
For a time, VISTA and HCHR were synonymous to many in Houston. §
Considering the conservative nature of the city, that was a mixed blessing.
Generally, the people who became VISTA workers were social activists. They
wanted to stir people up, to press issues, and were impatient with those who
advised prudence. In appearance many of the young people looked like
“hippies.” The police, government, and business had limited tolerance for
the look and activities of the volunteers, and it became difficult to raise funds ]

e il i

in some quarters. In the late 1960s the Council also had problems keeping’

""Joe Bruch, interview by author, April 21, 1983, HCHR Collection. Mr. Bruch worked for the
regional VISTA office in Austin in the [960s and early 1970s and was personally familiar with
HCHR’s VISTA program.

MBruch interview. Initially, VISTA volunteers had been assigned to Houston through
Houston Action for Youth. They were then transferred to LACK (Latin American Community
Council, with the k added for emphasis) which was formed specifically 1o sponsor VISTA. Fora
time, both LACK and HCHR sponsored VISTA in Houston, until LACK merged with HCHR in
1969-70 due to financial difficulties.

Sdciion: VISTA Volunteer Handbook; VISTA Files, HCHR Collection. 1 also want to
acknowledge work done an HCHR-VISTA for the course History 4839: America in the 1960s,
University of St. Thomas, Houston, Spring 1983, by the following students: Jean Garner,
Thomas Hayden, Geaffrey Hutson, Stacey Jones, Kathleen McMahon, Alice Reuter, Edward

Rodriquez, Betty Schoalar, David Slaughter, Robert Wittliff, and Victor Zapata.

]
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Through the 1970s, HCHR continued to work for change, expanding its
programs to deal with the problems of Mexican Americans and women.
However, action by the courts and federal legislation had created new bodies ;
of Jaw that protected equal educational opportunities, theright to vote, equal |
job opportunities, and fair housing practices. Much of what the Council had
been doing on a volunteer basis was now institutionalized. The number and |
professional capacity of social agencies to deal with human rclations ;
problems had greatly increased. In September of 1370 the board issued a ]
“Statement of Position” outlining the Council’s new goals, program, and
methods, which had continuity with the past but recognized the changed
circumstances. HCHR now described itself as an organization that worked
“in a manner which emphasizes volunteerism which is supported by adequate

and able staff service.’””®

*
L]
*
L T

The history of the Houston Council on Human Relations affords some J
insights into how local organizations have worked to protect human rights
and promote intergroup communications in our highly diversified nation.

Decades of pressure from black Americans and their allies finally produced 3

legislative and judicial action at the national level, and created a climate of
opinion which called for action in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The
crusading spirit of that time gave the Council its start and it was able to pull
together the liberal forces in the city to work for integration, As their network
of supporters expanded, their potential for influencing decision makers in
many areas of human relations increased, and eventually contacts with
important people in business and government made it possible for HCHR to
serve as a catalyst for significant social and economic change along the lines of
national trends. Probably the relatively open politics of Houston alsc’
enhanced HCHR s effectiveness. A city with a tight political machine might
have been more resistant to outside pressures. HCHR also survived the
passage into a less emotionally demanding but equally important period. As
the Council developed more sophisticated, less personally involving
approaches to human relations problems in the 1970s, it became more

UNgwsletter, November 1970, HCHR Collection; “Executive Director’s Report,” Newsletter,
March 1970, ibid. See also Larry Spencer and Milton Feiner, interview by author, March 5, 1982,

HCHR Colleciion.
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June 7, 1883, Draft File, ihid.. i i
T »i1d.; Long Range Fiscal Solutions Task Force, November 1, 1982, File




