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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR — Reflections on Love

Does anyone ever really 
forget their first love? 
Whether the relationship 
lasted a lifetime or end-
ed too soon, it seems few 
people forget. In fact, the 
internet has an endless 
number of opinions and 
statistics on first loves. 

My first love was a gay 
man. I didn’t know that 
when John (later Jon) and I 
were in high school in the 
sixties, and he certainly 
never revealed it to anyone. 
Our one common bond 
was dancing. We practiced 
in my family room before 
every school dance, syn-
chronizing all our steps, 

especially for our proms. We broke up twice, for a short time 
after he graduated in 1969 and again, for good, when I left 
for TCU the following year. Jon married briefly before com-
ing out as a gay man — a piece of information whispered to 
me by an older woman who was his neighbor. 

When I learned about the Texas Obituary Project in 
our article on Houston ARCH (Houston Area Rainbow 
Collective History) in spring of 2019, I immediately looked 
up Jon Holz, and there he was. All I could think was how 
much he would have loved that picture of himself in a fur 
coat, and how he died of AIDS far too young at forty. Then 
I looked up James Harvey, the son of a dear friend who also 
died of AIDS at twenty-six. He was there, too, smiling from 
the page. His mother could not find anyone to help her care 
for him or even come into her home because they feared 
catching the disease. I was grateful to find Jon, James, and 
7,200 others are being remembered in this way.

Attitudes toward acceptance of the LGBTQ+ community 
have followed a trajectory similar to other marginalized 
groups. Editor emeritus Joe Pratt and I frequently talked 
about racial attitudes and how people in our generation 
evolved in our thinking as we moved out of our parents’ 
homes and developed meaningful relationships with peo-
ple who were different from us, including Blacks, Latinos, 
Asians, people with disabilities, and LGBTQ+ folks. They 
were our college classmates, professors, mentors, coworkers, 
bosses, teammates, and people who became close friends. 

After first learning about the Stonewall uprising three 
years after the fact while in college, I understood the 
LGBTQ+ civil rights movement sought the same rights 
as the movements for Blacks, women, and Chicanos — 

and people in all those groups shared identities. But the 
LGBTQ+ community seemed more in the shadows, and 
bashing them, even murdering them, did not draw the same 
outrage by society. In the last fifty-two years, hard fought 
legal battles have protected some rights for the LGBTQ+ 
community, but the fight to permanently protect their 
equality continues.

In the 2020 Kinder Houston Area Survey, Stephen 
Klineberg reports, “The national shift in attitudes toward 
gay rights has been one of the most striking phenomena 
in the history of public opinion research, and it is power-
fully manifested in Houston as well.” From 2011 to 2019, 
the number of people who agreed “homosexual marriages 
should be given the same legal status as heterosexual mar-
riages” grew from 45 to 63 percent. Similarly, from 2010 to 
2020, those who favored “homosexuals being legally per-
mitted to adopt children” rose from 49 to 62 percent. This 
acknowledgment of the legitimacy of LGBTQ+ families is 
likely due in part to Houstonians’ acceptance of diversity, 
but another key reason might be that from 2004 to 2019 
the number of people indicating they had “a close person-
al friend who is gay or lesbian” increased from 41 to 60 
percent. Historically people have become more accepting of 
folks they consider different when they have the chance to 
get to know them and discover they are really not so differ-
ent after all. Both groups frequently share the same goals in 
life, and they love their partners, families, and friends just 
like everyone else. 

This magazine explores the prescriptions and pro-
scriptions society has placed on love for members of the 
LGBTQ+ community. It looks at the meaning of love in 
committed relationships and how the only difference is 
the heartache, abuse, and hate inflicted by those from the 
outside against LGBTQ+ people. The article on Phyllis and 
Trish Frye takes us on a transformative journey and shows 
the power of being true to one’s authentic self, and the  
power of love, even when it is hard. The pieces on the Gulf 
Coast Archive and Museum of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual,  
and Transgender History (GCAM) and Judy Reeves, the  
Dr. Charles Law Community Archive, and the Dianas 
demonstrate the importance of preserving the history of 
the LGBTQ+ community to learn about their contributions 
and move toward greater inclusiveness. The story about Deb 
Murphy shines a light on the challenges of coming out as 
well as the triumphs that come from mentoring LGBTQ+ 
youth so that they can love and thrive in hard times.

Today, I have been happily married to Tom, my true love, 
without fear of repercussions for over forty years. My hope 
is that everyone can find their own love, whether it be with 
another person or in accepting their true self, without judge-
ment or attacks by those who choose hate over love. 

Editor Debbie (Zerjav) Harwell 
with John Holz at the Westbury 
senior prom in 1970.
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Cover Photo: The Mary’s Naturally float at Pride 1979 displayed 
the message, “Proud to Be.” This photo, along with others from the 
same photoshoot, are believed to be among the first color photos 
taken of the event. 

Photo by Larry Butler courtesy of the Botts Collection of Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender History, Inc.
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A new, collaborative    
 approach to storytell-

ing at the University of 
Houston (UH) has been 
sparked by a gift from UH 
friend and patron Carey C. 
Shuart. As a volunteer and 
supporter to many areas of 
UH for over thirty years, 
she saw the opportunity to 
bring together UH’s Center 
for Public History, Houston 
Public Media, and M.D. 
Anderson Library to 
collect, share, and archive 
lesser-known Houston 
stories of the past 100 
years, especially those that 
intersect with the Universi-
ty of Houston. The “100 

Years of Stories” gift will fund three years of research and 
articles for the center’s Houston History magazine, tracking 
regional history across the decades;  in addition, that primary 
research will provide the framework for historic profiles 
produced by Houston Public Media. UH’s M.D. Anderson 
Library, already home to the Carey C. Shuart Women’s 
Archive and Research Collection, is also home to the Houston 
History Archives, a valued repository for these stories and 

UH patron Carey C. Shuart. 
Photo courtesy of University of  

Houston Libraries.

The University of Houston campus. 
Photo courtesy of University of Houston Marketing and Communications.

“100 Years of Stories” Project  
Celebrates UH and Brings Context  

to Contemporary Houston
ephemera. The collaboration will result in an interactive 
public history initiative on the University of Houston main 
campus.

Shuart’s motivation stems from her deep Houston 
roots. “Growing up in Houston, none of us had any idea of 
Houston becoming an international city. Nor did we have 
any idea of the University of Houston becoming a Tier One 
University. But both things have transpired and there are 
many stories to tell about how this was accomplished. I hope 
these stories will increase our understanding and describe 
how some of these things happened. It was not magic, but 
often it seemed magical,” Shuart notes.

The Center for Public History's director, Dr. Monica 
Perales, is excited about bringing these stories to life in 
new ways and to broader audiences, noting, “These projects 
allow us to bring students, faculty, and the community to-
gether to uncover untold histories about our city. This inno-
vative partnership allows us to share Houston’s rich history 
with a wider audience, and to show how this history exists 
all around us.” Houston Public Media’s associate vice presi-
dent, Lisa Shumate, adds, “Carey Shuart’s gift brings history 
to life. Houston Public Media covers history happening in 
real-time. This series that Carey is making possible links the 
storied past of our University with our city. Through this 
lens, we can better appreciate the place we call home.”

Watch the pages in this and future issues as “100 Years of 
Stories” unfolds, beginning with the article on Phyllis Frye 
in this issue.



100 Years of Stories
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Phyllis and Trish Frye hold a plaque announcing Phyllis’s new job title 
at her law school graduation at the University of Houston. The couple 
returned home after the ceremony and learned that Phyllis had also 
passed the state bar exam on the first attempt. Photo courtesy of Phyllis Frye.

Phyllis Frye enjoys the spotlight.
As a first grader, she joined her elementary school’s 

rhythm band. She and her classmates tinged triangles, 
jingled tambourines, and banged drum sticks. But Frye 
was restless in the back of the crowd. “I had a pretty high 
self-image of myself and it just really angered me that I 
was stuck playing the band sticks,” she recalled. “I didn’t 
like that.”1

Years later, she moved to the metaphorical front of the 
class when her fellow Boy Scouts elected her senior patrol 
leader, an honor bestowed upon the person responsible 
for the troop’s operation. Then, she signed up for her high 
school’s senior play, nabbing a coveted co-star role after 
memorizing her entire part for the audition. 

These early experiences kicked off a lifelong career of 
taking center stage, most notably as a pioneer in the fight for 
transgender rights. Frye spearheaded the repeal of Houston’s 
anti-crossdressing ordinance, represented as a lawyer 
hundreds of clients who faced discrimination because of 

their gender identity, and became the nation’s first openly 
transgender judge. Her endeavors made her somewhat of a 
celebrity, leading to guest appearances on the Phil Donahue 
Show and front-page write-ups in The New York Times. Even 
now, she sits in her home office for an interview framed 
by movie posters from films like Transamerica and Tootsie 
alongside photos of her national organizing days, displaying 
the trajectory of a life at the forefront of a movement.    

But the spotlight has been lonely in recent months. Frye’s 
wife of nearly fifty years, a beloved music teacher named 
Trish, passed away in September 2020 from brain cancer. 
Trish preferred to stay in the wings of Frye’s celebrity, 
demurring when reporters asked questions and avoiding 
group photos. Instead, she offered her wife unconditional 
support and encouragement in the face of bigoted ridicule. 
Reflecting on her legacy, Frye asserts no accounting is 
complete without Trish. “Everybody thinks that my story is 
[only] my story,” Frye said. “My story is with Trish … It’s our 
story.”2

Finding Phyllis
Phyllis Randolph Frye was 
born in San Antonio in 1948 
to an engineer and a stay-
at-home mother. Her family 
knew her as Phillip, the 
second of three children and 
an enthusiastic Boy Scout. 
What they did not know was 
that their child’s body did 
not match her brain and that 
she longed to express her 
feminine identity as a Girl 
Scout instead.

Frye’s desires may have 
been deemed unusual but 
were not unheard of at the 
time. In 1952, when Frye was 
four, newspapers across the 
country splashed front-page photos of a glamorous woman 
in a fur coat alongside sensational headlines screaming, 
“Ex-GI Becomes Blonde Beauty.” Reporters flocked to cover 
the story of Christine Jorgensen, a Bronx resident and Army 
veteran who completed one of the first gender reassignment 
treatments in Denmark. Jorgensen’s military and immigra-

“Our Story”: The Unshakeable Love  
of Phyllis and Trish Frye

By Caitlyn Jones

A young Phyllis Frye (then known 
in her troop as Phillip) shows off 
the badges she earned as an Eagle 
Scout in San Antonio in the 1960s. 

Photo courtesy of the Digital 
Transgender Archive.
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Trish Dooley (later Trish Frye) shows off her Ford Mustang in 1968 
before traveling abroad to live in Mexico. 

Photo courtesy of Phyllis Frye.

tion records were updated to reflect the correct gender and 
she returned to the United States to pursue acting.3

But 1950s Texas was not Denmark, or even New York, 
where Jorgensen found work as a performer. Frye’s family 
wanted their boys to be boys and their girls to be girls. Frye 
leaned into the traditional notions of masculinity: joining 
ROTC, lettering on her school’s rifle team, earning her 

Eagle Scout designa-
tion, and playing on 
her church softball 
team. “You learn 
that if you don’t 
want to be pun-
ished  — and there 
are a lot of ways to 
punish people — 
you conform,” she 
explained.4

That conformity 
continued when 
Frye entered college 
at Texas A&M 
University. She 
joined the Corps of 
Cadets and married 
her junior year. 
The couple had a 
son shortly after. In 
1971, Frye graduat-
ed with a bachelor’s 
and master’s degree 
in engineering, and 
the family moved 
to Germany where 
Phyllis continued 
her Army service as 
a lieutenant. 

But things soon fell apart. Frye had been cross-dressing 
in secret, though her shame in the practice led to several at-
tempts at conversion therapy. When her wife found out, she 
left Germany and took their son with her. Frye’s command 
staff soon found out about her cross-dressing and abruptly 
ended her military career. By 1972, she had an honorable 
discharge, divorce papers, and stitches in her wrists from a 
suicide attempt. 

In September of that year, Trish came into Frye’s life. 
Trish was teaching in Bryan, Texas, and had recently re-
turned from a two-year teaching residency in Mexico. She 
was independent, confident, and possessed the three M’s: a 
love of music, a master’s degree, and a Ford Mustang. “She’s 
a damn good-looking woman,” Frye added.5

Frye was upfront with Trish about her cross-dressing, and 
her new friend seemed interested in her journey. The pair 
fell in love in December, but Frye soon lost her job at Texas 
A&M after her supervisors heard rumors about her shop-

Phyllis Frye poses for her senior photo as 
a member of the Corps of Cadets at Texas 
A&M University. 

Photo courtesy of the Digital Transgender Archive.

ping for women’s clothes. She quickly secured another job in 
Pittsburgh, but that meant Trish had a choice: stay in Texas 
or head north with Frye.

