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((ssley

and the Making of Houston’s Civic Culture

Before the Second Reconstruction
by Amilcar Shabazz"

/ﬁi tl’lC prover-

bial nose on a spited
facc, Carter Wesley
is an overlooked fig-
ure in the history of
Houston and civic
leaclership in the
U.S. South. The
Bakers, Browns,

Worl:ha.ms, and

other prominent

Carter Wesley (1892-1969)  white Houstonians
have received ample
treatment in the scholarly literature.
Recently, wmrl:]qy ]:)oolz—]eng’ch studies have
appeared on lesser known black community
leaders like Lulu B. White and Eldrewey
Stearns, as well as prominent national lead-
ers who hail from Houston such as Barbara
Jorclan. But Wesley still has not attracted
the attention he is due. This essay offers a
glimpse of how life in and outside of
Houston made Carter Wesley and how ]ie,
in turn, helped make the civic culture of
modern Houston. It provic[es a thumbnail
sketch of a complex and courageous indi-
vidual whose life spa.nned the first two-
thirds of the twentieth century. Wesley
1}1&&6 a difference in the history of
Houston. An account of his life points to
some of the important historical events and
themes that should be considered in a larg-
er inquiry of the multiple centers of civie
leadership in a southern metropo]is such as
Houston in the Jim Crow era.

Born April 29, 1892, Carter was one
of three sons raised by Mabel and Harry

Wesley in Freedmen’s Town, Houston’s ear-
liest and most successf-uny established black
neiglllwr}loocl that abutted the downtown
governmental and business core. Thirty
years before Carter’s birth, his mother was
the firstborn child of enslaved Africans on
a p]antati on in Montgomery County, Texas.
Historians Patricia Smith Prather and Bob
Lee note that Mabel Green had no com-
monly accepted “right to an education.” By
the time of Carter’s birth, however, his
mother had established a name for herself
as a teacher in the schools of Houston. The
type of education she knew stressed reli-
gious “character” training and basic prepa-
ration for farming or menial labor jobs.
Schools taught humility and obedience, as
well as manual labor and minor artisan
trades. Mabel Wesley, however, knew educa-
tion should and could serve to produce
democratic citizens, free human beings who
would rather die than live as slaves. Carter
absorbed her modernist outlook, emerging
as one of Houston's foremost civic leaders.
He led the way in reshaping the civic cul-
ture that preparec]. the southern metropo]is
for the Civil and Voting Rights Acts of the
1960s and the mass black self-investiture
in U.S. citizens}ﬁp known as the Second
Reconstruction,'

Wesley'’s story has its origin in his
grandparent’s exodus from slave plantation
life. Located about {orLy miles north of
Houston, Montgomery County had sliglltly
more blacks than whites in the 1860 cen-
sus. Postwar Reconstruction-era politics
gave Republican black and white men dom-
inance over the elected offices of the Black

Belt county. By the early 1870s, howcvcr,
white supremacists deployed tactics ranging
from sporaolic acls of violence, threatened
harm, literacy tests, and the White Primar;
to eﬁectively strip blacks of the vote and of
virtua]ly any e{'ﬁcacy in the political arena.
The White Primary barred blacks from
voling in the Democratic Party primaries a
a means of establishing blacks as a separate
and inferior race.?

The White Democratic Primary
became the issue on which a young Carter
Wesley would cut his political teeth. The
same practices that spurred his grandpar-
ents’ migration from Montgomery County
to Houston propelled him fifty years later
to challenge the White Primary as an
unconstitutional, racist po]icy. The inter-
gen erational tradition of sh:ugg'le within th
Weslcy JEamiI)@ then, went from egress to
education to direct political action I)y way
of litigation and public agitation.}

By voting with their feet and moving
to Houston, the Greens taught their daugh
ter Mabel an important lesson about the
necessity to resist the dehumanization of
slavery. She took up education as a weapon
of s‘truggle and became one of the earliest
students enrolled at the Gregory Institute
in Houston's Freedmen’s Town. At eight-
een, she began building a record of achieve.
ment teaching at several educational insti-
tutions for blacks inc]ucling Qats Prairie
SCl’lOOL the Chaney\riﬂe SC}IOOL and the
First Ward School.

