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A Conversation about “Mr. Houston”

Steven Fenberg is community affairs officer
at Houston Endowment Inc., a philanthrop-
ic foundation established by Mr. and Mrs.
Jesse H. Jones. After assembling an archive,
conducting an oral history project, and pro-
ducing a permanent exhibit about the
Joneses for the foundation, Mr. Fenberg
wrote and was executive producer of the
Emmy award-winning PBS documentary,
Brother, Can You Spare a Billion? The Story of
Jesse H. Jones. Mr. Fenberg is currently
working on a biography about Jesse Jones.

Joseph Pratt sat down with Mr. Fenberg
to talk about the film, his years of research,
and the man in question—]Jesse Jones.

JP: Steven, Jet’s start with the basic question:
What do you see as spac;"a/ about Jesse
Jones? Then we can talk about how you

came to study him.
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: As chairman of the federal govern-
ment’s Reconstruction Finance
Corporation cluring the Great
Depression, Jesse Jones established
massive agencies to combat the catas-
trophu. While helping millions of cit-
izens and thousands of businesses he
made money for the federal govern-
ment during one of the nation’s most
disastrous events. His accmﬂpliﬁh— -
ments have great relevance ’co:.lay, and Jesse Jones with Pr‘esident“Rggggwﬁg in 1939
I wanted to learn how he did what he - »
did, w y he was so successful, and
what could be app]iecl to today’-s press-

ing issues. three months. At that time, the organizecl or preserved until the foun-
T first discovered Jones' {orgotten foundation was in the process of dation’s new prcaidcnﬁ, Joe Nelson,

role in history while I was assembling moving from the Bankers Mortgage and grant officer Ann Hamilton,

his archives at Houston Endowment, Builcling, which Mr. Jones had origi- realized how important they were.

the philanthropic foundation he nally built in 1908 for the Texas After I completed the annual report, [

established with his wife, Mary, in Company. Most of Mr. Jones' busi- was asked if I would like to assemble

1937. I began working at the foun- ness and personal papers had been an archive with architectural historian

dation in 1992 on thieariaial report, stored in boxes and safes in the Barrie Scardine. I quiclz]y agrcecl and

and | was supposed to be there for just building, and they had never been often found myself sitting alone on
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the fifth floor, where M. Jones' office
used to he, unfo]ding‘ these amazing
documents, reading them and discov-
ering just who Jesse Jones was.

That's when I started to realize
the nla_gnitu(le of his contributions
both locaﬂy and nationa“y, that he
was instrumental in saving capi’taﬁism
during the Great Depression and in
militarizing industry in time to fight
and win World War II. T also I)egan to
see how he embodied the best of capi-
talism as I noticed how he used the
economic system not just to increase
his personal wealth but to also con-
sciously and simultancous]y improve
the common good.

Az the RFC, Jones put to work j[or the
government the banker’s skills he had
fearned in Houston. He had the responsi-
bility of picking which companies were
worth saving and which were not. Many
who lived in Houston in the 1 030s recall
that he was parffcu/arfy good to
Houstonians. Do you see any evidence
that Houstonians had a friend at the
REC?

Houston did have a friend in
Washington, D.C. But [ can't say that
other places were neglected because
he had an aﬂegiance to Houston. He
distributed REC funds to every con-
gressional district in the United
States and, as a result, congressmen
were beholden to Jesse Jones. Most
citizens appreciated his efforts,

During the Great Depression, Jones and the RFC reopened closed banks, saved

- Jesse Jones built (clockwise fra - top
Bristol Hotel, The original Texas Company
Building, and the Houston Chronicle Building
between 1907 and 1909. At ten floors, they were
Houston’s tallest buildings.

Jesse Jones launching the “Mirabeau B. Lamar,”
Houston Shipbuilding Company, 1942. Jones and the
RFC placed many shipyards and chemical plants along
the Texas Gulf Coast to help build Roosevelt’s “Arsenal
of Demacracy.”

Jarms, homes, and businesses and built, dams, aqueducts, and bridges
throughout the United States. Tn 1936, Jones visited and inspected the new
San Francisco Bay Bridge.
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whether he and the RFC were saving
banks in Detroit, paying teachers in
Chicago, or bringing electricity to
remote farms in Appalachia.