After a few weeks, Trish made a decision. “If [cross-dress-
ing] is all that’s wrong with you,” she told Frye, “I think we 
should see what happens.”6 The two were married in June 
1973 at Trish’s family farm.

The honeymoon phase did not last long for the Fryes. A 
string of lost jobs followed as employers found out about 
Phyllis’s cross-dressing. The newlyweds moved back to 
Houston in 1974 and bought a house in the southwest neigh-
borhood of Westbury. By 1976, Frye had been cross-dressing 
at night for years and eventually summoned the courage to 
tell her bosses at S&B Engineers that she intended to live full-
time as a woman. Her reward was yet another sacking, a prac-
tice that was completely legal until 2020 when the Supreme 
Court held in Bostock v. Clayton County that Title VII of the 
1964 Civil Rights Act prohibited workplace discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity.7

Trish, fed up with the bigotry, finally told her wife, “Well, 
if no one is going to hire you because of who they think you 
are, you might as well be yourself.” Frye took this advice 
to heart and began living full-time as Phyllis in September 
1976. Their families, though, were not on board. Frye’s 
parents disowned her, and Trish’s parents urged her to file 
for divorce. Trish pushed back, telling them Phyllis had done 
nothing wrong and that she intended to fulfill her marriage 
vows.8 “Trish stayed with me,” Frye said, “and we remained 
best friends.”9

Finding Law
After Frye came out to her family, she and Trish went door 
to door letting her neighbors know about her transition. 
While a handful remained supportive, the majority treat-
ed the Fryes as pariahs. Their home was egged, their tires 
slashed, their driveway scrawled with graffiti. They spent 
their days cleaning up feces smeared on their porch and 
their holidays fielding obscene phone calls from anonymous 
transphobes.
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Phyllis Frye keeps this signed photo with talk show host Phil Donahue 
from an appearance on his show in 1989. The inscription reads, 
“Phyllis, you was great! You was really great! With gratitude, Phil 
Donahue.”                            Photo courtesy of the Digital Transgender Archive.

The neighborhood 
harassment amplified 
an already precarious 
financial situation. 
Frye had been black-
balled from the 
engineering commu-
nity once word got 
out about her transi-
tion. She had trouble 
getting unemploy-
ment benefits because 
of her transgender 
status and their 
savings were drained. 
The family relied on 
Trish’s income as a 
music teacher in Fort 
Bend ISD, but they 
also worried that the 
school would fire 
Trish if they discov-
ered her relationship with Phyllis. To top it off, Frye was in 
the middle of a taxing physical transition, taking hormones 
and undergoing painful electrolysis to get rid of facial hair.10 

In 1977, Frye shifted course. She used her G.I. Bill to 
enroll in a University of Houston program that allowed her 
to earn both a master’s degree in business administration 
and a law degree. Frye’s motivations were multi-purposed. 
She would gain some monthly income and make herself a 
more marketable job candidate. She hoped that if people got 
to know her, they would see her as a person and not “some 
freak.” “Also, I figured that once I became a lawyer, it might 
scare the hell out of some of the neighbors who allowed 
their kids to be so ruthless,” Frye said. (Her plan worked, 
and the harassment subsided.)11

Frye remembers her peers in the business program as 
generally accepting, but law school was a different beast. 
Most of her classmates ignored her or made homophobic 
comments in class. A few complained to the dean of students 
about Frye’s use of the women’s restroom, but administra-
tors quickly dismissed the issue.

For three years, Frye did not relent. She asked her pro-
fessors for seating charts so she could learn the names of 
her classmates and say hello to them in the halls. When 
the Christian Legal Society ridiculed and ostracized her, 
she made a list of their actions and filed a complaint with 
the dean of students. An investigation concluded that the 
group discriminated against Frye, and they were placed on 
probation.12

In her second year, Frye created an on-campus group 
called Friends* for Gays, with the asterisk denoting inclu-
sivity for all students. The group requested funding from the 
University Senate, infuriating conservative organizations. 
The Young Americans for Freedom called in attorneys from 

Austin to argue against their request. Frye recalls students 
coming to her home, banging on the windows and threaten-
ing rape. Trish lost sleep for months.13 

By the time of her graduation in 1981, Frye had made 
headway. She gained new allies, many of whom were active 
in the civil rights and women’s rights movements. Her 
grades improved and she proudly moved to the “very top 
of the bottom third” of her class. Outside of the classroom, 
though, she made a name for herself as a fierce advocate 
for trans Houstonians before she ever crossed the stage at 
graduation.14

 While Frye was learning about the law, she also was 
breaking it. Since the early twentieth century, Section 
28-42.4 of Houston’s city code made it illegal for anyone to 
dress with the “designed intent to disguise his or her true 
sex.” Police used this ordinance to raid gay and lesbian bars 
in the 1960s, resulting in the 1967 high-profile arrest of doz-
ens of women at the Roaring 60s lesbian bar who “violated” 
the ordinance by wearing fly-front pants. Bar owner Rita 
Wanstrom formed a group known as the Tumblebugs that 
helped raise money to fight the case. They hired an attorney, 
but the case was dismissed when the arresting officers failed 
to appear in court.15  

Despite this victory, the cross-dressing ordinance re-
mained on the books. Ann Mayes, a trans woman saving for 
gender reassignment surgery, was a favorite target of police. 
She was arrested for cross-dressing several times, once 
ending up in handcuffs on the steps of the police station 
minutes after being released on the same charge. Mayes filed 
a federal lawsuit charging police harassment that made it to 
the Supreme Court in 1974, but the court rejected it without 
comment.16  

By the summer of 1980, Frye had been speaking out 
against the ordinance since she began her transition. She 
lectured at local universities and clubs to educate people 

Trish and Phyllis coordinate outfits as 
they celebrate their twentieth wedding 
anniversary in 1993. 

Photo courtesy of Phyllis Frye.
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about the discriminatory nature of the law. She started vol-
unteering in then councilmember Ernest McGowen’s office, 
which brought her access to other city officials. She lobbied 
councilmembers, judges, and the mayor’s office, hoping to 
earn support for a repeal of the ordinance.

Finally, in August 1980, the issue came to a vote. Then 
mayor Jim McConn and councilmember Jim Westmoreland 
were out of town. Johnny Goyen (a friend of Frye’s) served 
as mayor pro-tem and called for a vote to repeal the ordi-
nance. Meanwhile, councilmembers Homer Ford and Larry 
McKaskle unknowingly missed the vote when they took 
phone calls. (Per council rules at the time, members who 
were either not present or did not vote counted as a vote in 
favor of the motion). The repeal passed with only one dis-
senting vote from Christin Hartung, who told reporters that 
her constituents in the River Oaks-Memorial district “feel 
very strongly on the matter.”17

Though Frye had never been arrested, the fear that hung 
over her head disappeared. She no longer worried about 
humiliating strip searches in jail or police harassment as 
she walked down the street. Trish no longer wondered if 
Phyllis would make it home each night or if she would have 
to scrounge up bail money. Frye credits her avoidance of a 
jail cell to a number of factors, not the least of which was her 
relationship with Trish. “I was 
very fortunate that I didn’t have 
to deal with that,” she said. “I 
had somewhere to be, someone 
to go home to.”18

Finding Equality
Frye’s footholds in City Hall 
did not immediately trans-
late into a job. She completed 
an internship at the Harris 
County District Attorney’s 
office in 1981 and passed the 
bar exam on her first try, but 
no law firms would hire her. 
Undeterred, she sold Amway 
cleaning products to local gay 
bars and worked as an engi-
neering consultant for archi-
tecture firms. Then in 1986, 
her phone rang. The caller 
asked if she was a gay lawyer. 
Frye replied she was.

The man on the other end 
of the line was a gay Air Force 
sergeant who had been ar-
rested outside of a gay bar for 
driving while intoxicated. He 
admitted to the crime and said 
he would plead guilty in court, 
but he needed Frye’s help to 

make sure that the news did not reach his military base. “As 
he was talking, I was thinking to myself, ‘How can I f--- up a 
guilty plea?’” Frye said. “And I couldn't think of a way.”19

She took the case and told the man to meet her at the 
courthouse with her fee in hand. She made a deal with pros-
ecutors but first ran it by her friend Ray Hill, a national gay 
rights activist and former jewel thief, to make sure it was 
fair. Following a successful outcome, Frye put an advertise-
ment in the statewide gay magazine This Week in Texas and 
launched her career as a sought-after attorney. 

Her cases ranged from the routine to the remarkable. A 
gay cop framed for theft by his fellow officers, a man arrest-
ed for solicitation in his own front yard, a trans woman with 
a past felony charge working toward a legal name change — 
all found an advocate in Frye. Her victories eventually led to 
the creation of her own law firm — Frye and Benavidez — 
which handles a number of legal fields.

Frye’s reputation as a no-nonsense attorney followed her 
through the halls of the Harris County courthouse. If pros-
ecutors did not negotiate plea bargains in good faith, Frye 
drew out trial proceedings for days, which meant a backlog 
of paperwork for the state and extra work on weekends. 
Once, a conservative Republican judge, Jim Barr, was asked 
why he gave cases to a transgender lawyer like Frye. He an-

swered, “I want a lawyer who 
can handle a case and kick 
butt. Phyllis can do that, so I 
give her the harder cases.”20

Over the years, Frye 
became a guidepost for 
transgender Texans. She 
explained to judges the 
importance of both name 
and gender marker changes 
for employment, housing, 
and legal rights. She worked 
with doctors to develop legal 
language that judges would 
sign off on, enabling people to 
make these revisions without 
undergoing surgery. By the 
early 2000s, she was widely 
known as an expert in trans-
gender legal issues, boasting 
a massive e-mail list for her 
“Phyllabuster” newsletter and 
organizing the International 
Conference on Transgender 
Law and Employment Policy.

Outside the courtroom, 
Frye was front and center 
in the fight for social equal-
ity. She was a fervent local 
organizer, volunteering with 
feminist groups, the League 

Phyllis Frye the day she was sworn in as an attorney in Houston in 
1981.  Photo courtesy of the Digital Transgender Archive.
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Phyllis Frye appears in judge robes after being appointed to the city’s 
municipal bench by Houston Mayor Annise Parker in 2010. 

Photo courtesy of the Digital Transgender Archive.

of Women Voters, and the Democratic Party for decades. As 
a member of the city’s gay and lesbian caucus, Frye devel-
oped friendships with Ray Hill and future mayor Annise 
Parker, who invited Frye to play on her lesbian softball team. 
Houston connections aside, Frye was angry about the isola-
tion of transgender people from mainstream gay and lesbian 
movements in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Despite their outsized role in the pivotal 1969 Stonewall 

uprising, transgender people were largely excluded from 
early activism, their issues brushed aside as national leaders 
opted for assimilationist tactics. When the first National 
March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights took 
place in 1979, Hill, an organizer of the event, admitted the 
transgender contingent was “not welcomed” by other coor-
dinators. “But Phyllis was on a crusade,” he told OutSmart 
magazine in 2016.21

She participated in national demonstrations throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s but continued to protest the exclusion 
of transgender people, even threatening to stop as an act 
of defiance in the middle of a 1994 march commemorating 
the twenty-fifth anniversary of Stonewall. Leaders took her 
warning to heart and began including “transgender” in the 
names of future rallies. Locally in the 2000s, Frye and other 
transgender advocates protested at events for the Human 
Rights Campaign, angry about the organization’s support 
of the Employment Non-Discrimination Act, a federal bill 
that offered protections for gay and lesbian workers but not 
transgender employees. 

Thanks to Frye’s efforts, and with an assist from the 
growing online community in the 1990s and 2000s, trans 
rights were adopted by mainstream organizations and the 
“T” was incorporated into the broader LGBTQ communi-
ty. In 2010, Frye cemented her name in the history books 
further by becoming the nation’s first openly transgen-
der judge. During the city council meeting where Frye’s 
appointment to the municipal bench was confirmed, her 

Phyllis Frye (left) marches with the Texas delegation outside the White House during the 1987 March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights. 
Photo courtesy of the Digital Transgender Archive.
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teammate-turned-mayor 
Annise Parker appeared 
emotional, her bottom lip 
quivering as she said sim-
ply, “Phyllis, it’s good to 
see you.” Frye, decked out 
in a bright red blazer, took 
off her glasses to wipe 
away her own tears.22

Even though Frye’s po-
sition was part-time at the 
city level, Trish initially 
opposed the appoint-
ment, worried about the 
deluge of media coverage 
that would follow. But 
one only had to turn on 
the local news or flip 
through a newspaper to 
find Frye in the spotlight 
with high-profile cases. 
“So, Trish relented,” Frye 
recalled with a laugh.23

Finding Her Legacy
At seventy-two years old, Frye is affectionately known as the 
grandmother of the national transgender legal and political 
movement, and she has spent years crafting the story she 
wants to leave behind. She has donated her papers to the 
Cushing Library at Texas A&M, participated in countless 
oral histories, and is working with two authors on her biog-
raphy. But even when Frye is not the one telling the tale, her 
impact is clear. 