She so impressed school district offi-
cials that in 1917 they named her principa
of the newly opened Crawford Elementary

* Amilcar Shabazz is an associate pm{:esso_r of American Studies at the University of Alabama. He is the author of Advancing Democracy: African
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currently working on a hiography of Carter Weeley.
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School. Without a college degree, she
became the first African American woman
to assume a ]eaclers]-lip position that cus-
tomarily went to men. Throughout this
time she continued her post-secondary
education by attending school at Prairie
View A&M University, the sole state-sup-
ported college restricted by Texas law to
blacks only. Stuclying in the summer
montlls, she earned her baccalaureate
degres in 1930

Carter Wesley's schooling pro-
ceeded more directly than his
mother’s. Shortly after graduating
}ligll school in 1011, he moved ta
Nashville to attend Fisk
University, which held claim to a
reputation as a leading private uni-
versity for African Americans. He
excelled at Fisk, and in 1917, was
awarded a B. A. degree, magna
cum laude. ersley sougl'ﬂ: an
undcrstan(ling of himself and of
his future as a person of African
descent in a Buropean-American-
dominated world. His chief infhu-
ence was Fisk’s greatest alumnus,
William Edward Burg‘hardf Du
Bois. After graduating from Fisk
some four decades before Wesley
arrived tl—u:re, Du Bois had become
the most widely known and
respected African American man
of letters. His classic book The
Souls ofB.'Tac.lTe Folks (1903) and his
editorship of Crisis, the monthly
magazine of the National
Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP), put
him at the pinnacle of renown ljy
the time Wesley matriculated at
Fisk. Asa young man, Wesley
could read the April 1915 issue of
the (Crisis, Du Bois' essay on “The
Immediate Program of the American
Negro,” and consider the future course of
his life. Du Bois spoke for his generation

when he wrote that “the American N egro
demands equa]ity
industrial equality and social equality; and

political equality;

e is never going to rest satishied with any-
thing less.”

Second only in importance to Du
Bois in Wesley’s emerging political con-
sciousness was the lawyer turned poet,
scholar, and writer, James Weldon
Johnson. Wesley admired him and joined
the NAACP when Iol’msnn was the

national secretary. Jol’mson’s nove], The

Aﬂfol?i'og?'apllly o][ an Bx-Colored Man

Blacz s

(1912), stoked Wesley's desire to become a
race man, with all the masculine implica-
tions of the term, who ()pposec]. racial
injustice and worked to improve the con-
ditions of African Americans through
civic activism. The malevolent winds of
war in Burope and racial violence in the
United States, however, interruptecl
Wesley's plans even as they steeled his
youthful idealism into a 1i{:elong crusade.’

In June 1917, V\Vesley enrolled at a

diers at Camp Logan.

black officers training camp located at Fort
Des Moines, lowa. After completing the
program he received his commission as a
first lieutenant, malzing him one of the first
black junior officers since Colonel Charles
Young led black troops of the 10th Cavalry
into combat (Juring “Black Jack” Pershing’s
Punitive Expedition in Mexico.

As Wesley trained to be a military offi-
cer, an event occurred in his hometown that
tested his faith in Du Bois “close ranks”
appeal that wartime service marked the
patllway Lo equal rights and justice in the
U.S.A. and abroad. On Augus‘c 23, 1917,
a black soldier of the 3rd Baﬁzah(m, 24th
Infantry Regiment, stationed on the out-
skirts of the city to guarcl the construction

of Camp Logan, encountered a Houston
police officer mercilessly ]aeating a black
woman. When the soldier questioned what
was the matter, the officer stoppecl beaﬁng
her and billy-clubbed him before arresting
and taking him to jail. At the police station,
officials quickly released the soldier, but not
before a black corporal, unaware of the sol-
dier's release, went to check on his comrade
only to be cllasecl, shot at, pummelecl, and
locked up.