Even so, his government service
clearly had a great impact on
Houston, especially during World
War II. The petrochemical industry is
a great exa}nple. He located many
plants in the area cluring World War
II, most notamy to manufacture
butadiene and synthetic rubber, an
industry the REC developed from the
Lab to preempt the almost certain loss
to the Japanese of the natural rubber
supplies in the Pacific. Maybe he
chose those sites because he was a
Houstonian and knew that the Gulf
Coast was the safest and most logical
location because of the proximity to
the petroleum industry and to inter-
national shipping facilities. T don’t
think that he favored Houston for
any selfish motive or overlooked
other places because he wanted to
give Houston or his interests the
upper hand. I've never seen any evi-
dence of that.

The scope of Jones’ roles during
the Great Depression and World
War Il is merececleutecl, especia].]y
for an unelected, appointed official.

COI].g]CEES never once turned C].OVVIl

his request for an RFC appropria-

Before Jones took the microphone for a national
radio broadcast, Vice President John Nance
Garner introduced him saying, “He [Jones] has
allocated and loaned more money to various
institutions and enterprises than any other man
in the history of the world.”

and let them do their work. In the
midst of t].eahng with the national
economic and social me]t&own,
Jones also served as chairman of the

Texas Centennial Commission,
which was created in 1926 to cele-
brate the 1936 centennial of

C}&?;fm}is More M{m&}' -‘Thm;

Am C?f:ha’ Man in Cmnmjy

. JESSE JONES, Fourth Branch of Government
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tion, and he created and ran dozens
of agencles, some of which exist
today, including Fannie Mae and the
Export—lmport Bank. He was able
to do so much because he was deci-
sive, he knew how to delegate, and
he was trusted. ITe piclecd the best
people he could find to do the 1013
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Texas’s independence from Mexico.
The San Jacinto Monument is prob-
al)ly the most apparent result of his
efforts. He designed the monument
and decided where it should go. In
addition to the San Jacinto
Monument and parts of Fair Park in
Dallas, the commission placed

JP:
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: The monument cost about $1.5 mil-

smaller monuments L}lroughout
Texas that commemorate significant
battles and events.

He!]p me remember. Was the San
Jacinto Monument a Works Progress
Administration (WPA) project?

lion, of which $300,000 came from
the State of Texas, $400,000 from
the $3 million appropriated by
Congress {or the celebration of the
Texas Centenniai, a small amount
came from the City of Houston, and
the balance came from the Public
Works Administration (PWA) and the
WPA. President Roasevelt went to
the battlefield with Mr. Jones prior to
the selection of the site and approved

the expenditures for the monument.

So, Jones attracted your mlerest, and you
have spenl more than a decade 0)( your
frfe ]eaming more about him?

: As I began assembling the archive, T

realized pcople were still around who
knew Mr. Jones, so I proposed and
initiated an oral history project at
about the time the foundation was
moving from the Bankers Mortgage
Building into its new offices in the
Chase Tower. Provisions had been
made in the new offices for an exhibit
about Mr. Jones, so | also Legan to
extract interesting materials from the
archive as I was assembling it. [ ended
up curating and producing the foun-
dation’s exhibit and doing the oral
history project. I collected approxi-
mately 45 interviews, and some of
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those I spoke with have already passed
away, including Harris Masterson,
Stanley Marcus, and Harvey Wheeler,
who broadcast the 1928 Democratic
convention in Houston from the roof
of the Rice Hotel for KPRC.

It became apparent through these
efforts that there was real interest in
Mr. Jones and that his place in history
deserved to be remembered. T tlmug]'nt
a &ocumentary film would reach the
most people because, if done right, it
would be seen Ly students in schools
and by millions of people on I'V.
Houston Endowment’s board agreec].
to fund the project through KUHT-
TV, and [ served as executive produc-
er and writer. [ developed a script and
Eric Stange, who I had hired as pro-
ducer and director, helpecl put it into
television language. The end result
was Brother, Can You Spare a Billion:
The Story of]esse H. Jones. Tm
pleased to say it was broadcast
nationally on PBS.

In addition to having the honor of
preserving and presenting informa-
tion about Mr. Jones, I am also com-
munity affairs officer for Houston
Endowment. I write and produce the
foundation’s annual report, maintain
its Web site, respond to media
inquiries, assist grant recipients with
press releases, and provide appropri-
ate parties with exhibition materials.
In other wor&s, 1 haven’t clevotecl the
last dozen years solely to Mr. Jones,
because T've also had the privi]ege
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of reporting about the wonderful
activities of the philanthropic foun-
dation he established. Houston
Endowment is a prime example of
Jones” use of capitalism to improve
the common good and is one of his

most sllining ]egacies.

Let’s talk some about the process oj[ mak-
ing that fffm. You say you had to “put it
in television language” for PBS. How
a%’;'cu.?t was that to do?