Logan French, a University of Houston graduate, hired 
Frye during his freshman year in college to help him get a 
gender marker change on his legal documents. Frye under-
stood French’s need for the safety and affirmation that came 
with the marker change but warned of the ongoing ramifi-
cations for officials who grant the changes. “She was very 
kind and welcoming,” French said, “but also very serious as 
she told me that I was only allowed to bring immediate fam-
ily and none of us could tell anyone where we were going for 
fear of that judge facing backlash from transphobic voters.”24

Victor Flatt, a professor at the University of Houston Law 
Center, notes that Frye forced the school’s administration to ac-
commodate transgender students when she attended UH. Frye’s 
founding of Friends* for Gays also paved the way for more 
LGBTQ-friendly student groups on campus. Flatt, an openly 
gay professor, advises one of these groups, known as OUTLaw.

In terms of legal legacy, Flatt called Frye’s early theories 
“very influential.” When a state court of appeals deemed in 
1999 that sex was defined by chromosomes, Frye and fellow 
attorney Alyson Dodi Meiselman argued that Texas already 
had legal same-sex marriages by this logic: a trans woman 

with “male chromosomes” 
could marry a cisgender 
woman and a trans man 
with “female chromo-
somes" could do the same 
with a cis man. “Both of 
these issues have been 
resolved now, but this 
provided a legal thought 
process for people who 
were grappling with the 
issue for the first time,” 
Flatt said. “It provides 
another reason why it 
doesn’t make sense to 
classify marriage only 
based on gender.”25

Despite this legal prog-
ress and the increased 
visibility of transgender 
celebrities and politicians, 
transgender people still 
face significant chal-
lenges. Name and gender 
marker changes remain 

expensive, policymakers continue attempting to police public 
bathrooms, and transgender people (especially people of 
color) make headlines as victims of violence. “The next step 
is recognizing queer people who have been in the shadows,” 
Flatt said. “Caitlyn Jenner’s story is not typical. The typical 
trans person is one who is figuring things out as a teen who 
needs to be protected. We need to identify and protect the 
most vulnerable — the young, people of color, and the elderly. 
It’s about allowing someone to live with dignity for all of 
their life.”26

Frye is more than happy to pass the torch as the spot-
light fades, but now she has to contend with something she 
never planned for: widowhood. As the couple slowed down 
with their work, she and Trish read the morning paper and 
watched the birds flock to their porch feeder. They traveled 
with Trish’s sister, and if Frye booked a speaking engage-
ment, she made sure Trish had a plane ticket. After all, it was 
these speaking gigs and conferences that turned Trish into 
a reluctant celebrity. Spouses of trans people flocked to her, 
asking about her experiences and imploring her for advice. 
Some worried what others might think or what labels might 
be attached. Trish served up no platitudes or sympathies. 
“Either you love the person, or you don’t,” she told them.27

For Phyllis, that love proved to be the greatest spotlight.

Caitlyn Jones is a Ph.D. student at the University of Houston 
studying women’s history and public history. She is also the Wel-
come Wilson Graduate Assistant for Houston History magazine in 
the Center for Public History.

Phyllis and Trish Frye relax with their pets at their home in the Westbury 
neighborhood of southwest Houston. The couple lived in the house for decades 
and became active in the neighborhood association.     Photo courtesy of Phyllis Frye.
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From Dumpster Diving to Dallas Buyers Club: 
The Gulf Coast Archive and Museum of GLBT History

A conversation with Judy Reeves, Vince Lee, and Leandra Zarnow

Leandra Zarnow:  Judy, how did you get into preservation 
work and develop this curatorial role?
Judy Reeves:  I grew up with history in the house and … 
I’ve always been an activist at heart … So, especially around 
the time that AIDS began, I had been in the community, 
and we had been fighting for  — I hate to say this — equal 
rights. I hate that phrase, and I will never succumb to it. … 
[W]e were protesting in every lane of that, and then when 
AIDS hit the Houston area, I quickly jumped on that band-
wagon along with everybody else in the world because the 
lesbians — hate that word too — were the ones who were 
out fighting the hardest because all of our male friends were 
getting sick. So, that’s what brings me to this. Actually, when 
we had the meeting [asking], “Do we need a museum in this 
community at all,” I was there, and, yes, all of us in the entire 
room agreed that we did need a museum. We didn’t really 
know why, but we did need one. 

Judy Reeves—the lead curator who cofounded the Gulf Coast Archive and Museum of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender 
History (GCAM) in 1999—is a longtime Houston activist. She has devoted countless hours to organizations such as Pride 
Houston, Resurrection Metropolitan Community Church, the GLBT Community Center, and the Houston GLBT Caucus, and 
helped facilitate the Buddy Program, providing in-home care for Houstonians with HIV and AIDS in the 1980s. Retired from 
the medical and banking industries, Reeves participated in a discussion about GCAM’s collections with Dr. Leandra Zarnow, 
assistant professor of history at the University of Houston, and Vince Lee, head curator of the LGBT Research Collection at 
University of Houston Libraries, on September 5, 2019, for Dr. Zarnow’s Issues in Feminist Research class in Women, Gender 
and Sexuality Studies.1

Judy Reeves and Vince Lee discuss the history of GCAM’s origins. 
Photo courtesy of University of Houston Libraries.

LZ:  What do you see as the connection between the work 
you were doing around HIV and AIDS as an ally to gay men 
and the need for the museum?
JR:  It didn’t take me long to figure [that] out once we got 
all the detail work out of the way with the government, etc., 
and I took in the first collection. A gentleman called me and 
said, “I’ve got things I want to bring over to the museum, 
will you take them?” and I [said], “Yeah.” So, he went over 
the next afternoon in his Jeep, and he had about fifteen 
boxes in it. I [thought] “Wow!” because I was always saying at 
the board meetings, “What if we throw a party and nobody 
comes?” But he said, “I’m going to go get the rest.” Before it 
was all said and done, we had sixty-seven boxes. 

He had lived with them in his condo, a very small 
one-bedroom condo … for twelve years because he had lost 
his lover to AIDS. The only thing he could do was box up 
their lives together, and literally he had paths throughout 
his condo to his couch, from the door to the dining room, to 
the kitchen, and into his bedroom. His bedroom had fewer 
boxes in it, but there was still a path to the bathroom. They 
were four high; I was [thinking], “Nobody should live like 
that.” So, I quickly decided, yes, we need our history, but 

Volunteers mount a display case featuring items from Lady Victoria 
Lust onto the wall of the Gulf Coast Archive and Museum of Gay, 
Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender History (GCAM). 

All photos courtesy of Judy Reeves and GCAM unless otherwise noted.
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more importantly, we need a place for these people to have 
closure. These people who have lost their partners or family 
members etc., they need a place to come where they feel safe 
so they can get on with the ordeal of living. When I changed 
my mind[set] to that, it made everything else fall into place 
because it’s all connected. That’s me in a nutshell.
LZ:  It seems like a lot of community archives start in peo-
ple’s apartments or homes. Why do you think that is?
JR:  It comes down to, “What if we throw a party and 
nobody comes?” We can go out and rent a big building but 
who’s going to pay for it? And, if we don’t get any collections 
in, what are we going to do with that big building? We’re ob-
ligated to it. GCAM actually started in 2507 Capitol Street 
…  a 3,600-[square]-foot warehouse [where] I lived. That’s 
where it started with its collections, and actually, we cleared 
out and put walls up. About 12-by-12 [square feet of] room at 
the entrance of the warehouse was devoted to GCAM so we 
could start collecting things and put up an exhibit. We put 
up our first exhibit in the year 2000 and that opened us up 
to the community.
LZ:  Can you talk about the collaboration involved in decid-
ing whether to be a museum or an archive?
JR:  There was absolutely no wishy-washy process here. 
… We knew we needed a museum. We just weren’t sure … 
what we were going to do, and actually Dr. Jim Sears from 
ONE Institute [also known as ONE National Gay & Lesbian 
Archives] was there to guide us. He gave us the four models 
of starting a museum. What he didn’t do is say, “First you 
have to be educated and you have to have someone who 
knows what they’re doing.” … So thirteen of us sat down, 
and we voted on it, and we decided we were going to be a 
museum that afternoon. 
LZ:  What are those four pillars that he suggested?
JR:  Well, we could go meet with a university and try to do 
the collection there or a library or, in our case — I’m not 

sure why because I don’t know of any other museums that 
do this — we could go with either a church or a bar. I [said], 
“Those two are out.” We have too many atheists in this 
community to go to a church with our history, and we have 
too many youngsters that we’d like to study [our] history to 
go to a bar. Or [we could do] a stand-alone [museum], which 
we did. It’s been very difficult; it’s been very interesting. I 
do spend more time trying to raise funds than I do anything 
else, but that’s okay. It was a very eclectic group there that 
day. There were three writers for magazines and a botanist 
who did legal representation for court cases. He was one of 
those smart guys. We had a photographer in the community, 
and we had two entertainers, and we had five activists. So, 
guess what, the activists won.

LZ:  Did you put out a call [at large], or did you just invite 
people that you knew?
JR:  Brandon Wolf put the call out. He’s a writer for 
OutSmart now. At the time he worked for Texas Commerce 
Bank, but he also ran a listserv … He put the word out, 
and thirteen of us showed up, and it took about two hours. 
Before we left, we had already put together a lot of what 
we wanted to do within the week. We kept meeting every 
week, and by October we had our 501(c)(3) papers filled out, 
we were ready to go. We had no money; it was going to cost 
$500 to turn in that little piece of paper.

LZ:  So, this was a labor of love?
JR:  Yes, it definitely was. We had our first board, and we 
had our bylaws. We had everything ready to go, except we 
didn’t have a 501(c)(3) [nonprofit] status. Bill O’Rourke who 
was a member of RICSS [Royal Imperial Court of the Single 
Star] and a drag queen said, “Well, I’ll do a fundraiser for 
you.” So, we did a quick fundraiser at one of the bars and 
we raised almost $700 
that night. … By October 
we were up and running. 
It didn’t take as long as 
it does now to get your 
501(c)(3) papers back, and 
we were accepted quickly. 
A couple of weeks later 
Rosie Cheeks presented 
us with our original logo, 
and it was a gift.

So, we had everything 
set to go, and by the first 
part of the year we were 
being invited to speak 
to the Gay Chamber of Commerce and different churches. 
One of my favorites was to go to the church and speak to 
the Hatch group, because these were young impressionable 
children who wanted to learn history … How lucky is that?! 
… The one thing I did realize very quickly is that there were 
more people willing to give us busloads of stuff than hand-
fuls of money. So, it became a problem very quickly.

Some of the original GCAM board members cut the ribbon at the 
archive’s first exhibition, Pride Through the Ages, in 2000. Pictured 
from left to right are Bruce Reeves, Annise Parker, Judy Reeves, Rick 
“RainbodeKlown” Hurt, Phyllis Frye, and Jim Carper. 

The original GCAM logo was 
presented by local drag queen Rosie 
Cheeks during a fundraiser at Mary’s 
Naturally, a popular Houston gay 
bar that closed in 2009.  
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LZ:  That is difficult for an archive when the collection 
grows bigger than financial coffers. Why do you think that 
there was this outpouring, particularly in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, to collect?
JR:  I think that people were literally watching their his-
tory go down the tubes. If you had a lover who was ill and 
ultimately he died, I don’t care how long you’ve been togeth-
er, the family came in and took over. And when they came 
in, they took over everything, [saying,] “Every single thing 
in the apartment belonged to my son no matter what you 
say.” These [surviving partners] were left devastated with 
absolutely nothing. Some of these guys had been together 
for years and years, and they ended up without so much as 
an apartment because their name wasn’t on the lease, their 
lover’s was. So, the families would quickly cancel their lease, 
and they found themselves out on the street. They saw their 
lives going down the tubes, and we turned that around.

We had people who contributed mightily in the commu-
nity, in sports, in art, in the libraries, in the schools. We 
had teachers dying, we had librarians dying, we had drag 
queens dying. But everybody is worth something; they leave 
their mark on this earth, and these people were literally 
being wiped out. We didn’t even have obits for them because 
the families wouldn’t allow us to print anything that even 
remotely said they were gay or had AIDS. So, a lot of every-
thing was being lost. 