When the news of the second
incident reached Camp Logan,
over a hundred soldiers took
ammunition and weapons and
marched into the city to “punish”
the hated Houston po}ice force.
The death toll in the fighting
claimed five policemen, two white
SoIcliers, nine white or Latino
civilians, and four of the black
mutineers. At Fort Des Moines
\Wesley wondered about the fate of
the soldiers who had revolted.
Could they get fair trials? Would
the lo ng train of racist abuses that
b]acles, civilians, and soldiers alike
. had endured in what the Chamber
of Commerce dubbed “Heavenly
> Houston,” be talen into consider-
" ation at the sentencing of those
court-martialed? In the fate of
- uniformed black men in his birth-
p]ace Wesley a.ssayer.l the nature of
the very American clemocrac_y he
was training to defend.”

In November 191 7, the army
= assigned Wesley to the 92nd
= Division at Camp Funston,
| 5 Kansas, and on DCC(—JI’I‘]})ET 22, lle
5 and the world learned the courts
decision. Qut of sixty-three per-
sons charged hoth with mutiny in
a time of war and premeditated murder,
thirteen men received the death penalty and
]mng until dead that day at Fort Sam
Houston near San Antonio. Five men
received their freedom, while the majority
got a sentence of life at hard labor.

In the aftermath of the mutiny, Wesley
not only felt concern for the 1ega1 prcdica—
ment of the soldiers, but he also worried
about the welfare of his fa.mily and friends
in a city where already poor relations
between the races had worsened. Despite
the fact that Houston'’s civilian black com-
munity took no part in the clay of figkting,
the Houston pn]ice adop’ted a policy of col-
lective punishment.

Somehow, Wesley had to overcome his

" . ;
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worries and get on with the bloody business
Serving in the 372nd Infantry
Regiment under the command of the
French Army, he £oug}1’£ in the Argonne
and the Verdun region in World War I.
Alter transfer to the 370%]‘1, Wcsiey took
part in the battle of Qise-Aisne on
September 27, 1918. When his captain

received a severe combat wounrl, Wesley

in Europe.

assumed command. The armistice that
ended the war denied Wesley a chance at a
Signi{:icant combat command role and, in
February of 1919, he returned to the U.S.
That fall he enrolled at Northwestern
University’s law school in llinois

Wes]ey’s choice to join the legal
profession, instead of following in his
mother’s schoolteacher footsteps,
reflected Wes]ey’s point of view that
his people needed men and women
educated in the law to fight for human
and civil rights. He had for role mod-
els few African American lawyers and
almost none in high-status, high-
paying, influential positions. White
politicians, lawyers, and judges com-
bined to restrict the legal practice of
African American attorneys to an
all-black clientele, mostly in family
and other civil law matters.

Materialist dreams of wealth,
however, are unlikely sources for
Wesley's decision to pursue a law
degree. Wesley's mother had been
enslaved and had committed herselfl to
the promotion of ]earning among the
children of Houston. Her son, howev-
er, was a pragmatic man of action in
the grips of an ideology of black
power. In the 19205, the law offered a
talented and risk-taking person a cut-
ting edge lifestyle. It guaranteed a
J.ynan]ic, excibing life spent 11e]ping
people resolve their conflicts in an
orclerl_y way, or 1t meant nol:laing at all.
Wesley, truly a man of the modern age,
wanted to be in the center of things, leading
soclety toward progressive c]lange. He
expressecl an interest, not only for a seizure
of personal status, but of power, especiaﬂy
of power vested in a historically constructed
black identity.”

