Inthe Name
of Progress
and Decency:

The Response of
Houston's Givic Leaders
to the Lynching of
Rohert Powell in 1928

by Dwight Watson*

In June of 1928, Houston prepared for
its coming-out party as a major city.
With the 1928 Democratic Convention
in town and the eyes of the nation focused
on their city, civie leaders }mped to proj-
ect an image of growth and progress. Yet
on June 20, the week before the opening
of the convention, the lynching of Robert
Powell chaneugecl this progressive image.
National and local press coverage o
the lyuching contrasted this episocle of
racial violence in a stricl:]y segrega%ecl city
to the image of “laeavenly Houston,” a
booming new South city that was a Mecca
for black as well as white migrants.' The
city’s civie leaders responded inlmcrliah:ly
to the lynching with a strong and imme-
diate condemnation of RlyIlC]l law.” When
questions arose about the possil)]e
involvement of members of the Houston
Police Department (ITPD) in the lynch-
ing, the city questioned police officers
before moving on to the arrest of others
for the crime. After the convention came
re]ativcly minor reforms in HPD. This
response allowed the convention to go
forward successfully while, at least for a
time, raising fundamental questions about
the nature and tone of Houston’s Jim

Crow racial order.

Lynching was the perverted marriage
of racial hatred, distorted relig‘ious funda-
mentalism, paterna]ism, and psycho—sexu-
al fear, which empowered mobs with the
ultimate measure of social control and
power.” Ida B. Wells, a black newspaper
editor and anti—]ynching activist, observed
the hypocrisy of whites on this issue when
she noted that church folk were “too ])us_v
saving souls of white Christians from
})urning in hell fire to save the lives of
black ones from the present burning in the
fires kindled by white Christians.” Despite
the best efforts of Wells and others who
fought for federal anti-lynching laws, a
U.8. Congress dominated ]:)y southerners
from the one-party South refused to pass
such legislation.

By the 1920s, many whites in
Houston and other growing southern
cities viewed lynching as a pernicious rural
“tradition” out of step with urban life.
/\lt}mugh lynchings did occur in southern
cities in the first half of the twentieth cen-
Lury, the need to maintain law and order
in an urban setting undermined the con-
tinued acceptance of ]ynch law, and the
mob rule it involved. In a hooming city
such as Houston in the 1920s, however,
the perception of civic leaders could be

starlely at odds with the attitudes of the
tens of thousands of new migrants who

came to the city from the surrounding
countryside in search of opportunity.
Houston's newspapers rcsponclecl to the
Powell lynching }Jy lamenting that this was
the first lynching within the city proper in
anyone’s memory. But Houston’s popula-
tion had exploded in the first decades of
the twentieth century, growing {from less
than 45,000 in 1900 to nearly 270,000
in 1928, when its black popu]a‘tion alone
exceeded 50,000, Many of the new
migrants who came to Houston in these
decades had Llevelopecl their racial atti-
tudes in the small farming communities in
cast Texas and western Louisiana.*

Just beneath the surface of the Jim
Crow system in Houston and throughout
the South was the threat of violence
against blacks who chaﬂengecl the laws or
the customs of segregation. In the small
towns of the rural Sou{'h, the enforce-
ment o{: scg‘rcga’cion was an in l:ensely per-
sonal atfair, with daily rituals playcd oul
in the fields and the town squares. [n a
city such as Houston, with large numbers
of blacks and whites who did not know
cach other and who often did not live

and work together, enforcement of ]im
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Crow fell more heavily onto the organ-
ized police force.

“Progressive” city or not, Houston
shared the racial attitudes that had fed
mob violence and Moocly riots I:l'lroughoul'
the country from 1917-1921. Such riots
had taken p]ace in ur}Jan, not rural set-
tings, and Houston had experienced its
own bitter spasm of racial violence in
1917, (],uring the Camp Logan Riot
between black soldiers stationed in
Houston and the Houston Police
Department.* The dark web of human
memory leept this tragic riot fresh in the
minds of many blacks and whites, serving
as a grim reminder of the death and
destruction that could follow from the
tensions created by Jim Crow life.