The greatest cllaﬂenge was teﬂing Mr.
Jones’ monumental story in 55 min-
utes. We had to decide which stories
to tell and which ones to leave out.
For instance, The Woodrow Wilsons
and the Joneses were extreme]y close
friends. Edith Wilson and Mrs. Jones
played bridge and studied Spanish
’cogether. Because there were no pen-
sions for ex-presidents, Mr. Jones and
three other men provided a pension
for President Wilson after he left
()Hicc, but there was no time to men-
tion any of that. After President
Wilson's death in 1924, Edith
Wilson accompanied the Joneses to
most major political events.

As far as putting it into what T
would call “TV 1anguage,” that means
writing brief, active sentences that
move the film forward and make
viewers want to stay tuned to see what
happens next.

JF
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What about the visual part? How do you
find pllzotograpllts and motion piclures?
The motion pictures are in archives
’chroughou’c the United States and,
unless they are in the public domain,
they are very expensive to use. They
charge by the second! Surprisingly, as
prominent as Jones was during the
Great Depression and World War T,
he didn’t show up in very much film.
Even though he enjoyed mostly posi-
tive coverage in newspapers and in all
of the major magazines, | wondered if
he was purposely trying to stay out of
Roosevelt's hme]igh’c. Did he want to
avoid annoying Roosevelt? Jones and
Roosevelt had a very tenuous rela-
tionship, pro})ably because Jones was
considered by many to be, next to
Rooseve]t, the most powerfu] person
in the United States. The Saturday
Evening Fost, Fortune, and Time all ran
]audatory cover stories on him. After
the REC was granted a large appro-
priation in 1934, Time reported, “As
is the case of all governmental
authori{'y under the New Deal , REC’s

new polency naturaHy fell into

President Roosevelt’s strong grip. But
everyone believed that the President
would continue to clelegate REC’s
power of life & death over U.S.
finance and inclustry to one man, and
one man alone.” FDR delegatet} that
unprecedentcd power to Jones

‘Walter Cronkite with Fe
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tllroughout his four terms, even
though he sometimes called him

“Jesus Jones” behind his back.

Did you have recordings of Jones' voice to
work with?

: SOIIlE O{ }115 speeclles were recor&er]

on aluminum disks. They are so
authenticaﬂy from his time. Thick
graphite needles and turntables are
required to hear them. I had them
transcribed to tape, and all the crack-
ling and scratching noises from the
aluminum record going around is
very apparent. His voice is a little
thin, but he’s quite expressive. We
were able to find some film with
soun&, and the scenes are a bit holzey.
But again, they are so real and of the
time. In one part of the film he
invites the Democratic Party to hold
its national convention in Houston,
and he says, “There will be no east.
There will be no west. There will be
no south. There will be no north. It
will be one for all and all for one in
1928 for the Democrats.” I loved
that. T thought it was so folksy and
real. At first Eric [Stange, Producer]
thought it was awkward and did not
want to use it. But [ prevailed in this
instance. Jones wasn't a polislne& per-
fect person. He was sophisticated, to

According to Jones, “The Rice Hotel was...a bold and
capacity and quality, and is a modern hotel today.”
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be sure. But he was also warm and
human. He wasn't trained as an ora-
tor, and he was a bit stiﬁ, but he did a
very nice job with what he had.

How did you convince Walter Cronkite to
narrate?

I was so pleased that he agreed to par-
ticipate. He liked the script and the
story and agrccd tobe a part of the
project. We filmed the introduction in
his office, and as the camera started
toroll I cnjoy(—:tl a sublime moment
when [ realized Walter Cronkite was
saying what [ wrote! After {ilming
the introcluction, we went to a record-
ing studio and he read the script
almost without stopping from bhegin-
ning to end. His assistant told us,
“You 12now, his nickname is One Take
Walter” I asked what that meant, and
she told me, “He is so good, he does
every-l:hing in one take.” And she was
right. He did the entire film in one
take and only cliange& one word. He

changed “kids” to “children.”

He has such a great voice. [t almost car-
ries the show!

I think it is so appropriate that some-
body with Walter Cronkite’s stature
narrated this story. Besides, he grew
up in Houston and real]y knew about

Jesse Jones.

P

somewhat doubtful venture at the time. Fortunately it was built far ahead of the demand both in

In my opinion, you did better than most
have done in dealing with one problem

with television documentaries, the use 0)[

one “talking head” after another.