After Wesley's graduation from law
school he moved to Oklahoma. ley he
moved there raises interesting questions
about his enactment of the race man narra-
tive. Did he and Jasper “Jack” Alston
Atkins, Wes]ey’s friend from his Fisk
University &ays who earned his law &egree
at Yale, start their practice of the law in
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Oklahoma from a desire to build black
power? Atking started his practice in Tulsa,
a city that underwent a terrible race riot in
1921, one of the worst in U.S. history,
Poo]_ing their talent and resources in the
face of intense racist terror and vi(}lence,
Wesley 1nigra'|.'e(.]. to nearl)y Iﬂusizogee and
got Atkins to join him in setting up a law
firm toge’thex. Their practice rapicﬂy
accrued financial success representing
Creek freedmen who owned land contain-
ing crude oil. Local whites, acting as so-
called guardians, had been taking the prof-
ite from these lands.

Wesley prosperer_l, but personal as well

entrepreneur in the construction business,
brokered land deals t]n'ough the Sal:ety
Loan and Brokerage Company, and made
sizable capita.l investment in Clifton E
Richardson's The Informer, a black commu-
nity newspaper. In 1931, his law firm with
Atkins added a third partner, James
Madison Nabrit, Jr, a Northwestern
University School of Law honors graduate.
Like Wesley and Atkins, Nabrit shared soli
legal training and a commitment to public
interest litigation. This new Houston law
firm had 15% of the black lawyers in
Texas, since in 1930 there were only twen-
ty black lawyers in the entire state. The fiel
was wide open to make a mark.

‘Wrcsley, the native Houstonian it
the firm, quiclzly became a major

p]ayer in black Houston'’s social,
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Among Wesley's many undertakings, his mw;lvament in
The Informer made him one of the most influential black civic
leaders in Texas.

as business factors pushecl and lured him
out of Oklahoma in 1927. Doclging com-
plaints that he and Atkins had overcharged
their Afro-Native American clients to
amass pcrsonal fortunes, Wesley bcgan
planning a return to Houston to make a
fresh start, career—wise.” He entered
Oklahoma when people of color were at a
nadir and brought quality legal expertise.
Wes]ey, the race man, may have left the
Sooner State a rich marn, but he had not vet
come into his own as a leader.

In Houston, Wesley entered a very dif-
ferent business, politica], and social envi-

ronment. He launchecl 1’115 career as an

Heman M. Sweatt
Qur “Man Of Texas”

College Of Paclfic
Official Denies Raw
t;ﬁdgtgr Was l.@ﬁ

political, and economic renaissance.
Belore their arriva.l, Francis Scott
Key Whittaker had the main black
law office in the city. A Harvard
University law schoel graduate,
Whittaker opened his office in
1923. When Wesley and Nabrit
entered the black struggle in Texas
for full voting rights, other lawyers—
both black and white—had unsue-
cessfully litigated numerous lawsuits
[rom Beaumont to El Paso. Wesley,
however, was egoﬁstical enoug]t to
believe that he could bring a case
before the United States Supreme
Court and change history.

The NAACP, however, from its

headquarters in New York, considere:

itself the ploneer and leader of the
constitutional law fight for the rights
of African Americans. Altllough
Texas activists and the NAACP

national office shared common goals

Courtesy The Informer

of wanting to defeat white suprema-
cist laws and practices in the courts,
the leadership issue became a thorny
and recurring problem. Wesley and his
partners did not flinch from head-on colli

sions with the NAACP legal team. They
particularly objected o the NAACP's
reliance on white lawyers in the early years
of the Iegal campalgn, when capalale black
lawyers like themselves were available.
Parl:ly as a result of their objections, the
NAACPs national office would come
around to hiring the Dean of Howard
University’s law school, Charles Hamilton
Houston, an African American graduate
of Harvard University, to direct its legal
campaign. From that step toward embrac-
ing diversity and supporting a greater




Alrican American presence at the }Jar,
Charles Houston’s own student, T}mrgnod
Marshall became the NAACP's chief
counsel and, in later years, the first African
American U.S. Supreme Court justice.