In Houston, the actions of the HPD
attracted the scrutiny of ecmmmica”y
independent black leaders. By the 19205,
the opportunities afforded to blacks in
Houston’s growing economy had fostered
the growth of a black middle class eager to
assert its voice in civic alfairs and to Iegit—
imize its status within Houston by organ-
izing groups such as a local chapter of the
National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP). Newspapers
written by blacks and for black readers
reported a growing dissatisfaction with the
racial status quo and a determination to
fight for improved conditions. Houston's

black civic leaders and newspapers aggres-—

sively protcstcd the Powell
lynching in a vocal, public
way that would not have been
possil)]c without retribution in
rural east Texas towns. Despite
rigid barriers between blacks
and whites, the lynching creat-
ed a common link between
black civic leaders and white
civie leaders who fought to
save the reputation of the
“new” Houston Ll'ley had pro-
claimed to the world.

These civic leaders were
correct in their assessment of
Houston's future prospects;
their city was an emerging
metropolis by the 1920s. Civic
and business leaders worked
diligently to make the city the
South’s poster ]]Uy for in&ustry

and progress. As a southwest-

ern city, Houston's past and
future looked in two directions.
Many of its leaders voiced the
sort of western imagery of rapicl growth fed
hy free enterprise that 511Eseq11ent]y came
to symbolize the “Sun belt” cities. But
much of its population remained firmly
rooted in a rural southern past obsessed
with the defense of Jim Crow.

Tensions heightened within the city’s
civic leaclership. Most important was the
class and status war Leing playc«i out }Jy
the conservative leadership, black and
white. Who would rule the city, those who
feared that mob rule and ]ync}wing mig]&t
undermine their city’s future growth or
Negrophohes who made racial segregation
and social subordination their top priority
and favored lynching and extra-legal vio-
lence as a means of social control?®

Among those who favored the first
position was banker/financier Jesse
Holman Jones. His influence and money
11e]pec1 Houston become the host city for
the 1928 Democratic National
Convention.’ Jones puHecl a rabbit out of
his hat when his winning offer in the
form of a certified check of $200,000

and a promise ol new auditorium left San

Francisco and Dallas in an angered daze.*

On January 12, 1928, the Houston
Chronicle, a major newspaper puMishec{ lay
Jones, ran a special edition: “Houston
Wins the 1928 Dem Convention.”
More than a testament to Jones' clout
and influence within the Party, this was
also a victory for Houston. The negative
publicity from the Powell lynching gave
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the city a very visible black eye just as 1t
was dressing up in its Sunday best to
impress the nation. But when Jones and
other white and black leaders stood up to
claa“enge the violence Llnclerpinning the
Jim Crow system, ’che}f faced the wrath of
racial traditionalists within the city who
fought tenaciously to maintain the status
quo. Particu]ar]y contentious was the role
and responsibilities of the Houston
Police Department.

In 1926 HPD had a total of 243
officers, including 178 patrolmen and
even several black officers.”® This number
was Woefuﬂy inaclequa.te to meet the needs
of a rapidly growing city. The force had
its hands full, cngorcing the ]aw, protect-
ing property, imposing social control, and
cn{orcing racial segregation. Their zeal-
ousness in this last pursuit turned seg-
ments of the pu]:)lic against them. When
black civic leaders joinecl forces with
national civil rights organizations and
local social reform movements to try to
curb police abuses, HPD refused to hear
such demands for change. Indeed, infused
L‘ry elements of the Ku Klux Klan in the
1920s, the Houston Police Department
proved recalcitrant on this vital issue.

Blacks migrating to Houston to trade
tenant farming for industrial jobs or to
seek respite from the harsh demands of
rural Jim Crow, courted the wrath of the
HPD. Those sworn to serve and protect

them—the po]iee were also s’crougly

committed to maintaining the segregated
racial order. For the flood of black
migrants to Houston, urban Jim Crow's
pro]:)lcms of overcrowded neighborhoods,
police hrutality, and inefficient city servie-
es were the trade-offs for escaping the
sting of rural poverty and the bitterness of
rural Jim Crow racism.*