: T hired nationally-known producer

Eric Stange because his films always
Lave a little something extra about
them. The Jones film, for the most
part, is a conventional documentary
but it does have a couple of unusual
features. For example, at first | pre-
ferred not to use dramatic recreations
because I was concerned about credi-
bility. Eric suggested that I think of
them more as “evocations.” | agreed,
and they worked very well, especially
Jones' niece’s search for meaningful
information about her uncle and the
evocation of the 1931 Houston bank
rescue, where Jones prevents the city's
banks from failing during the Great
Depression.

When it came to the interviews, [
asked Fric to please avoid placing

someone in an easy chair next to a

table and a lamp because it seems tha
interviews are stagecl that way 11
almost all documentaries.

I suggested. that we p]ace some kind
of large iconic photograph with the
speaker, so that he or she is seen in
some kind of relevant context. So he
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back lit these large, evocative 1mages
and place& them behind the person
lming interviewed. We had about a
dozen of them made and always had
great fun debating about which ones
to use. I think t}ley were very effective.

How was the response to the film?

The response was so great that PBS
aired it nationally as a freestanding
film instead of including it as part
of a series. [ am also proud to say
that it won many first p]ac-e awarcls,
inclu(ling a regiona[ Emmy £or ]:)est
documet‘ltary and a Gold Apple
from the National Educational
Media Network.

Do you still distribute it to high school
teachers?

: It's available on many school districts’

television networks and is frequen’cly
shown on the local PBS and munici-
pal channels. We also developed a
teacher’s guide because the film is a
great way to teach about aspects of
both world wars and the Great
Depression. In addition, each branch
of the Houston Public Library has at

least one copy, and a section of the

PBS Web site is dedicated to the film.

Instead of making other documentaries,
you have decided to write a !}r'ogmpll:y of
Jones. How does that a%[er f;'om the task
of making the film?

In a book I can include more of the
interesting details and re]ations}lips
that couldn’t fit into the film. I
can develop and show more fully
how Jones used Capita]{sm to
enhance the common gom{, both
locally and nationally. But writing
the book will be more difficult
because now I have more room to
tell his story, which means, in order
to get my arms around the Inaterial,
I have to stay very focused on
themes and my intentions.

Another thing you can do more fu.'rfy n
the book is examine ]ones’re;’aﬁons;ln'p to
his aaiop[ear city, Houston.

Jones nurtured a reciprocal relation-
ship with Houston. He developed his
businesses during a time when most
of the primary inclusl.ries—l)anlzs,
newspapers, insurance companies—
were locally owned, and he under-
stood he would prosper only if his
community thrived. For instance,
Jones and others knew Houston's
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gruwtl’) was limited without access to
the sea. So he raised Houston's half
of the funds to build the channel in
one of the federal government’s [irst
public/private partnerships, and he
was the Houston Harbor Chairman
for the first three years after the
channel’s opening. He had also built
buildings in anticipation of its
opening—including the Rice
HUtUl—&nd once tl“e C}lannel was il‘l
operation, his I’lotels, office huild-
ings, and movie theaters were filled
to capacity. Houston was interna-
tionalized almost overnight and the
economy of the entire southwest

region improvec[. Houston flour-

ished and so did Jesse Jones.

He wouldn’t have been more than 40
years old then.

That's right. He was chairman of
the Houston Harbor Board from
1914 until 1917 when Woodrow
Wilson finally convinced him to
come to Washington to serve in his
administration. ITis role in World
War I, as director general of military
relief for the American Red Cross,
elevated Jones from a local leader to
a player on the national and inter-
national stages.

After his uncle M.T, Jones died,
Jones came to Houston in 1898 as
one of his executors. M.T, Jones had
been one of the state’s most successful

lumbermen. He owned tens of thou-

sands of acres of east Texas timber-
land, sawmills in Orange, and retail
outlets ’c}lroughout the state to sell the
finished procluc’cs. Back then he was
known as “double-ender.” Today we'd
call him “Verticauy integrated.”

Jesse, who was 24 at the Lime, had
been managing M. T’s yarcl on St.
Paul Street, which is now in the heart
of downtown Dallas. When he
arrived in Houston he set up an
office in the 6-floor Binz Builcling,
then the tallest ]ouilcling in town, and
lived across the street at the Rice
Hotel. As an executor of M. T. Jones’
estate, he had landed in the midst of
Houston's civic aristocracy and at the
top of the lumber industry. With cot-
ton ﬂowing in from the west, lumber
pouring 1n from the east, and
Spincﬂetnp about to erupt, Jones had
arrived in a boom town.