The conflict between Wesley and the
NAACP extended to the area of Icga] tac-
Hes and strategies in the fight against the
W}iites—only primary elections, but ulti-
matcly unity prevailed. After almost a quar-
ter century of ]awsuits, black Texans fina“y
won the battle in 1944 with the Smith v.
Aﬂwrigf:@t decision. In this case named for
Lonnie Smith, a black clen_tisf; in Houston,
Wesley and Marshall worked togel.'ller to get
the Supreme Court to rule that blacks
could not be barred from voling in the
Democratic Party Primary in Texas or in
any of a number of states where white party
officials practiced such exclusion. Tt was in
Wesley's office that he and Marshall pre-
pared the brief that convinced the Court to
strike a blow for the voting rights of
African Americans. Wesiey worked with
Marshall on the lawsuit as a consultant and
as a political and financial backer.

Nearly a decade before the Smith rul-
ing, Wesley reduced his practice of law to
become more involved with The Informer,
stepping on the back of Clifton Richardson
to become the main owner with editorial
control of the paper. He started as the
paper’s auditor in 1929, moved the next
year to become vice president,
1E0Howec]. by gcnetal manager a,ncl

t}lrough Houston in 193 0, Greene record-
ed in his travel diary notes on his meeting
Carter ersley. He stated that he was cleeply
impressed that a man in his thirties was so
l)usincss—minc].ecl, SUCCE!SS£L1]., and promi-
nent. Niarve]ing over what a “progressive
young man” Wesley was, he stated that the
publisher “made a fine publicity man for
me” by telling others about him. In trying
to sell his books, he observed that Wesley
“finally succumbed when T appealed to his
ego. [1] told him that his name listed
[among the purchasers] would induce others
to do likewise.” Greene’s comments about
Wcs]efy suggest a pompous si.-realz, but also
acknowledge him as a recognized leader.”
Weslcy's civic achvities were wide rang-
ing. His paper and the publicity it generated
placed him in a prominent position in
Houston’s black comnumnity. He took part
in campaigns as diverse as setting blacks to
pay their pOH taxes and to vote, opposition
to capi’ta] punishment and racial injustice in
the courts or at the hands of the policc,
lawsuits against Jim Crow laws and racial
segregation, trade union organization, and
raising funds for the city’s junior and, later,
senior college for African Americans. His
own organizing and capacity—huilding work
included a local council of black organiza-
tions, a statewide group called the Texas
Council on Negro Organizations, the

NAACP at the 1ocal, state, regional, and

national levels, plus other regional and
national associations concerning newspaper
puuislling, advertising, educational equal-
ization, and interracial aHiancc—LuiHing.
John Gunther, a Best—seﬂing author of
travelogues from around the world and
across the United States, took notice of
Wcslcy in his 1949 book Inside U, S, A. In
a passage commenting on the “N egro issue”

n Texas, he wrote:

The most interesting Negro in
Texas...is probably a moderate named
Carter Wesley, the publisher of a
string of newspapers including the
Houston De)(ena]er ancl Informer, tl'le
Fort Worth anuf, the Dallas Express,
the oldest Negro paper in the state.
All told Wesley's papers have a circu-
lation of about sixty thousand; they
are inte”igen’c]y edited and vigorously
outspoken on most issues. Wesley is
now fifty-three."

The hciglﬁ of Weslcy’s influence and
success as a newspaper publisher and civic
leader came in the period {oHowing the
Smith victory and the end of the Second
World War. Besides the cities Gunther
noted, Wesley also published papers or local
editions in San Antonio and San Diego,
Ca]i{ornia, and as far to the east as New
Orlcans, Louisiana, Mobi]e, Alabama, and
Memphis, Tennessee. Moreover, in 1945
Wcs]ey’s paper was the largest
black-owned business in

treasurer before the end of
1932. After an acrimonious
feud over the journalistic and
financial policies at The Informer,
Wesley bought out Richardson’s
interest in the paper.

In 1933, another aspect of
Wes]ey’s- life cha.ng‘ed. He married
Doris Wooten and soon had two
newborn infants in his house-
hold. Wooten had been his part-
ner in running the newspaper
after 1932. Thus, when Atkins
left Houston in 1936 to join the
faculty of Howard U niversity’s
law school, Wesley had become
more a publisher than a lawyer.