Despite the growing rejection of the
Klan by Houston's civic elite, the Klan
maintained a strong hold on elements of
Houston's white population and, for a
time in the early 19205, held firm control
of parts of the county government.
Important members of Houston sociely
who joinecl the Klan from 1922-1925
included Harris County Sheriff Thomas
A. Binford and former po]ice chief
Gordon Murp%y. Historian Don Carlton
notes that ubooming‘ Houston was the first
Texas city to have a Ku Klux Klan chap-
ter.”? The Klan was neither secretive nor
invisible in Texas as a whole. On Qctober
23,1922, “Klan Day” at the Texas State
Fair attracted “1 81,192 persons.”"” Even
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Houston mayor Oscar Holcombe briefly
joinec]. the Klan, but quit shortly after-
wards because of its violent nature.
Colonel Billie Mayfield led the
growth of the Klan in Houston."* The
colonel was an officer in the Texas
National Guard and had been a columnist
for the Houston Chronicle. He made head-
lines in the 1920s with highly publicized
attacks on those who opposecl the Klan.
One of these involved his efforts to arrest
the editor of the Houston Press for criticiz-
ing the vigor of the Texas National
Guard’s enforcement of martial law
against dock-workers on strike in
Galveston. In the rﬂsulﬁng court case,
John H. Crooker, an attorney in the
prominent Houston law firm of Fuﬂ:)right
& Crooker (lal.’ur, Fuﬂ)right & Jaworslzi),
successfully defended the publisher.®
Mayfields Klan paper, Colonel
Mayfreld's Weekly, later increased his
prominence within the local KKK, which
fought hard to put its :
mark on Houston's
&evelopmen’c. At the
height of the Klan’s
influence in Houston
in about 1924, civic
leaders who opposed
1ts power £nght back.
Thus when two
Klansmen sued the
Houston Press for libel
after its criticism
helped defeat them in
hotly contested local
elections in 1924,
Crooker again tried
the cases, ul’cimately

vindicating the editor
of the Press.”

After Oscar
Holcombe quut the K]au, he became an
open target for Klan-controlled factions
in the city.”” Mayor Holcombe’s refusal to
fire Catholics and blacks hurt him in the
election of 1922, but not enoug‘l‘l to pre-
vent his reelection. The popular mayor’s
battles with the Klan in these years sym-
bolized the ongoing efforts of many
Houston leaders trying to come to grips
with the racial tensions that threatened
the city's future growth. Conservative and
liberal factions emerged and challenged
the Klan as being immoral and criminal,
but most of all bad for the city’s image.'®
Members of this group included the
wealthiest of Houston elites such as Jesse
Jones and prominent oilman Joseph S.

Cullinan, the original presiclent of Texaco.
Cuuinan, a Ca’c}uolic, had he}pe& found
the Houston Anti-Klan Sociel.’y in 1922,
Violence and national scandals l)y the
Klan caused other civic leaders to reject
harsh Klan-like xenopl'lo]:)ia as bad for
business and out of step with the needs of
a growing oity.”

Elements of the Houston Police
Department did not share such views. As
the Democratic Convention of 1928
approacherl, HPD began to train its force
“in order to line up in e[{iciency and
appearance with the other police forces of
the country.”® Among the trainees were
116 new policc officers “who were sworn
in for the duration of the convention.™
One hundred of the officers were tempo-
rary, and the final sixteen were kept as
permanent mounted patrol officers
attached to the traffic division. Many of
these officers came from rural areas in

cast Texas and central Texas known for

harsh racial bigotry and rigid enforcement

of segregation. Many police accepted the
stereotypical notion of blacks as inferior
and prone to crime. They were trained to
look for blacks in trouble spots of the city
and to distribute “Tim Crow justice” swi{i']y
and ]Jrutaﬂy.

Southern custom impacted po]ice
training and procedures on June 17,
1928. Ear]y that morning two police offi-
cers did exactly what southern custom
caued '[01' l)y aslzing a group 0'£ Negroes
stancling on a street corner near downtown
Houston what t}ley were cloing out so late.
When the two r:lc’ccctivcs, Henry Bradshaw
and A. W Davis, rousted the three black

ma]es, a gun aﬂegecﬂy fell out of the

clothing of one of the suspects. When one
of the suspects, later identified as 24-
year—old Robert Powe]l, bolted and ran,
Detective Davis pursued him on foot.
During the chase shots were fired. Davis
was killed ]Jy a shot in the head, and a bul-
let through the Locly severely wounded
Powell.? After an aggressive search
tln'nuglj the Fourth Ward area, the p()lice
found Powell at his mother’s home and
took him to Jefferson Davis Hospital, also
in the Fourth Ward.®

There he lay for several days. Then
in the early morning of Wec],nesclay, June
20, a lynch mob took Powell from the
custorly of the Harris County Sheriff
Department’s watchman at the hospi’tal.
Witnesses reporterl that seven or eight
armed white men c]uu‘g‘ecl in and took
the black prisoner I;l'ley believed had shot
Detective Davis. According to The Informer
(a newspaper written by and for blacks),
the mob took Powell “several miles out of
the municipal con-
fines and treated to a
practicaI demonstra-
tion of the celebrated
pastime-Judge Lynch
law."