People jumped on the bandwagon quickly, “Here take it 
quick before his parents come.” We were taking things, and 

[saying], “Okay, sign this piece of paper that says you’re the 
legal owner” … because I knew that we just had to have it. 
They were going to be devastated if they lost everything. 
People had even bought houses together and lost their 
houses, their mortgage, everything. You cannot imagine 
what that’s like to lose your lover of umpteen years and 
suddenly find yourself out on the street without so much as 
a picture of him. And [his parents] were throwing it all in 
the dumpsters. I was younger back then; I could dumpster 
dive, and we did frequently. We literally would follow the 
families and we’d stand across the street while they dumped 
it all, and we were on that like roaches. But we did it, and 
people were grateful for that. 
LZ:  In the Houston LGBT community there is this familial, 
almost, genealogy that was created and that was different 
than biological familial lines. It sounds as if your organi-
zation stepped in to make sure that the loss of community 
members would be registered. 
JR:  Exactly. We decided that very early on that these guys 
needed some place to go and this is going to be their closure. 
A lot of them took advantage of it, and they worked for us 
for a while and then they wandered off. I was fine with those 
guys … getting a new life. What I couldn’t understand was 
the families coming in and absolutely destroying every-
thing. I don’t know if they were so uneducated that they 
thought they might get AIDS if they kept some of his books 
or what, but it was just devastating to watch what went 
into those dumpsters: sheets, towels, books, pictures, photo 
albums, everything personal. … 
LZ:  Curation is a big part of archival work with a connec-
tion between collecting and displaying. Your linkage of 
preservation to education goes all the way back to your first 
exhibit, Pride through the Ages, in 2000.
JR:  We started that [pop-up exhibits concept], folks. … And 
that was a great exhibit, we had thirty years of history all 
the way up to 2000, and we had at least one item from the G, 
the L, the B, and the T community for every single year. … 
It was in a warehouse, and we had a lot of visitors. And [they 
asked], “When’s your next exhibit?” 
Vince Lee:  For public exhibits it’s very liberating because 
it’s not in a contained or sterile environment, it’s accessible. 
Folks can approach it, they can interact and touch materials. 
I’ve seen Judy have some items from the leather collection 
available, and folks would like to interact with many of 
those. The bar tops from Mary’s. There are photographs that 
document individuals from the community that are no lon-
ger with us, and that’s the last of the remnants or materials 
that document their existence and validate their existence.
JR:  People thought I was crazy when I started to talk about 
that: “Look at the bar tops. It was 1985 when they put those 
pictures in there.” That really is the best documentation for 
Mary’s Naturally, which was one of the largest bars around 
at that time, and it was one of the more eclectic bars. The 
Houston Motorcycle Club found their home there, and that’s 

An exhibit case from GCAM’s 2000 exhibition Pride Through the 
Ages features items collected from the Houston Area Bears Club. 
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what really started this little mushroom to grow. But the 
motorcycle club was there, so, the leather community felt 
comfortable there because of the motorcycles, and the drag 
queens kind of felt comfortable there because there’s such 
an incest — this art community is so incestuous — so they 
were comfortable. The bisexuals could come in because 
everybody loves everybody, and even the trans people were 
comfortable there because everybody else was so comfort-
able. I could walk in there any time of the day or night alone 
and feel right at home; I couldn’t do that in many bars. 

But the bar tops with the pictures on them were a tribute 
to a lot of people who were already gone before they put 
those pictures on there, and there are still people living 
today that are on there. They put [a lot of those people] on 
the bar tops because they wanted to remember them, and I 
said, “That’s Mary’s tribute to AIDS. It’s very small in scope, 
but that’s their tribute to the AIDS people that [were] lost.” 
They got to looking at it when it was in the Contemporary 
Arts Museum … with different eyes this time because they 
haven’t seen it in ten years. They remembered how much 
history there is in those pictures. It’s not just a photo album, 
it is stark history and it hurts.
LZ:  Have you received collections that you were surprised 
existed?
JR:  Yes, actually just months ago, a person contacted me and 
said, “This person has died, and we want to do something 
with his stuff.” This gentleman was a prominent community 
member, … but in his other life … he was a fan dancer in the 
twenties. I was presented with one of his fans, and I nearly 
died, …[and] the other fan has been promised to GCAM. 
[The donor] actually had a picture of [the man] using these 
fans on stage. 

We were contacted by the Dallas Buyers Club [film], and 
they had a [Houston] bar scene set up and … wanted some of 

This piece of the bar top from Mary’s Naturally, a legendary Montrose 
gay bar, illustrates how staff members decorated the bar top sections 
with photos of patrons, many of whom died from AIDS in the 1980s 
and 1990s.

Drawings from local Houston artist Fred Hinton, the partner 
of LGBTQ activist Gary Van Ooteghem, are among the GCAM 
treasures. The artwork above is an homage to Mary’s Naturally, 
and the piece below is a doodle Hinton drew on a matchbook 
and gifted to GCAM cofounder Judy Reeves.
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our local t-shirts and things to wear in the bar scene. They 
wanted to be authentic. The wardrobe people came down, 
and I pulled about sixty t-shirts, and they went through 
them, and we talked about them. I couldn’t use the newer 
bars … They actually used twenty of them in the scene. I 
ended up with three credits in the movie, two for GCAM, 
one for me. But it’s really hard, when you do something for 
somebody, and you don’t charge them for it. I found out 
that’s wrong. We’re supposed to be charging for all this, 
especially when it came up for an award. 
LZ:  Judy, Vince is drawing focus to a collection that you 
brought today.
JR:  This was Fred Hinton’s art … He was just, a stay-at-
home person, … he didn’t like crowds. … But he was a 
phenomenal artist, [who] didn’t think he had any talent. … 
He loved to do black and white … [T]hese were depictions 
of various places and drag queens. … Mostly it got his foot 
on the ground from something that went on in the com-
munity, so they are very historic to the Montrose area. The 
TWT [This Week in Texas magazine] … featured him in one 
issue, but he was very surprised that they wanted to even 
bother. … [In] one of my favorite pictures, … probably one 
of his most historic pictures in the world, all of these words 
in that headpiece [shown] are all related to Mary’s, the bar. 
It’s depicting the first LUEY [Let Us Entertain You], which 
is on the forty-seventh year [in 2019], … [of] the Houston 
Mardi Gras celebration … The motorcycle club is depicted 
on there because Mary’s wouldn’t have been put on the map 
if it wasn’t for the Houston Motorcycle Club. … Torchy Lane 
who was a drag queen in Mary’s forever. … But it’s just a 
little bit of everything, and if you’re studying Mary’s or drag 
queens or Mardi Gras in Houston or any of that, or leather, 
motorcycles, this picture fits into all of those categories … It 
just breaks my heart that he didn’t think he had talent. I have 
every one of his little fun doodles and sketches, and I’ve got 
matchbook covers with early sketches on them …

My heart-stopping moment with GCAM came the day 
that there was a knock on the door at eight o’clock on a 
Sunday morning. We were still in a warehouse at the time, 
and I opened the door, and there’s this rather imposing 
woman wearing a state trooper uniform complete with a 
badge on her waist, which is about nose-height with me. She 
says, “Is this that museum?” And I went, “Yes.” I thought, 
“I’m going to get arrested or killed, I don’t know which.” 
That gun was bigger than I was. She says, “Oh, can I come in 
and see?” And I went, “Sure.” She walked around the entire 
museum area, which again was only a 12-by-12 room of 

T-shirts with logos from various Houston gay bars were worn by 
background actors in scenes from the film Dallas Buyers Club. 

thirty years of stuff. And she turned at the very end of it, 
and she said, “I understand that you have a TWT here that 
has a picture on the front of Lynn of Just Marion & Lynn’s [a 
Houston lesbian bar].” I went, “Yeah, it’s over here in the ex-
hibit.” She said, “I’m Lynn.” [That] just took my breath away. 
I backed into a wall and went, “Oh, my God.”

She had no idea that anybody was collecting anything 
in this area. I’m tearing up. She thought … when she went 
away to be a peace officer in Austin that she left her [ Just 
Marion & Lynn’s] life behind her. I thought, “Man, if I had 
two of those, I’d give you one,” but I didn’t have two of them. 
But she says, “I just wanted to see it one more time.” I said, 
“Come back anytime. We don’t have to be open for you to get 
in the door.” But it was really startling, and people along the 
way have come back to visit. 

A March 1976 This Week in Texas features Houston bar owner Lynn 
from Just Marion and Lynn’s on the cover.

To learn more visit gcam.org, email curator@gcam.org,
or call 832-722-5785, 10:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.
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I knew her as a woman who sat behind dark glasses 
with a nearly constant, slight frown. She was quick 

to tell you harsh truths, exceptionally stubborn, and 
possibly loved more intensely than anyone I have ever 
known. Today, she appears quite different: she wears 
clear lenses. 

This woman is Deb Murphy. Calling herself “as 
old as dirt,” she plotted her retirement plans for 
years, which included pouring herself into projects 
like creating monster movies with friends. Then, 
on July 17, 2020, after spending eighteen years as an 
LGBTQ youth advocate, she retired; but until that 

moment she had worked tire-
lessly on the “Hatch Plan 

for World Domination,” 
which involves safety 

for all LGBTQ youth, especially those in Harris County 
through Hatch Youth.1

Deb’s “Proudest Accomplishment”
Throughout her life, Deb has been praised as an important 
voice in Houston’s LGBTQ community. She received the 
Montrose Center’s Employee of the Year award in 2010 as 
well as the 2015 Outstanding Public Citizen Award from 
the Houston Chapter of the National Association of Social 
Workers. Deb is known for her queer youth advocacy, pub-
lic speaking, and training workshops throughout the na-
tion. However, she says that her proudest accomplishment 
is “surviving her childhood” as her parents were “difficult 
[people] to be raised by.”2

In the 1950s, her parents moved to Chicago as part of 
the Great Diaspora in which large numbers of Jewish 
people dispersed or migrated following World War II. 
Deb was born there in 1955, but the family soon changed 
course and relocated to Florida where the kids grew up. 
They moved throughout the state until the family settled 
in a house in South Florida when Deb was ten years old. 

She spent as much time as she could outside, aided by 
the fact that she was a bike ride away from the Everglades 
and a short bus ride away from the beach. The outdoors 
proved to be an escape from her parents who preached 
the values of education but more often hindered success. 
This lack of understanding only worsened as Deb discov-
ered her place in the queer community.

The Stonewall uprising took place in New York’s 
Greenwich Village when she was fourteen years old. She 
remembers her father pounding his fist on the table and 
screaming, “Now even the f------ queers are rioting!”3 At 
this time, she was just realizing that other people were 
having the same kinds of thoughts she had. This was 
confirmed when a librarian suggested that she read The 
Well of Loneliness, a lesbian novel. The Stonewall uprising 
and the book opened her eyes to the queer community 
that she never knew existed.4  

Although it had taken Deb a long time to figure out 
and understand her identity, she failed in hiding it for 
long from her parents. By age sixteen she had a girlfriend 
whose parents found their love notes and told Deb’s 
mother, claiming that Deb had “corrupted” their daugh-
ter.5 Chaos erupted, and Deb’s family forced her out of 
the house. After a week of suffering from neighborhood 
peer pressure, they decided that she could move back in 
with the stipulation that she move out permanently on 
her eighteenth birthday. 

Despite the obstacles, Deb proved her dedication to 
her schooling by becoming the first person in her family 
to graduate from high school. Even this did not change 
her family’s feelings towards her, so she moved out upon 
turning eighteen. When she arrived at college, the dorms 

Show up, 
Stand up,  
Speak up:  
The Legacy 
and Career of 
Deb Murphy
By Logan French

Deb Murphy post-
Hurricane Harvey. All 
of her older pictures were 

destroyed in the flood. 
Photo courtesy of 

Alex Ellis.
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also turned her away because of her visibility, so she decided 
to commute to school from an apartment shared with her 
girlfriend.

Always more concerned about their image than their 
daughter, Deb’s parents came to her graduation from Florida 
Atlantic University in Boca Raton. As she described it, they 
“showed up, sat there, and then left” without speaking to her. 
After earning her degree in chemistry and a minor in geol-
ogy, she moved away from South Florida for the first time 
since age ten, a decision that shaped the rest of her life.6

The Road to “Hatch Mom”
In 1979, at the age of twenty-four, Murphy moved to 
Houston in what she describes as the “best decision of [her] 

life,” with staying there being the second. Houston allowed 
her to use her degree to get work in petrochemical manufac-
turing. She served in a number of corporate positions and 
rose quickly up the ranks, starting out as a bench chemist 
and ending her career as a technical manager. Her job en-
abled her to travel, earn a solid paycheck, and gain skills im-
portant for her work today. However, it also had drawbacks 
as she was “a young gay woman working in the boy’s club … 
in a shark tank.”7 After twenty years, she realized that her 
heart was no longer in this work and decided to take her life 
in a new direction. She spent the next three years work-
ing odd jobs, including painting curb numbers, freelance 
writing, consulting work, technical writing and editing, and 
becoming the Houston Gay and Lesbian Film Festival’s first 
paid staff member.