Whether lilzing him or not,
black Houstonians came to rec-
ognize Wes]e_v as a civic leader.
Lorenzo Creene, a trave]ing‘
salesman of Carter G. Woodson's
books and publications, provides
a firsthand account of \‘Cfesley’s
pu])lic stature. During his pass
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Houston in terms of the num-
ber of people it employed, its

gross income, and property. At
the national level, Wesicy was a

founder of Associated
Pub]ishers, Inc., a black adver-
tising business; a recognized
leader in the National
Newspaper Publishers
Association; and among an
elite group of black newspaper
eriitors who met riu‘ring the war
with President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt in the White House.
In 1948 the us. government
sent him and ten other black
pLL]JhSl‘lCl‘S to Germany to
investigate the racial discrimi-
nation claims of black service-
men. Closer to llome, however,
Wesley's major campaign was

for African American access

and equity in education.
The “all-out war for

The Houston Review—vohune 1, n0. 2 page 11
Pag




dcmocrasy” in education, as he and other
blacks described their s’cruggle, was multi-
faceted and complex. In a word, Wesley
wanted the state to cqualize the educational
opportunities and resources it afforded to
whites with that afforded to blacks. In prin-
Ciple and in the Iong run, he supporl.'ecl
integration of the races, but in practice he
demanded immediate improvements to and
increased resources for the schools the state
restricted to black students only. In 1945,
at the postseconclary lcvel, that meant the
college at Prairie View.

Two contradictions arose in Wor]&ing
cxclusively {or an increase in state £uncling
for Prairie View. First, the state constitu-
tion for more than seven decades had
promiscd the creation of a second universi-
ty for blacks that would be equiva]ent to the
University of Texas at Austin. The state
never acted to fulfill its consti-

Wes]ey also personauy supportccl the
man who would file the major lest case
against segregatecl higher education.
Heman Sweatt, who quali%ie& in every way
for admission to UT’s law school except
that he was raciany identified as a Negro,
filed suit in 1946. While the suit worked
its way to the Supreme Court, Wesley
placed Sweatt on his payroll as an Informer
employee. No one, besides men and
women like Sweatt who braved white reac-
tion by applying to universities whites
banned them £rom, did more for the
struggle to eradicate segregation in Texas
education than Carter Wesley.

As he built his reputation as an enemy
0'[ segregatiou, Wesley was a].so one 0'[ the
greatest backers of the Texas schools where
the actual educating of African Americans
took place. The state’s black college at

Texans. He £0ug]'1t for black coneges in the
pages of his newspapers, at the state capitol,
and in courtrooms. Although intimately
familiar with the relative inadequaCy of
resources and standing of many black col-
leges, he recognized that they provided
higher education to the majority of Alrican
American undergraduates and would con-
tinue to do so throughout his lifetime and
beyond. He foresaw that black schools
would continue to be the only institutions
available to most black students for howev-
er many years it would take to ]Jury the
Supreme Courl's 1896 Plessy decision,
which sanctioned racial discrimination
across the United States on the basis that
“separate but equal" treatment did not vio-

late the equal protection clause of the U.S.
Constitution’s 14th amendment. Wesley
refused to demonize black colleges and uni-

versities to win converts to the

tutional rnanclai:e ancl lDlaClQ

Texans never forgot the original

promise. Secondly, a limited
campaign to get state legislators
in Austin to improve Prairie
View consis’cen‘tly met with fail-
ure. The state relused to heed
pleas for funding increases
reganﬂess of whether they came
from blacks or from white State
Department of Education offi-
cials. The legislature concerned

itself with the improvement of
white institutions of higher edu-
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cation and cared nothing at all

about the needs of the state’s

“PI

disenfranchised black minority.

affairs, Wesley advocated a two-
prongerl strategy. He supporterl
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a direct assault on segregation
while at the same time pleading,
demanding, and taking whatever
financial gestures could be
wrung out of the lily-white state legislature
for the henefit of Prairie View or towards
the creation of the long-promised black
UT. He recognized that the direct assault
on the whites-only admissions policy could
push whites toward finally appropriating the
finances to upg‘racle black schools. Along
the first line of attack, Weslcy put his
money where his mouth was and helped
raise thousands of dollars for an anti-segre-
gation lawsuit. Through news articles and
his colummns, he influenced pu]:)lic opinion,
cspeciaﬂy in ma.laing the black community
helieve that it could force black bodies into

white spaces.
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Weslev {ook an active role in Hcman Sweatts | egal battle against segregation a
the University of Texas law school.