Around day-
breal—c, Powell’s tat-
tered bocly was dis-
covered hanging in
the stale morning air
from a ]Jriclge some
six miles out from
downtown Houston
on Post Oak Road.
This racially charged
incident heightene(l
suspicion of HPD's

ability to profession-

Courtesy Sherita Arms}rong

aﬂy serve and protect
blacks. Angry citizens across racial lines
were appaue& when eyewitnesses claimed
that the po}ice failed to take a{lequal.’e
measures to stop the lynching. Some wit-
nesses even aﬂcgccl that the policc stood
]c)y and watched until the mob Ilange& the
man.” In a macabre twist, the rope was
too Inng and on the first attempt to hang
him, Powell was left sitting at the bottom
of a ditch alive. He a]lege&ly cursed the
mob for its ineptness. Unperturbe&, his
tormentors shortened the rope and suc-
cess£tu complefecl their gruesome task
on the second attempt.* The city and the
police department received considerable
negative press from the lynching, and this
bad pul)licity Lrought added pressure on

1
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HPD to reform itself.

Led l}y C. E Richardson, the owner
and editor of The Ir'g(armer, Houston's
black press roundly condemned the cow-
ardly act. Richardson had good personal
reasons to denounce this act; he had
avoided ];)eing ]ynchecl by the Klan in
1925 with the aid of blacks who guarded
his home and the timely intervention of
Mayor Holcoml)e, who personaﬂy threat-
ened the Klan if any harm came to
Richardson.

On ]une 23, 1928, the Houston
Chronicle joinecl~ the condemnation of the
lynching with an editorial entitled “A
Blow to Houston.” Stating that
“Houston has been shamed before the
nation,” the editorial laments that u[t]}lis
revolting crime which has been commit-
ted in our midst comes to blacken the
clay of our joy and pri&e.”j In an attempt
to salvage the city’s image and show that
Houstonians clisapprove& of the bar-
barous act, Jesse Jones publicly con-
demned the act in even stronger tones:
“the ]ynching is a blot on the g‘ooc]. name
of Texas that must be lived down.” After
asserting that “there is no section of the
countlry where the two races have so little
faction,” Jones argued that lynching for
revenge was not justified and “we all
cleeply éeplore this one.™ The editorial
and Jones' interview put forward in
strong ]anguage the pragmatic attitudes
toward race that ultimately shaped civic
policy in Houston for the next £i£ty
years. Denouncing racial violence and
mob rule, it said nothing about the Jim
Crow system sustained in part }:)_v the
threat of such violence.

Other local newspapers also quickly
condemned the 1ynching. The Houston
Press stated that “tlley [t}le 1yncl1 rno]j] are
ghouls” and that Powell “was killed ljy a
coward.” Appealing to the pride of white
Texans, it went on to say: “It was not men
like these who died in the Alamo. It was
not craven creatures like these who gc)ught
at the Battle of San Jacinto. Men of that
low, vile character did not build the Texas
or the Houston of to&ay."zy While the
Press condemned the actions of the rno]),
it also vilified the three black men, infer-
ring that they were part of a group of
“unruly, surly, trouble-making Negroes in
Houston.”™ Cne New York paper reported
that a “citizen’s committee,” the “Houston
Committee on Inter-Racial Co-operalion,
COII]POSE[]. D{ men O£ Lotl] I'EI.CEE,” Passed a

resolution con&emning “the inexcusable

crime of violence which has so gmss]y
reflected upon the goocl name of our
city.™
With such condemnation of the
lynching ringing in its cars, Houston’s city
council respondecl lJy approprialing
$10,000 for the investigation of the
crime. The NAACP offered a $1,000
reward for information leading to the
arrest and conviction of the suspects.
Hven Texas Governor Daniel J. Moody
got into the act, putting up a $250
reward for information 1eac1ing to the

HOUSTON’S HELLISH HUNS

...It is rather surprising that these
Houston huns did not pull off their
lynching hee inside or in close prox-
imity to Sam Houston Hall, meeting
place for the Democrats next week!