Soon after Deb wrote an article about Hatch Youth for 
OutSmart magazine in 2002, a paid position opened. She 
quickly took it and stayed there until she retired, explaining 
that she could not imagine doing anything else. Hatch Youth 
is a program of the Montrose Center for queer youth ages 
thirteen to twenty.8 

Hatch began after a lesbian teenager at First Unitarian 
Universalist Church spoke up about the need for a safe 
support group for lesbian and gay teenagers in the Houston 
area. Jay Asher and Trish Morgan cofounded Hatch (then 
Houston Area Teen Coalition of Homosexuals) in 1987 run 
by volunteers at the church. The group dissolved and seemed 
to be over until the summer of 1991 when new support and 
funding became available. At this point, Hatch had become a 

Deb Murphy (right) walks with the Hatch Youth banner during a 
Houston Pride parade.  Photo courtesy of the Montrose Center.

Members of Hatch Youth decorate their float in preparation for a Pride parade.  Photo courtesy of the Montrose Center.
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registered 501(c)(3) non-profit organization meeting twice a 
week with programing that included educational presenta-
tions from gay professionals, personal development lectures, 
social time, suicide prevention, and educational or cultural 
films put on for an average of thirty to forty youth members. 
In the next few years, Hatch created its annual Hatch Prom, 
began marching in the annual Houston Pride parade, and 
started the Hatch Scholarships (now Out For Education).9 

Hatch has since been reorganized and is now housed in the 
Montrose Center with two paid positions in addition to many 
volunteers. Its mission has evolved to include “empowering 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex, 
asexual, and allied youth … by providing a safe and social envi-
ronment, offering role models and peer support, and sponsor-
ing educational and community outreach opportunities.” Hatch 
hopes to help build a societal climate that promotes “acceptance 

and understanding without regard to sexual identity.”10 The 
group meets three times a week for three to four hours and 
usually includes a social hour, a program hour, and a small 
group hour for structured conversation.

Deb enjoys being able to watch young queer people grow 
and learn. Because of Hatch, she was able to provide com-
munity and a feeling of safety for kids that have sometimes 
never felt that. She strives to provide safety for all queer kids 
and calls this goal the “Hatch Plan for World Domination.”11 
To achieve this, Hatch has expanded and put other pro-
grams in place, including Hatch Jr. for younger children, and 
resources for homeless youth, such as a rapid rehousing pro-
gram. In her last years with the organization, Deb focused 
on how to take Hatch to those who could not come to the 
Montrose Center due to transportation or familial issues.
“Hatch Plan for World Domination”
Throughout her life, Deb has seen the LGBTQ community 
become just that: a community. When she first came out, 
there were no safe places to go as there are now.  In her 
words, it was “a bunch of queers sitting in a bar, drinking 
themselves to death.” When she was sixteen, the only place 
where she could go was the back room of a straight bar 
called Lou’s Back Room. Lou did not allow them to drink 
alcohol, and if the cops came, they were to escape through 
the bathroom window. She still has a scar on her leg from 
one of those occasions. Despite the obvious danger, these 
gatherings were incredibly important as they provided 
scared, young queer people with access to advice from the 
older people, a sense of community, and knowledge of the 

Hatch Youth leaders and members strike a pose during a Hatch Prom 
event.  Photo courtesy of the Montrose Center.

Deb Murphy (far left) joins Hatch Youth members during a fundraising carwash in Montrose.   Photo courtesy of Dalton DeHart.
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existing culture that would otherwise never be discussed. 
Unfortunately, groups like this also introduced many people 
to drinking and eventually led to increased alcoholism. The 
dangers and extreme lack of acceptance caused many of the 
people to lose their lives at a young age.12 

In sharp contrast to the past, programs like Hatch now 
offer community, safety, and support. Although Hatch 
started out as little-known weekly meetings, in the thirty-four 
years since then, it has grown to include a variety of services 
and continues to build new programs in an effort to include 
as many groups as possible under the queer youth umbrella. 
The first time that a queer child enters the room, they are 
greeted by a facilitator or another member and are shown 
around. There are snacks and drinks available as well as 
books, games, crafts, and posters providing information 
about other services in the Montrose Center such as therapy 
and pediatrics. Projects and programs include the Safe 
Zones Project, Gay-Straight Alliances, Safe Spaces, Hatch Jr., 
Phoenix Youth (now on hiatus), and PFLAG, a street out-
reach team, and a rapid rehousing program. The Safe Zones 
Project and Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA) are peer group 
meetings held in high schools that offer support to students 
who may otherwise feel unsafe at school.13 

Hatch also provides GSA workshop training, and Deb has 
been asked to speak at GSA meetings in schools. Safe Spaces 
allows educators to mark their classroom as a safe place for 
queer students without the risk of bullying. Hatch Jr. is a 
program with a layout very similar to Hatch, though geared 
toward kids ages seven to twelve who must be accompanied 
by a parent or guardian. Phoenix Youth is an LGBT youth of 
color group that is also very similar to Hatch, but offers ser-
vices tailored to people of color. PFLAG (Parents and Friends 
of Lesbians and Gays) is an organization separate from Hatch 
that seeks to provide support to those who have someone 
queer in their life and help them cope with these changes.14

Hatch has not only changed the community of queer 

youth, but it has softened Deb’s rough exterior and made 
her more resilient. “You have to help them, but you have to 
remember that they are not your children even though you 
parent them.” She always tried hard to make everyone in 
the room safe and comfortable. Her love is recognized, and 
she is lovingly called “Hatch Mom” by many involved in the 
program. Because of her devotion to the program, the Hatch 
meeting room has been named in her honor.15

Today, Deb says, “there is gay everything,” which al-
lows for a vibrant community.16 Now safe spaces exist. In 
Houston there is an entire Montrose area, including the 
Montrose Center, which houses numerous programs for a 
diverse spectrum of queer people. Deb herself is involved 
in LOAF, a group for lesbians over age fifty. These different 
groups reflect an increasing inclusivity. 

This community is becoming part of the world, but Deb 
recognizes that this also means assimilation, and she be-
lieves that the price the queer community pays for assim-
ilation is a loss of culture. For example, Pride is becoming 
“a gay Saint Patrick’s Day where once a year everyone’s 
queer.”17 She remembers Pride parades in the early eighties 
that were family friendly outdoor parties, whereas today 
they frequently involve large amounts of alcohol and are 
often deemed inappropriate for children. 

“Can’t I just have fun for the rest of my life?”18

During her career, when not working on various Hatch 
programs or speaking at conferences, Deb liked to “be goofy 
with [her] friends and do fun stuff.”19 She worked on a series 
of short monster movies that are Ed Wood-style parodies 
of 1960s B movie horror genre.20 She has always written 
and explored many creative outlets, but in recent years, “the 
visual arts snuck up on [her].” Clearly she is not shy in ex-
pressing herself and says her “singing can best be described 
as croaking,” and she “enjoy[s] the hell out of it.”21

Deb thinks that she will be a “great retired person” who re-

Deb, at left, joins the royal court from the Montrose Prom in 2008.  Photo courtesy of Dalton DeHart.
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flects the song “Where the Wind Blows” by Coco O. She plans 
to indulge her creative side and carry on with her favorite 
hobbies and pastimes.22 She has a box full of projects for re-
tirement, from making a bird mask to creating a board game.

Deb had no timetable for her retirement. Instead she felt 
that she would know when it was her time to leave. She 
knows that it is important—especially in organizations that 
serve youth—to leave at the appropriate time or progress 
will cease. The younger people need to be allowed to provide 
the organization with their perspective. 
“Show up, Stand up, Speak up”  
Deb firmly believes that the way to create change is to “show 
up, stand up, and speak up.”23 This can mean many different 
things and be applied to various situations.

“Showing up” could range from being active in the queer 
community to deciding against suicide. The estimated 
suicide-attempt rate for queer youth is twenty-nine percent 
compared to six percent for heterosexual youth.24 However, 
Hatch has never lost anyone to suicide. Deb attributes this to 
the community and resources the program provides. I think 
that it also has to do with her honesty. I remember several 
years ago when the news media covered a young transgen-
der girl’s suicide and her note that discussed trying to make 
change. At the Hatch meeting following the girl’s death, Deb 
was very serious and sat everyone down. She told us that if 
we chose the same route, she would come and cry real tears 
at our funeral; in five or ten years, though, she would no 
longer remember us. One person, however, would never be 
able to forget the young transgender girl: the driver that she 

stepped in front of on the road, a stark reminder from Deb 
that death can often impact people we have never met. Deb 
wanted us to know very well that change can only happen if 
we stay alive and take part in it. 

 There are a variety of ways to “stand up.” One is by “sim-
ply sitting down and writing a check,” Deb said. Donating 
to an organization such as Hatch shows support and can 
greatly aid the work the group is doing.25  In order to keep 
the lights on and the doors open, services like these need 
people to stand up and show that they are a necessity that is 
embraced by the community.

 In telling the truth without sugarcoating it, Deb “spoke 
up.” Her honesty can be brutal, no matter how difficult it is 
to say or hear when she gives talks like the one following 
the young girl’s suicide. She remembers telling kids where 
they could sleep outside when they were kicked out of their 
homes or felt that they had to run away. According to her, 
the “hardest thing that she ever had to do” was to help tell a 
boy’s mother that her son was HIV positive.  She feels that 
it is better to speak up for something that she believes in 
and be wrong than to have done nothing. Deb hopes to be 
remembered as a kind person that “told the truth as [she] 
knew it and encouraged them [the Hatch kids] to seek their 
own truth.”26

Logan French was born and raised in Houston and recently gradu-
ated from the University of Houston Honors College with a B.S. 
in geology and a minor in energy and sustainability. He plans on 
attending graduate school and then pursuing a career in environ-
mental hydrogeology.

Author Logan French (fifth from right) marches with Hatch Youth at the 2014 Houston Pride parade.  Photo courtesy of Project Q Atlanta.
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On a crisp December morning, over flaky croissants 
and Parisian tea in dainty, porcelain cups, the answer 

was yes. Overwhelmingly, emphatically, unequivocally YES. 
There was no need to finish either the pitch or the ask; we 
were already completely on board.

It is a truism that no archive is complete. The African 
American Library at the Gregory School (The Gregory 
School) is no exception. In fact, now nearing its twelfth year, 
Gregory is a virtual newborn babe in the world of collecting 
institutions. On that crisp December morning that brought 
activist/creative/visionary Harrison Guy to the literal table, 
Houston Public Library curator and Gregory School manager 
Danielle Burns Wilson and I were confronted with the weight 
of this truth. However, the difficult reality was not that 
Gregory’s collection was incomplete due to its infancy but 
rather that the collection was incomplete due to its omission.

The Gregory School is one of three research centers 
operated by the Houston Public Library System. Located 
in historic Freedmen’s Town/Fourth Ward and housed in a 
building erected to serve as the first public school for free 
Black children after Emancipation, The Gregory School’s 
mission is to document and preserve Houston’s African 
American culture. A repository of rich and dynamic histo-
ries, The Gregory School employs exhibits, programming 
and an ever-expanding archive to tell the story of Black 
Houston’s impact locally, nationally, and internationally. 

Danielle and I initially assumed that Harrison wanted to 
discuss Urban Souls. Born of a solo he performed at the city-
wide festival Dance Houston, Urban Souls Dance Company 

was created and founded by Harrison in 2004. At the time, 
Urban Souls was about to celebrate its fifteenth year and 
The Gregory School would soon be reaching its own mile-
stone of ten years, so the timing of this conversation felt 
right. The three of us talked at length. As this was my first 
time meeting Harrison, we had to do the necessary work of, 
as the elders call it, “find[ing] out who your people are.” Our 
rapport was organic and the conversation delightful. We 
shared who was from where, attended what schools, worked 
in what institutions, knew so-and-so, and belonged to which 
organizations. Harrison waxed poetic about the founding 
and the future of Urban Souls; Danielle and I did what we 
always do in these initial meetings with potential collabora-
tors — made the case for a new collection. For all intents and 
purposes, it was a great meeting. 

We were feeling good about the time spent and our next 
steps, and as we began to wrap up, Harrison quietly inter-
jected: “Is it possible,” he asked, “to establish an initiative 

Triumph and Trial:
Preserving Houston’s Black LGBTQ+ History 
through Community-centered Archiving

Houston LGBTQ+ activist Charles Law addresses a crowd during the 
1979 National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights. 

Photo courtesy of Botts Collection of LGBT History.

Drag performer Chevell Brooks dances at Uptown Downtown in the 
1990s.  

All photos courtesy of the African American Library at the Gregory School unless 
otherwise noted. 



that seeks to archive 
the Black LGBTQ 
Houston experience at 
The Gregory School?” 
What unfolded in the 
next several minutes 
was both education and 
call to action. Harrison 
shared his idea of an 
archival collection to be 
housed at The Gregory 
School that would 
preserve and celebrate 
the histories and 
culture of Houston’s 
Black LGBTQ+  
community. He went 
on to say that he 
thought it fitting that 
said collection would 
be named after the late 
Dr. Charles Law — one 
of Houston’s first Black 
LGBTQ+ activists, 
University of Houston 

alum, and Texas Southern University’s first archivist  — and 
how powerful this initiative would be for Black LGBTQ+ 
Houstonians. 