Prairie View, the Houston Couege for
Negroes (established as a municipal Junior
co]]ege in 1927), and the eleven black, pri-
vate coﬂeges across the state had no better
{riend than Wesley His papers boosted the
image of these institutions }Jy recording and
trumpeting their successes and victories,
however big or small. He personally donat-
ed time and energy toward various projects,
especially major fund-raising campaigns.
Wes]ey was a relentless and incisive critic of
the state and its white majority for
hypocrisy, duplicity, inertia, and apathy
toward the black institutions that did so

much gooc]. work for the weH—]Jcing‘ of all

crusade to put black faces in

white spaces.

Lulu Belle Wl’lite, an educa-
tor turned activist and a friend
of Wcslqr's ’c}uoug]n the many
years of the fight against black
exclusion from the Democratic
Party primaries, took issue with
the publisher’s two-line strategy
regarding black educational
advancement. Consistent with
the position Thurgood Marshall
and the central leadership of the
NAACP advocated in the late
1940s, White ad.opl.‘ecl the view
that seg‘regated. black schoals

were no more than monuments

to Jim Crow racism. Herself a
sraduate of Prairie View, she
rejected the state’s compromise

Courtesy The Informer

measures of increased ﬂmding to
black higher education that arose
in response to Sweatt’s lawsuit.
They amounted to gestures that
were too Iiﬁ'le, too late. A militant race
woman from her college days, the fight
against fascism in Burope and Asia con-
comitant with the battle for human rights
inside the U.S. propelled White to go
beyond a service role in the black freedom
struggle. She accepted a leadership posi-
tion as the executive secretary of the
NAACP's Houston branch. In 1943, she
was the only woman in the South to hold
such a full-time salaried position.

When the difference between WTesley
and Marshall on political tactics crystal-
lized, White put her “acid-tongue” behind
the NAACP position and against Wesley.




She lambasted him before members of the
movement and in broader public discourse
as c]inging to the posture of yesterday's
Negro, the stooping, eyes to the grounc]., hat
in hand, Step N. Fetchit-type Negro.
Wesley never had been such a man and his
tremendous ego did not allow him to suffer
such an ignominious characterization pas-
sively. He never accepted white men who
clisrespecL[tu honked their horns at black
women as ’chey walked in their neigh]:)or—
hoods. He did not accept their acI.clressiug
black women without using the courtesy
titles of “Miss” or “Mrs.” as I.l'ley customarily
addressed other women. He never accepted
whites calling an adult African American
man “hay” or white soldiers in the U.S. mil-
itary re{:using to salute black officers who

outranked them. So when Lulu B. White

culumn, “The Ram'’s Horn” that: “Fven if
Swealt enters the University of Texas, we
will not want to get rid of Texas State
University for Negroes.. the Texas
Constitution decrees separation proviclerl it
is equal, why shouldn’t we make them carry
out the Constitution and equalize Texas
State University in toto with the University
of Texas? A year 1a1‘:er, the Supreme Court
ordered Texas to admit Sweatt into the UT
law school. African Americans ])egan
entering UT in the summer of 1950, but
on]y in gracluate programs and professional
schools. W. D. McClennan, a faculty mem-
ber at Austin’s Samuel Huston CO“ege,
entered its doctoral program in mathemat-
ics and John Chase, who later became a
major Houston-based architect, entered the

architecture school.

revolution that broug‘l’lt on many Cl'mnges n
Texas and beyoncl. He acted behind the
scenes to help blacks take schoal districts
and other state universities and junior col-
leges to court either to equahze black insti-
tutions or to admit blacks into schools
whites barred them from. He demanded
educational equity while constantly declar-
ing that Iegally enforced separation of the
races was a crime against humani’cy.