Looked at from another angle,
Houston will lose considerable in
prestige, and outside capitalists will
be reluctant to invest their money in
a mob-ridden and infested city.

In the face of the national parley of
the Democrats, this Iynching orgy
will cause many to cancel their pro-
posed visit to the city; and many of
those who will come will live under a
terrible mental strain and in con-
stant fear of mobocratic demonstra-
tions during the convention...

Headline and excerpt from The Informer,
June 23, 1928.

arrest of each of the culpr_i%s. A group
called the “Luyalty to Law League” put up
another $100. The lynching embarrassed
the city and the state. Governor Nloocly
had success{'uuy chaﬂenged the Ku Klux
Klan cluring Ma F‘erguson’s tenure as gov-
ernor and it had provided a perfect segue
to his election as governor.

The national press used strong lan-
guage in discussing the lynching, including
it in news stories about the Democratic
Convention. On June 27, 1928, New
York's Amsterdam News wrote that the
“odor of lynching greets delegates to the

Democratic National Convention.”

New York's Evening Post took a similar
tact: “Houston is meeting the va,nguard of
convention visitors with one hand and
trying to solve its ugly lynching‘ mystery
with the other” Much harsher were the
words of The News of New York City,
which mocked the “crocodile tears” ]:Jeing‘

shed ]Jy the Houston press over the “bar-

harous murder of a dying Colored youth.”
[t went on that “Houston, Texas, like
Dixie has been lynching Colored men in
every way her fendich, perverte& brains
conceived,” noting that “colored citizens”
in the South are 1ynched at the ballot hox,
“in inferior, clegracling Jim-crow
schools...in jim-crow cars, in peonage, in
forced prostitution, in race treachery.

It was clear to Houstonians and
Democrats alike that somet}ling needed
to be done ta stop the talk of the 1ync}1~
ing before the opening of the conven-
tion. The city moved very quiclely to
“solve” the case. The day after the lynch-
ng, a granrl jury called for testimony
from several police officers about their
possiljle involvelnent, since witnesses at
the hospital had noted that at least one
member of the lynch mob appearer]. to be
wearing a policeman’s uniform.

On]y two c!.ays after the incident, a
clragnet had proclucecl five arrests and
identified two other men believed to be
involved. Three days before the opening of
the convention, several newspapers listed
the names of the five arrested suspects.

Thus by the opening of the
Demacratic National Convention on June
26, the lynclling story had })egun to sub-
side. On the racial front, a more pressing
concern arose regarding seating arrange-
ments for black delegates or attendees.
The southern wing of the Democratic
National Committee initia”y threatened
to leave if black dclcgatcs were not exchud-
ed from the convention. Franl.’icaﬂy, the
city and the national committee appeased
southerners with a compromise that
placed the black deleg‘a'tes and spectators
in a separate chicken wire fenced area
underneath the stage.™ The Awmsterdam
News wrote that “the National Democratic
Party in convention here will segregate
those Negroes who for some reason or
another, may desire to attend the session
as spectators.” Such accommodations
with the white southerners so vital to the
success of the national Democratic Party
of this era reflected the compromises
being reached among Houstonians on the
issues raised by race. How could an accept-
ably “gentile” version of the often violent,
a]ways &iscriminatory Jim Crow system be
adapted to life in a changing nation and a
growing city? How could the politics of
the two m ajor parties accommodate race?
How could Houston prevent its ineffi-
cient, violence-prone racial accommoda-

tion from undermining its hopes for
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future gruwth and prosperity?