Is it possible? Every time I replay this conversation in my 
mind, a pang of emotion hits me. On the surface, Harrison’s 
question was one of procedure — of process — not unfamil-
iar to our team. A potential donor’s asking how to donate is 
a customary, routine part of the work we do at The Gregory 
School. The conversation usually goes in part, “I have some 
items I’d like to donate …” or “I think I would like to start a 
collection …” However, peeling back the layers a bit, a closer 
examination of Harrison’s question brings a weightiness 
that stings of the denials and exclusions of Black LGBTQ+ 
history from the larger canon of African American history. 
In my replay of his question of possibility, I hear, “Is it possi-
ble that our history is of value to the archive?” or, worse yet, 
“Is it possible to be included?” 

At the time of our conversation, I could not definitively 
say what LGBTQ+ history our collection held. However, 
instinctively I knew that the percentage was small to 
non-existent. As aforementioned, no archive is complete; but 
as we seek to fill whatever gaps may exist in telling the story 
of Black Houston, we feel a pressing need to ensure the 
broadest representation possible. Omissions such as the 
Black LGBTQ+ community from The Gregory School 
collection, however unintentional they may be, carry grave 
consequences for the integrity and accuracy of the city’s 
historical record. As Danielle and I debriefed about our 
meeting with Harrison, we both expressed how appreciative 
we were (are) that The Gregory School was gifted the 
opportunity to correct course and make things right. 

In our next staff meeting, we recapped the meeting and 
the idea of creating this new collection. To no surprise, 
our team rallied behind the initiative. First, The Gregory 
School held a kick-off event in February 2019 to announce 
the creation of the Dr. Charles Law Community Archive 
(CLCA). Then, in continued support of the new collection, 
The Gregory School dedicated the entire month of June to 
programming on and around Black Houston’s LGBTQ+ 
community. And in the most perfect ending to the month 
imaginable, Houston’s Pride parade selected Harrison to be 
the grand marshal, the first Black person to be bestowed 
that honor. The Gregory School team had shirts made, and 
we all attended the parade together. 

Without question, June 2019 was one of the most mem-
orable, impactful, and personally fulfilling programming 
months I have experienced since joining The Gregory 
School team. More importantly, it spectacularly laid the 
foundation to create a dynamic collection that would greatly 
enrich Gregory’s archive, specifically, and Black Houston 
history overall. Over flaky croissants and Parisian tea in 
dainty, porcelain cups, we said yes. And as a reward, the 
photographs, oral histories, and ephemera were bound to 
come pouring in. I imagined our phones ringing off the 
hook with inquiries, and, as news spread of the newly cre-
ated CLCA, the LGBTQ+ community racing over to donate 
their items to the collection. I even wondered if we might 
need to petition the powers that be to get help to process the 
new acquisitions. 

Gregory School employees and their family members attend the Houston Pride parade in 2019 to support Grand Marshal Harrison Guy. From left to 
right are LaCecia Jackson, Toni Burns, Tracey King, Ingrid Grant, Harrison Guy, Danielle Burns Wilson, Erika Thompson, and Sheena Wilson. 

The Christmas Eve show at Incognito 
the Club in 1998 featured beloved drag 
performer and emcee Cookie LaCook. 
Known as “the Mouth of the South,” 
LaCook gave generously of her time for 
benefit shows and to help those in need.

20   HOUSTON HISTORY  Vol. 18 • No.  2



HOUSTON HISTORY  Vol. 18 • No.  2  21

One of the things I had prom-
ised Harrison at the onset was that 
Gregory would not relegate CLCA 
to an annual June observance, 
brought out as our show pony of 
inclusiveness and put back on the 
shelf until the next Pride month. 
The Gregory School knows this 
reality all too well, as every Black 
History Month we become the 
hottest ticket in town. We refused 
to actively participate in marginal-
izing the CLCA collection in that 
way. Our excitement fueled many 
conversations about the direction 
the new collection would take, even 
though donations weren’t rolling in 
just yet. 

Shortly after the launch of 
CLCA and the June programming, 
we jumped into a whirlwind of 
preparations for The Gregory 
School’s tenth anniversary com-
ing in November 2019. We had a 
full weekend of events scheduled, 
including a VIP reception and 
two-day symposium. Was CLCA 
forgotten? Absolutely not, but it 
certainly was not at the fore of all 
the planning. Once the anniver-
sary events were successfully behind us, the team used the 
fairly quiet holiday season to recover from what had been a 
long, but wildly productive year. In January, as we do at the 
start of every new year, The Gregory School team turned 
our attention to our plans and goals for 2020, with an air of 
greater significance seemingly swirling about.

Harrison and I touched base and candidly discussed the 
state of CLCA. The calls we thought would inundate us, the 
inquiries we thought we would field, the acquisitions we 

thought we would make — 
none of it happened. In re-
ality, for all the anticipation 
and excitement surround-
ing its creation, CLCA had 
yet to become. Everyone 
and everything was about 
this highly touted “Year of 
Vision,” and what we both 
saw clearly was that CLCA 

needed help. Harrison and I made a commitment that in this 
new year, the collection would get the attention it deserved 
and desperately needed. But by March, COVID-19 had 
brought our world to a literal halt.

Barring the obvious limitations of a global pandemic, 
CLCA’s failure to launch is in many ways emblematic of 

A popular Black gay bar and dance 
club, Incognito the Club operated 
from 1996 to 2004.

Grover Fortenberry, right, provided entertainment 
to Houston’s Black gay community, including theater 
productions, scheduling club entertainment, and helping 
establish Houston’s Black Gay Pride celebration and 
Houston Splash, which drew up to 20,000 people to 
the city. Performer Tiffany Brooks was Miss Texas 
Continental in 2001 and Miss Black America 2002. 

the challenges that accompany 
preserving the histories of under-
represented communities. Over the 
years, from “walk in” days with our 
archivists to community scanning 
events, The Gregory School has 
employed numerous tactics to 
acquire materials from our com-
munity. There has been no shortage 
of attempts to collect and preserve 
Houston’s African American his-
tory, and yet the struggle persists. 
One thing that we know to be true 
is that our communities collect, but 
they do not share. There are myriad 
reasons for this, but the elephant 
in the room remains that African 
Americans feel a grave distrust in 
turning over their materials, one 
that is rooted in a very real history 
of being taken advantage of and 
treated poorly by institutions of all 
stripes. 

More recently, in trying to secure 
photographs for CLCA, donors 
showed a willingness to have the 
images scanned, but they wanted 
them subsequently returned. They 
demonstrated great reluctance to 
take the next step of relinquishing 

original documents and photographs to be included in a 
permanent collection. Similarly, in our experience, potential 
donors want to hold on to their materials to a certain point 
in their lives before creating collections with us. Yet, their 
intentions to donate are rarely if ever documented, be it in 
a will or expressed to loved ones and next of kin. We are 
combatting not only deep-seeded mistrust but also the illu-
sion of time. This reluctance will prove to be a death knell to 
collecting institutions like The Gregory School, signaling to 
us that much work remains to be done to educate our com-
munities on the import of historic preservation. 

When outside opens again and whatever modicum of the 
normalcy we once enjoyed returns, my hope is that we will 
breathe renewed life into CLCA; for not only is it possible, it 
is necessary. 

Erika Thompson currently serves as community liaison for the 
African American Library at the Gregory School, one of Houston 
Public Library system’s three local research centers. Prior to her po-
sition at The Gregory School, Erika worked at the National Archives 
and Records Administration in Washington, D.C. and the Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. National Historic Site in Atlanta. Erika graduated 
from University of Houston, where she double majored in psychol-
ogy and radio/TV; earned her master’s in Africana Studies from 
Cornell University; and is ABD with a master’s in American Studies 
from University of Maryland.
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In 1953 Houston florist David Moncrief hosted a cocktail 
party for a group of gay friends in his midtown apartment 

to watch the first ever televised Academy Awards. When 
television reception of the broadcast failed, the bemused and 
disappointed guests turned on the radio to listen to the 
presentation. Undaunted, Moncrief the following year 
organized a second cocktail 
party, but this time as the 
broadcast was about to 
begin he gathered the group 
together to present his own 
award for best local perfor-
mance — which historian 
and journalist Brandon 
Wolf describes as “most 
likely an amorous adven-
ture” — to guest Virginia 
“Hub” Lankford. In a corner 
of the apartment stood a 
nearly life-size plaster 
statue of Diana, the Roman 
goddess of the hunt, which 
had come from the Sako- 
witz Department Store, 
where Moncrief’s room-
mate Curtis Wright headed 
the window design depart-
ment. This was the birth of 
the Diana Awards and the 
beginning of what became 
The Diana Foundation.

In the 1950s and 1960s 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender Houstonians, 
like LGBT people every-
where, were forced into a 
largely hidden existence. 
The history of these early 
gatherings is predominantly 
preserved only in interviews 
by attendees. Thom Guthrie, 

who joined The Diana Foundation in later years, remembers, 
“This is all pre-Stonewall, and you didn’t want people to think 
you were gay because you could get arrested, you could get 
thrown in jail, you could be beaten. … You couldn’t be gay, 
that’s all there was to it.” Police would arrest people from the 
LGBT community who congregated in bars or write down 

license plate numbers from 
the parking lot and alert 
employers so they would 
lose their jobs. Private 
parties, often with gay 
men and lesbian women 
arriving as “couples” to 
deceive prying neighbors’ 
eyes, were one of the few 
places the community 
could gather unreservedly. 
The Diana Awards Show 
during this period was 
typically held in private 
residences, which made 
it hard to find space for 
the theater-style seating 
to mimic the Academy 
Awards that inspired the 
gathering.

In contrast to the more 
polite Oscars, the Diana 
Awards was a roast of at-
tendees. Moncrief, joined 
by friends Charles Hebert 
and Tom Adams, wrote 
the awards in language 
that was, “depending on 
one’s sensitivities, risqué, 
ribald, crass, or just down-
right lewd.” During that 
time it was popular for 
gay men to call each other 
by female names. Hebert 

“Los Angeles has Oscar,  
New York has Tony, and 

Houston has Diana.”

The Life and Times of 
Diana

Tom “Ava” Osborn, David Moncrief, Charles Hebert, and the statue of Diana 
in the earliest known photograph of the Diana Awards, 1969, at the Windmill 
Theater. This photograph was scanned by Brandon Wolf from Tom Osborn’s 
collection, but the location of the original copy is currently unknown. 

Digital scan courtesy of The Diana Foundation Records, Special Collections, 
 University of Houston Libraries.

By Christian Kelleher
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and Adams took on duties of co-hosts, often in character 
as gossip columnists Louella Parsons and Hedda Hopper, 
while Moncrief handed them sealed envelopes as Pricene 
Waterhouse (a feminization of accounting firm Price 
Waterhouse that secured Oscars’ results). Hebert became the 
Diana organization’s creative and organizational driving 
force through the sixties and into the seventies, and the pop-
ularity of the awards show continued to grow. Beginning 
in 1966, the awards moved from private residences into the 
Village Theater in Rice Village.

As Diana entered its teenage years, the exuberance of 
youth blossomed with the 1967 debut of Tom Osborn’s “Ava,” 
the diva whose drag performances were a mainstay of the 
Diana Awards shows for the next twenty years. Osborn, 
who had performed in the Sonja Henie Hollywood Ice 
Revue during the late 1940s and early 1950s, borrowed an 
“elegant purple robe” from a show business friend for his 
first performance, and the following year borrowed another 
ensemble from a friend in the Hello Dolly traveling show 
that was in town at the time. He later led “Ava’s Glamorizing 
Committee” for Diana Awards Show costumes.

After the pivotal Stonewall uprising in New York’s 
Greenwich Village in 1969, the LGBT community, includ-
ing the Diana organization and its members—collectively 
known as the Dianas—had an increasingly public presence 
in Houston. In 1970 the Diana Awards, now seventeen, went 
to its first gay bar, Club Romulus on Richmond Avenue, 
followed in later years by the Palace Club on Montrose, the 

The 22nd Diana Awards, 1975, at Bayou Landing drew a celebratory 
crowd. 

Photo courtesy of Gary Evans Papers, Botts Collection of LGBT History,  
Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.

The 22nd Diana Awards, 1975, as seen in this 35 mm slide. 
Photo courtesy of the Botts Collection of LGBT History,  

Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.

Invitation to the 29th Diana Awards, 1982, at the Tower Theater.
 Photo courtesy of The Diana Foundation Records, Special Collections,  

University of Houston Libraries.



24   HOUSTON HISTORY  Vol. 1 8 • No.  2   

Hi Kamp Club with its raised runway and stage, and Bayou 
Landing. When it turned twenty-one, Diana printed its first 
awards show program. 