In 1969, when Wesley passed on,
Houston lost one of its most important
civic leaders. He, more than anyone in the
8F crowd of white businessmen, spurred
the desegregation of Houston. Critically, he
C]’xa”.engec], the rhetoric and 1'ea.11ty of white
racial ]1ierarc1-1y. Imaginatively, he popular-
ized the vocabulary for ::pealziug nto ljcing

a new civic culture. His tocsin came not

portrayed him as a “sell-oul” to

his race over a tactical dispute, he
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from a trumpet but a ram’s horn.
Ultimately, the civil rights move-

tagged back.

Wes]t:y clla.rg‘ed White and
the NAACP generauy with want- I
ing to monopolize the battlefield
for equal rig]n’cs and justice. Most
damningly, he claimed that they
were {:omenting division within
the united front that leaders of
black organizations in Texas had
forged since the 1930s. Added
to this, in the postwar period
marked by anti-Red hysteria,
Weslc—:y wailed that White was a
communist and sympathetic to
Marxism-Leninism.

M.arshaﬂ, as NAACP chief
counsel, joined in the attack on
Wesley and expanded the conflict
into a national brouhaha for a
period of several monthe.
Ultimately the Wesley-White
feud ended in defeat for White,
and the rhetorical shoot-out
between \Wesley and Marshall
resulted in a draw. In June of
1949, White resig‘neci from her
position with the Houston branch of the
NAACP Soon thereafter the NAACP
national leadership focused its public state-
ments more on the side of the benefits that
would acerue to society from the elimina-
tion of segregation and refrained from
wholesale condemnations of historicaﬂy
black colleges and universities.

For his part, Wesley never wavered in
his full and overt support for Sweatt's right
to attend UT and the Hg]lt agdainst segrega-
tion. On July 2, 1949, shortly after

White's resignation, he maintained in his
g ’
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_“SEGREGATION, AN EVIL THAT BREEDS MISUNDERSTANDING.

ment Wesley sounded into action
modernized the southern system
of racial hierarchy, helping save it

from itself.
The movement pushed a

racial state to demonstrate its
obedience to the rule of 1aw, to
become less opaque, more
rational and insidious. Wesley
recog‘uized and was rleeply
troubled by the potential for a
oivil rights movement focused
on changing white spaces into
public spaces open to African
Americans. This might amount
to a reform of racial caste
arrangements in the U.S. rather
than a transformation of it. His
solution centered on black peo-
ple sustaining a collective ethos
of i11depeuclence and self-
reliance. He never backed down

Courtesy The Informer

from his two-line approach

The Informer provided a forum for writers and artists alike to challenge the
racial status quo.

UT officials continue(l, however, to
refuse black applicants to its undergraduate
programs until the middle of the decade
f[)llowing the Court’s landmark ru]ing in
the Brown case. Even with that dccision,
which overturned Plessy and seemed to
strike at the white supremacist doctrine of
racial hierarchy it legitimized, the state of
Texas did not mandate the elimination of
race as a requirement of admission at all its
sLaie—supporl;er.]. institutions of higher learn-
ing until 1965.

Wesley was a pivotal figure in the social

despite attempts by his adver-
saries to malign him as a sell-
out to his race and to marginal—
ize him as a civic leader. Perhaps Wesley
is a minor player in the public memory of
the ’twen’cietl&—ccntury South and
Houston because historians continue to
WOrry about deFencling the South and its
tradition-laden past, or obsess over
dreams of integration that scarcely ever
result in tangible improvements in the
lives of most African Americans.
Perlnaps a J.eeper remcml)cring of Carter
\\%sley and what he stood for mig‘}lL foster
the imagining of a freer Houston. B
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