QOn the national level of poli‘cics,
Powell's lynching provided fuel for contin-
ued attempts to pass anfi—lynclling legisla—
tion. Black civic leaders pressed hard for
justice. Letters between local NAACP
leaders and national leaders called for
immediate action on the part of the gov-
ernment. White southerners rcspon(lecI to
calls for anti-lynching laws as they had
done for decacles, with editorials and
political diatribes challenging the consti-
tutionality of federal anti-lynching laws.
Tlley ve}wmently argued that 1ynching
was a state PIOLIEH] that require& the
effective enforcement of existing laws, not
the writing of new federal laws. In the
racially clwrg‘ec}. polil.'ics of the times,
these proved to be winning arguments;
anti—lynching laws were not passecl at the
federal level and failed to pass in lexas
until 1949

Despite the untimely l_\'nching.
Houston had achieved it= goal of
improving its national reputation as an
emerging mel.ropolls. Even New York
City Mayor Jimmie Walker applauded
the poIice as Lein» profe:;un:I and the
city second to none. Once the national
spot 1g}1t turned aw ay from Houston,
none of the suspects arrested in the

. « 3 1 7L .- -
lynclung were convicted. Their primary

at they were friends
of the slain police officer ilisie unstated
were white, This

outcome caused several

stated defense was

defense was that

national newspa-
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pers to print stories aslzing if the city had
simply arrested the first available “mob”
with assurances to the “suspects” that
t}]e}' would not be convicted.

The episode had raised doubts in the
city about the operations of HPD, and the

vear after the lynching, a new police ch

apparent attempt to modernize the force.
He then soltj the horses an(l transterrec

dl\'l‘-lOIl AC].II']IH‘JUd no cu pa})

]} ndnng, HFD's C].lS})a‘ﬂ(].ll’lE ot

the lynching. McPhail stated in the
Houston Chronicle on ApriI T. 1929, that
“from an efficiency stand p nt and from
a humanitarian one, the abol [
the mounted squad in my ju
propet thing S Further the depar

sql:a(]. was that HPD llac

mounted paﬁ’o] officers o

Democratic National Con
HPD wanted to mec!
the motor patrol unit.
The 1928 Democratic Convention is
f1eque11t1y cited as a turni ng point in the

devglopment of I 1, a glvota.l act of
Jones and others
the world that the

}Jooming‘ city on the bayou had arrived as

civic leadership by

1.
that announced t

a major city. In sharp contrast, the Iyncllw
ing of Robert Powell remains a nearly for-
gotten historical footnote in Houston's
11istory. Yet citizens of Houston in 1928

took the L\'n.; i =-erious]y as a measure
of the direction their city might take on
the critical issue of race. Embarrassed Ly

the lynchm:_ t
guicled muct

*hite businessmen who
city'’s dcvtlupment dis-
from racial violence as
y }Jeﬂm to distance
the I\Ian whose mem-
n_antlv declined l)y
1926‘ 75:*:*. o r;malnec]. Llnquestmned

; ‘rcleri lnanc]_ Of I(lC]aI \11117

1§ ._-u:‘con s ]1m Crow system

.‘:id. and ljct!:cr—cquippecl
ot by Iynch law.
Just under the surface of this episode

1 another important sign of

-ome in the existing racial

lack civic elites continued to grow
rt 2 louder voice in the aity’s

e black newspapers, sustained ]3y
he fens of thousands of black citizens of
Houston, pla\ red a lzcy role in this process.

a 17

aders brokered their fraglL:, power
radua] ]ega] victories, the grow-

ey,

ing economic llldeLl}dLnLC t}'la'f'. segrega-
tion ironuaHy provulecl, and the [011111115

- time to time of bi-racial coalitions

with whites whose interests were served

through cooperation. National organiza-
tions such as the NAACP, which was only
nty years old in 1928, also took tenta-

five steps into the 1ynclling controversy.

Houston's surg‘ing Hac]z population

L vet another close o[: llarsl-l realism

when local courts exonerated all of the
suspects connected to the Powell lynching.
Yet they could take a measure of hope
from the aggressive response to the 1}’1‘1{111—
ing of newspapers, black and white, from
the denunciations of racial violence by
white civic leaders, and from the growing
strength and volume of black voices raised
in protest. Tllirty—[ive more vears would
pass before the Civil Rights Act of 1964
would make segregation i]]egal, but the
lynch law that lurked just beneath the sur-
face of the traditional Jim Crow system
had been cha“enged. FEven as ear]y as
]928, 1t ]Jacl l)ecome c[ear ‘chat Houston’s
business-oriented leaders stood Wi“ing to
condemn the worst abuses of the Jim Crow
system if such abuses seemed to threaten
the city’s image and its primary civic goal
of economic growth.