As Diana grew, so did its influence and impact on Houston. 
In 1976 The Diana Foundation became a nonprofit charitable 
organization. With proceeds from the awards show and other 
activities, the Dianas began supporting community organi-
zations including the Houston Ballet, the Montrose Clinic, 
Theater Under the Stars, the Metropolitan Community 
Church of the Resurrection, the Montrose Symphonic Band, 
the Houston Gay Political Caucus, and support for students at 
the High School for the Performing and Visual Arts to attend 
college. The Dianas entered the 1980s with packed audi-
ences at the Sheraton Lincoln Hotel downtown. Attendance 
enabled the awards show to continue to grow and The Diana 
Foundation to take an expanding role in supporting its com-
munity’s civic and cultural society. Awards show programs 
became large booklets featuring photographs of performers 
and dozens of advertisements. Then in the early 1980s, as 
Diana entered its thirties, AIDS changed everything.

The foreword to the program for the 31st Diana Awards in 
1984 noted, “This past year The Foundation recognized the 

Tom Osborn rehearses for the Diana Awards in a photograph from 
the program for the 29th Diana Awards, 1982. Ava starred with “The 
Musclettes” in A Salute to Tony called “I’m One of the Boys Who’s One 
of the Girls.” 

Photo courtesy of Michael Kemper Papers, Botts Collection of LGBT History, 
Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.

crisis occurring in our community and put its emphasis on 
assisting the efforts of the KS/AIDS Foundation to face and 
deal with this major problem.” Full-page memorials to lost 
friends and members became increasingly common in the 
awards show programs. The Diana Foundation moved from 
being a social organization to becoming a major charita-
ble organization in Houston. In later programs, the list of 
supported organizations grew to include AIDS Foundation 
Houston, Bering Community Service Foundation, Crisis 
Hotline, Omega House, Stone Soup, McAdory House, the 
Colt 45s AIDS TroubleFund, and Pet Patrol, which helped 
people with AIDS care for their pets.

Then in 1987 further tragedy stunned The Diana 
Foundation when original member and long-time leader 
and friend Charles Hebert was murdered in his Montrose 
home. The Houston Chronicle noted that police said Hebert 
was killed by blows from his assailant’s hands and feet. The 
theme for the Diana Awards the following year was “A Night 
to Remember,” and the evening’s performance was dedicated 
to Hebert, in “memory of the world’s oldest living teenager.” 
During this period programs also began to include “Diana 
Remembers…” memorial lists. In 1988 the list of sixteen 
names included both Hebert and Diana founder David 
Moncrief, who also died in 1987.  By 1994 the memorial list 

First Lady Barbara Bush’s letter congratulating The Diana Foundation 
was distributed at the 37th Diana Awards, 1990.

Photo courtesy of The Diana Foudation Records, Special Collections,
University of Houston Libraries.
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had increased to forty. Even the famed Diana statue from 
Sakowitz that inspired the group’s name was lost in the late 
1980s.

The Diana Awards Shows had moved to the Wortham 
Theater, and new president Harry Guyton, who succeeded 
Hebert, kept the show running with lavish sets and cos-
tumes. As Thom Guthrie noted, “It became one of the most 
fashionable things in Houston. Every socialite in the city 
wanted to have a table at the Diana Awards.” It often took 
years for prospective members to be accepted into The 
Diana Foundation, and the organization’s impact on the 
community continued to grow. 

In 1990 then president Frank Campisi read a letter to 
the Dianas from First Lady Barbara Bush that saluted “the 
good work being done by the Diana Foundation” and stated 
that she was “grateful for your efforts on behalf of others.” 
That same year, the Dianas presented Houston philanthro-
pist Carolyn Farb with The Diana Award for Community 
Service in recognition of her urgent and important work 
during the AIDS crisis. Other community service award re-
cipients over the years included mayors Kathy Whitmire and 
Annise Parker, and Dr. Edwin Cordray of the Bering Dental 
Clinic, among others. In 2001, the awards show moved to a 

smaller venue. Following the losses of Hebert, Moncrief, and 
so many members and loved ones, and now entering middle 
age, Diana was very aware of the organization’s advancing 
years and changing community.

For the 39th Diana Awards in 1992 the theme was “39 and 
Holding,” but by Diana 41 the organization’s famous irrev-
erent humor roasted itself with the theme “Dianasaurus: 
Geriatric Park.” That year featured Tom “Ava” Osborn’s 
return for a final encore performance, after being sidelined 
from previous shows by arthritis. But as Diana 41’s subtitle 
warned, “Just when you thought it was over,” Diana was back 
again the next year at the Houston Club affirming “Glamour 
is Everything.” Though the extravagance of the younger 
Diana was behind them, the “A-list gays” of the matured and 
sophisticated Diana Foundation held claim to their place as 
members of the oldest continuously operating gay organiza-
tion in the country. 

As with any life, there are many different stories that can 
be told—by and about us, through our archives, and in our 
own words through oral history. The Diana Foundation 
Records at the University of Houston Libraries is a vibrant 
part of telling the story of Houston’s LGBTQ community. 

Christian Kelleher is head of Special Collections, the University of 
Houston Libraries.

The author wishes to thank Brandon Wolf whose work, advice, 
and permission are central to this article; Larry Criscione of The 
Botts Collection of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender History, 
Inc.; and The Diana Foundation members Tanner Williams, John 
Heinzerling, and Dan Maxwell for their efforts collecting and pre-
serving the Dianas’ archival history, now held at the University of 
Houston Libraries Special Collections.

From the program to the 30th Diana Awards, 1983, “That’s 
Entertainment.” 

Photo courtesy of The Diana Foundation Records, Special Collections,  
University of Houston Libraries.

A growing archive at the University of Houston Libraries is 
documenting the history, legacy, and continuing impact of Houston’s 
Diana Foundation as one of the oldest gay organizations in the country. 
Among the records are programs for 1992, 1994, and 1995. 

Photo courtesy of The Diana Foundation Records, Special Collections,  
University of Houston Libraries.
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Pam Francis Wilson was born in Houston, Texas. She graduated 
with a BFA in studio art specializing in photography and graphic 
design in the College of Fine Arts at the University of Texas at 
Austin in the spring of 1979.

The Pam Francis Portraits
Pam Francis Photographs will be the first retrospective 
exhibition organized at the Blaffer Art Museum at the 
University of Houston on the work of Pam Francis (1954-
2020). On display September 29 to October 6, 2021, the 
exhibition will feature iconic artworks depicting her tech-
nical mastery of luminous lighting and creative artistry 
spanning her thirty-year career. Considered one of the 
top editorial and advertising photographers in Houston, 
Francis earned the sought-after covers and featured arti-
cles of Texas Monthly, People, Sports Illustrated, Fortune, Time, 
Homes and Gardens, and corporate magazines (Continental 
Airlines, Enron). The list of who’s who includes three pres-
idents of the United States (George H. W. Bush, George W. 
Bush, Barack Obama), a secretary of state ( James Baker), 
mayors (Annise Parker and Lee Brown), hall-of-fame and 
Olympic athletes (Hakeem Olajuwon, Carl Lewis, Nolan 
Ryan, Mary Lou Retton), Grammy Award winners (Lyle 
Lovett, Destiny’s Child), American Music Award winners 
(LeAnn Rimes, Hank Williams Jr.), southern rap artists 
(Bun B, Pimp C, ESG, Slim Thug, Lil’ O, Lil’ Flip, Lil’ 
Keke, Big Moe, and UGK), CEOs and entrepreneurs ( Jim 
Goode, Mark Cuban, Tillman Fertitta, Oscar Wyatt, Jack 
Sweeney, Michael Dell, Ken Lay).

Works on view trace Francis’s development as a remark-
able talent, capturing portraits that visually chronicle the 
defining moments and key protagonists of the decades. 
Over the course of her career, Francis became an import-
ant part of the changing cultural role of photography as 
an artistic medium. The images reveal her discipline and 
conceptual rigor in converging modes of portraiture and 
photojournalism with profound authenticity and sly wit. 
The exhibition also includes Francis’s photographs of her 
favorite artists like Lyle Lovett and Hank Williams Jr., 
among others.

Christine Starkman, guest curator, is a contemporary art cura-
tor interested in the global, transnational, and transcultural his-
tories of modern and contemporary art between Asia, Europe, 
Latin America, and North America. She has been a researcher 
and curator at three major encyclopedic museums: Art Insti-
tute of Chicago, Cleveland Museum of Art, and Museum of Fine 
Arts, Houston. She has an M.A. in Japanese art and architecture 
from the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign and did Ph.D. 
coursework in art history at Rice University.

By Christine Starkman

The Estate of Pam Francis Wilson will establish a
charitable fund in Photography to promote the
medium’s impact on contemporary art and culture.
Details will follow at a later date.
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Mayor Annise Parker, 2009

Annise Danette Parker (b. 1956), American politician, 

served as the sixty-first mayor of Houston, Texas (2010-

2016), at-large member of the Houston City Council 

(1998-2003), and city controller (2004-2010). She was  

one of the first openly gay mayors of a major U.S. city.

Renu Khator 

Renu Khator, Chancellor of the University of 

Houston System and President of the University  

of Houston (2008-).

Carl Lewis, 2006

Fredrick Carlton Lewis (b. 1961), American former track 

and field athlete who won nine Olympic gold medals and 

one Olympic silver medal (Los Angeles, Seoul, Barcelona, 

and Atlanta Olympic Games), and ten World Championship 

medals, 1970-1996. He set world records in 100m, 4 x 100m, 

and 4 x 200m relays.
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Destiny’s Child, 2000

American musical group with Kelendria Trene 

Rowland (b. 1981), Beyoncé Giselle Knowles Carter (b. 

1981), and Michelle Williams (b. 1979). Destiny’s Child 

signed with Columbia Records in 1996 and recorded 

Say My Name, 2000; Jumpin’ Jumpin, 2000; 

Independent Woman, 2000. They won four Billboard 

Music Awards, 2000, and two Grammy Awards, 2001.

Charles Bolden, 2011

Major General Charles Frank Bolden, Jr.  

(b. 1946), twelfth administrator of 

the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration (2009-2017), former 

astronaut who flew in four space shuttle 

missions, and 1968 U.S. Naval Academy 

graduate.
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Jim Goode, 2004

James Douglas Goode (1944-2016), owner of 

the Goode Company Restaurant Group. As of 

2012 it included Goode Co. Barbecue, Goode Co. 

Taqueria, Goode Co. Seafood, and Goode Co. 

Armadillo Place.

Lyle Lovett, 2012

Lyle Pearce Lovett (b. 1957), American singer, 

songwriter, actor, and record producer. He has 

recorded thirteen albums, released twenty-five 

singles, and won four Grammy Awards.
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Ellen Cohen remembers the public perception surround-
ing the Houston Area Women’s Center (HAWC) when 

she joined its board in the early 1980s. “I always say that 
people thought we were a group of wack-eyed, crazy, radical 
feminists, you know, who smoked funny cigarettes and did 
some weird things — and we did some strange things,” she 
mused. Four decades later, the center’s headquarters stands 
at the corner of Waugh Drive and West Dallas Street as an 
established institution.1 

GAINING TRACTION
When HAWC was founded in 1977 as a small resource 
center to provide relief for survivors of domestic and sexual 
violence, no one could have envisioned the immense growth 
that followed.2 Although HAWC’s shelters and capacity have 
evolved, the confidentiality of its location has remained 
constant. The center opened its first shelter in 1978 with 
space for fourteen people, becoming the first of its kind 
in Houston. Two years later, HAWC opened a new shelter 

that housed thirty survivors up to three weeks for free if 
they helped maintain the facility. This allowed them time 
to begin the recovery process and evaluate their next steps. 
Sometimes they chose to return to their partners, some-
times they did not – either way HAWC was there for them. 
In 1983, the shelter expanded to house forty-five individ-
uals, and two years later opened a shelter in Montgomery 
County.3 

In 2002, HAWC constructed a new shelter with 120 
beds and a school on site, operated within the Houston 
Independent School District, to ensure children had access 
to education in a protected location. Ellen Cohen views this 
shelter as her most significant accomplishment as HAWC’s 
president and CEO. She envisioned building it around an 
atrium with “as much light as possible because women had 
lived in darkness for so long.” Previously, HAWC members 
had taken pride in minimizing spending of donated funds, 
but Cohen believed that when “we [use] secondhand stuff, 
we’re telling our clients that they’re secondhand.” Thus, 

The Houston Area Women’s Center:  
Providing Shelter and Services

By Lena Craven

Members of the Houston Area Women’s Center, Women Against Violence Everywhere (WAVE), and other organizations participate in a march in 
Hermann Park during the 1990 G7 Economic Summit in Houston. 

All photos courtesy of Houston Area Women’s Center Photographs, Carey Shuart Women’s Research Collection,  
Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries unless otherwise noted.  
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HAWC purchased all new furnishings for the new facility.4
Originally located in a one-room office at 6905 Bertner 

Avenue, HAWC’s headquarters relocated to Number 4 
Chelsea Place in 1981. The Women’s Club of Houston 
gave HAWC this new building to use for several years at 
no charge.5 In 1990, the headquarters relocated to 3101 
Richmond Avenue before moving five years later to its cur-
rent location at 1010 Waugh Drive.