I think he quickly realized that
Houston had potential. Within a
few years, he acquired quite a few of
his own lumber vards and began
}Juilcling' small houses south of
downtown, which he sold on unique
installment plans. Within ten years
of his arrival he was Luil(ling the
city's tallest buildings, including the
Texas Company Buil&ing, which
l‘lelped make the petro]emn influstry
a permanent part of Houston's busi-

ness community, and the Housion

Chronicle building, which brought
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Homecoming float built by

him a half-interest in the paper.

After he returned from World War
I, he began the most ambitious phase
of his building career and filled up
Main Street with the city’s most
ornate movie thcaters, its tallest office
buildings, and its grandest hotels. He
also built four of Fort Worth's tallest
buildings and a dozen skyscrapers in
mid-town Manhattan, many of which
still stand.

How would you characterize his relation-
s,ln'p to the other Houston, the black
Houston that at the time was a growing

JP:

community but segrega['ed’ under law?
SF: [ interviewed August Waites, one of
Mr. Jones' drivers. He told me about
clriving Mr. Jones to the San Jacinto
Inn in the 194.0s¢ fora meeting.
Neither of the men had had lunch
and they were both hungry. Mr. Jones
said to August, “Come on in and have
lunch.” August rep]ied, “Well, M.
Jones, you know, I can’t go in there.
They won't allow me.” And with that,
Mr. Jones arranged for August to sit
in the center of the restaurant at a
table of his own.

After Mr. Jones returned from
Washington D.C. in 1946, he and his
wife, Mary, began to focus on philan-
tlncopy. T}le}r established large schol-

arship programs for men and women
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in colleges and universities through-
out the state and included a $50,000
program at Prairie View A&GM. Mr.
Jones also served on the board of the
United Negro College Fund and was
a Tuskegee Institute trustee. On the
other hand, he didn’t have blacks on
his boards or in executive positions,
20 I'd say he was a person at least a

little ahead of his time.

How would you describe his relationship
to the 8F crowd of Herman and George
Brown and others?

M. Jones' nephew, John T. Jones, Jr.,
told me that Mr. Jones didn’t partici-
pate in 8F. The suite was in the
Lamar Hotel, which M. Jones owned.
He lived in the penthouse, on the
16th floor, and ]o}m Jones told me if
the 8F crowd wanted to see Mr. Jones
thcy went up to see him. He didn't
come down to see them. He was the
veneratecl, elder statesman and was
treated as such.

There is not much historical speculation
about Jones’ role in electoral politics. Was
he a Ll)r'g supporter o]( candidates at the
]om], state, or national levels?

He was very involved with the
Democratic Party almost all of his
life. He once said his father was a
Democrat, so as a kid he gnessed he
was one too. But his alfiliation went

JP:

much deeper than that. Woodrow
Wilson's progressive policies ignitec
Jones” enthusiasm and admiration,
and the florid correspondence
between them is both touching and
interesting. Jones became the nation:
committee’s finance chairman in
1924 and in 1928 persuaded the
Democratic Party to bring its nation-
al convention to Houston.

Jones endorsed Roosevelt in all of
his bids for the presiclency, but there
was a bit of controversy over
fourth term. George But]er, who was
married to one of Jones nieces, was
part of a group called the Texas
Regulars, who opposed Roosevelt's
reelection. I don’t think Roosevelt wa
ever sure if Jones was with them or
not. Jones claimed that he wasn't,
even tl'mugh after he left Washington
in 1946 he said he thought the
Democrats had been in power too
long. T think that may have had
something to do with his bitterness
over being very casually replaced as

Secretary of Commerce in 1945 by
his arch-rival, Henry Wallace.

Jones was touted ]ﬂy many for vice
pl‘esiden’c in 1940, and Eleanor
Roosevelt and one of her sons both
said they would endorse him if he
decided to run. When Roosevelt
made it clear he preferred Henry
Wallace, Jones withdrew his name

from consideration.

Well, you sound like you've had a good
time wor]eing on your various Jones-
related projects, including the archives,
the oral };isfory, the ﬁ/m, and now the
]J?'ogmp;lzy. What part have you enjoyed

the mast?

: T can't say | enjoyefl one project more

than the other because tl'ley?ve each
been unique, c]‘lanenging, and very
Eul[i“ing. What I enjoyecl most was
discovering that Jesse Jones, a mythic
figure in Texas, succeeded by using
capitalism to improve the common
goocl for everyone, not just a few.
That somehow gives me hope. B