HAWC provided many of its services by merging with 
existing organizations. Women in Action founded the 
Women’s Information and Referral Exchange Service 
(WIRES) in 1977, which provided hotline services for 
HAWC. In 1980, several volunteers with the Houston Rape 
Crisis Coalition resigned due to loss of autonomy, as the 
organization merged with HAWC and became the Rape 
Crisis Program (RCP). Nevertheless, by 1982, RCP advocates 
from both organizations began accompanying survivors to 
hospitals, police departments, and courts. Two years later, 
RCP initiated a partnership with People Against Rape and 
Abuse in Clear Lake. It then extended its accompaniment 
program to that area, and a 1985 contract between HAWC 
and Humana Hospital in Clear Lake required hospital staff 
to offer these services to all survivors in a “non-judgmental 

and non-threatening manner.” Additionally, RCP began 
working with Citizens Against Sexual Assault in Fort Bend 
County in 1984, opened a satellite program in the Humble 
area the following year, and developed a program to help 
child survivors in 1993.6 

HAWC has also grown in terms of its volunteers and 
funding – two vital components of the organization. In 
1981, 250 volunteers helped operate the center. Nearly forty 
years later, about 2,115 volunteers lent their support. In its 
early years, the center struggled to fundraise. Nikki Van 
Hightower, HAWC’s first executive director and former 
City of Houston women’s advocate, mentioned the organi-
zation’s financial difficulties in her correspondences. In a 
1978 letter, she apologized for late payments of the shelter’s 
$400 monthly rent and admitted HAWC previously lacked 
sufficient funds to hire employees, but it was beginning to 
receive grants and had raised $20,000 in contributions. It 
soon received funds from United Way, the City of Houston, 
the State of Texas, and other agencies. HAWC now brings 
in almost $3 million annually in donations alone, nearly $4 
million in funds from government sources and United Way, 
and close to $1 million from other sources.7 

Sonia Corrales, 
HAWC’s current chief 
program officer who has 
been with the organiza-
tion since 1992, points 
out that economic 
empowerment and 
economic justice are 
“critical, critical, critical 
pieces of the work that 
we do.” HAWC aims to 
help survivors overcome 
barriers to financial 
resources, education, 
childcare, and legal 
services. For example, 
the shelter has a career 
development program 
that helps survivors set and achieve goals for employment or 
education. HAWC’s shelter also operates a legal clinic with 
volunteer attorneys who help with matters such as divorce 
or child custody. Other services include match-savings 
programs and financial education.8 

Corrales explains that “you can’t do this work without 
providing awareness.” HAWC has collaborated with insti-
tutions such as the University of Houston–Clear Lake and 
Rice University to raise awareness about sexual violence. 
Cohen recalls HAWC implementing teen dating violence 
programs in high schools to prevent domestic violence 
by educating young people on warning signs and work-
ing the topics into history or literature classes. The center 
encourages schools to develop trauma-informed methods 
to respond to dating violence or sexual assault within 

HAWC staff and volunteers cheerfully assist with the move to the 
center’s new headquarters at No. 4 Chelsea Place. 

Ellen Cohen, left, listens to Representative Debra Danburg, right, who 
served in the Texas House from 1981 to 2003.

Sonia Corrales poses for a photo in 
1995, three years after she moved to 
Houston and began working with 
HAWC.
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their student bodies. 
Additionally, HAWC 
presents multiple times 
to school groups if pos-
sible because “the high-
er the dose, the more 
impact that it makes,” 
Corrales contends.9 

CONFRONTING 
FOUNDATIONAL 
PROBLEMS
Women of color and 
queer women have 
always been involved 
with HAWC, made 
significant contribu-
tions to the organiza-
tion, and been 
instrumental in its 
progress as board 
members, staff, volun-
teers, and community 

members. However, the board of directors was formed with 
primarily white, heterosexual, cisgender women. In 1980, 
the RCP director stated, “We were turning into a center 
which only helped middle-class white women.” The follow-
ing year, HAWC’s shelter denied service to a domestic 
violence survivor because she was blind. Throughout the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, HAWC members pushed to 
address racism, ageism, ableism, heterosexism, and 
ethnocentrism.10

Kimberlé Crenshaw, the legal scholar who coined the term 
intersectionality, explains, “Women working in the field of 
domestic violence have sometimes reproduced the subordi-
nation and marginalization of women of color by adopting 
policies, priorities, or strategies of empowerment that either 
elide or wholly disregard the partic-
ular intersectional needs of women 
of color.” Black women leaders in 
HAWC interviewed in 1991 noted 
that “while the Women’s Center’s 
services are in theory available 
to women of all racial, ethnic and 
cultural backgrounds, the mechan-
ics of this inclusion have not been 
examined.” The report pointed out 
that the center, where counseling 
sessions were held, was located in a 
white area of Houston. It also noted 
the lack of bilingual literature at the 
center and called for a bilingual di-
rector since nearly a quarter of shel-
ter residents identified as Hispanic. 
Furthermore, the board tended to 
operate “on the concept of [w]hite 

middle class America,” and some board members expected 
HAWC staff to prioritize gender over other important and 
inseperable parts of their identities such as race and class.11 

Additionally, HAWC’s annual suffrage celebrations 
centered on the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment 
without acknowledging that many women of color contin-
ued to be disenfranchised long after 1920. Although multi-
ple women of color within HAWC addressed this for several 
years, the board continued to hold the celebrations until 
1990. Consequently, HAWC formed the Task Force on Race 
Relations. Task force meeting reports prepared by co-chairs 
Leticia Turner, Yolanda Gutierrez, and Vivian Bradford 
listed “tokenism, oppression, classism, insensitivity to 
minorities, difference in values among cultures and the lack 
of Spanish materials” as problems within the organization, 
as well as a “lack of credibility and lack of commitment by 
HAWC” in communities of color.12 

Task force documents, which critiqued board members 
for their meager participation in meetings, pointed out it 
was inadequate to have a “primarily white top staff position 
and Board of Directors reach out to Communities of Color 
and ask them to join without being included in participation 
in vital decision-making or ownership.” Other materials 
emphasized the need to “integrate an analysis on racism, 
sexism, [and] homophobia” and “drop assumptions of het-
erosexism.” Recommendations included mandatory training 
for HAWC personnel, regular discussions of racism in board 
meetings, surveys about racism, education of HAWC per-
sonnel doing outreach in communities of color, improved  
board support, collaboration with communities of color, and 
a reevaluation of board member selection processes.13

HAWC responded by expanding the board to increase 
its representation, recruiting staff and volunteers of color, 
and implementing outreach programs. In 1988, Hispanic 
Women in Leadership (HWIL) began working toward open-
ing a shelter. In the meantime, HWIL matched funds with 

HAWC members and students at the Art 
Institute collaborated to create a coloring 
book to address domestic and sexual 
violence against children.

HAWC began printing promotional and informational materials in multiple languages in the 1990s 
in an effort to reach more diverse communities.
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HAWC to hire Dora Alejandro in 1991 as their Hispanic 
outreach coordinator to recruit bilingual volunteers, create 
informational materials, and raise awareness. The follow-
ing year, the center developed programs in Spring Branch 
and Southwest Houston to provide outpatient support in 
Spanish. HAWC created training programs in Spanish for 
volunteers in 1998 and for community educators in 2000.14

In 1988, HAWC received state funds for outreach in Black 
and Latino/a/x communities. Ada Edwards, a longtime 
activist and future city council member, and Arturo Eureste, 
a community activist and attorney, led community meetings 
to develop a plan for this project. This initiative created con-
tracts with Latina- and Black-woman-owned businesses to 
develop television segments, public service announcements, 
and printed materials. In 1994, HAWC implemented out-
reach initiatives in Black communities and set up programs 
in Kashmere Gardens and Sunnyside.15

In 1993, HAWC formed a “pan-Asian task force” 
with Vietnamese, Chinese, Korean, Pakistani, Indian, 
Cambodian, and Filipino community members. HAWC 
initiated outreach in Vietnamese communities that year, 
followed by outreach in Chinese communities in 1995, 
and the hiring of a program coordinator three years later. 
HAWC added hotline services in Vietnamese, Cantonese, 
and Mandarin in 1996, while South Asian women found-
ed Daya to help domestic and sexual violence survivors 
in their communities. Daya members began volunteering 
with HAWC’s hotline to provide services in Hindi, Gujarati, 
Bengali, Tamil, Malayalam, Punjabi, and Urdu.16 

HAWC began reaching out to other groups as well. It hired 
a “disabilities specialist” for RCP in 1991 and connected a 
Telecommunication Device for the Deaf (TDD) to RCP’s 
hotline. Outreach to individuals with disabilities began in 
1995, and to older adults two years later. In 1996, HAWC 
created groups for men who were survivors of sexual vio-
lence. Sonia Corrales explains that HAWC has always provid-
ed services for boys and men who have experienced or 
witnessed domestic and sexual violence, and it also focuses on 
“dispelling the myths around male survivors.” The same year, 
it developed groups for lesbian survivors of domestic violence 
and, in 1998, implemented outreach initiatives in queer 
communities. HAWC also has a close working relationship 
with the Montrose Center, an organization with programs 
focused on assisting LGBTQ survivors. By 2001, HAWC 
began working with immigration organizations to help 
noncitizen survivors of domestic violence self-petition for 
permanent residency under the Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA) of 2000. Ellen Cohen began raising awareness in 
Jewish communities, and the shelter provided kosher 
“Shabbat boxes” for Orthodox Jewish women. In 2010, HAWC 
counselors began working with survivors in prisons.17

A study completed in 1999, after many of these initiatives 
were underway, stated that although HAWC’s staff was 
representative of the overall Houston population, “HAWC 
personnel do not mirror that of the clientele.” Furthermore, 

it found that “HAWC, to some degree, strives to be ‘cultur-
ally sensitive’” but, “unfortunately, sometimes these efforts 
fall short of the actual demands of the clientele.” The authors 
added, however, that given the recent implementation of 
“some of the more groundbreaking changes … perhaps in 
a few years the effects of these changes will become more 
apparent.”18

HAWC’s website now states that it “embraces the feminist 
belief that all individuals should have equal access to polit-
ical, legal, economic, and social rights” and aims “to create 
a community, especially for women, that embraces diver-
sity, recognizes oppression, promotes empowerment and 
supports the right of all individuals to self-determination.” 

Furthermore, members of Incite! Women of Color Against 
Violence state that, “an alternative approach to ‘inclusion’ 
is to place women of color at the center of the analysis of 
and the organization against domestic violence.” Only those 
individuals working within the organization or utilizing 
HAWC’s services will ultimately be able to say whether these 
goals have been met.19

TAKING A PUBLIC STAND
HAWC has taken part in many demonstrations over the 
years that advocate for domestic violence and sexual assault 
survivors, abortion clinics, affordable housing, and other 
causes. Sonia Corrales explains that the center uses its 
public presence to raise awareness. HAWC has held multi-
ple candlelight vigils where participants make a powerful 
statement by saying the names of individuals who have been 
killed. The center continues to engage in public demonstra-
tions and uses social media campaigns to raise awareness on 
a larger scale.20 Additionally, HAWC holds its annual Race 
Against Violence as a fundraiser with a five-kilometer race 
and children’s activities. 

Selena Quintanilla, a native Texan and the famous “Queen of Tejano 
Music,” joins HAWC outreach coordinator Betty Swinners at a rally 
in front of City Hall in the spring of 1994, just one year before she was 
fatally shot.
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Cassandra 
Thomas spear-
headed much of 
the battle against 
sexual violence 
on the local, state, 
and national level 
as part of HAWC 
from 1981 to 2019. 
She helped plan 
a 1989 demon-
stration after 
Houston Police 
Department 
(HPD) officer 
James Cebula re-
ceived probation 
for raping a wom-
an while on duty. 
Later that year, 
Thomas joined a 
justice committee 
led by community 
activists, includ-
ing Ada Edwards 
and Rose Upshaw, 
after HPD officers 
murdered Black 

Houstonians Ida Lee Delaney and Byron Gillum in separate 
incidents. In 1993, Thomas spoke against the sexual assault 
of Muslim Bosnian women at a demonstration organized by 
the Islamic Society of Greater Houston and HAWC. In 2014, 
her testimony before city council discredited transphobic 
arguments made by those opposing Houston’s equal rights 
ordinance, explaining that “women and children are assault-
ed by, ninety percent of the time, men they know and trust” 
rather than by transgender individuals they encounter.21

WORKING THE MAINSTREAM CHANNELS
HAWC has also worked for reform within established  
institutions. In a 1982 hearing in Houston, a HAWC rep-
resentative testified about rape-related issues before a task 
force formed by President Reagan. The next year, HAWC 
members participated in Women’s Lobby Day in Austin, 
Texas, advocating for more shelters and new legislation 
regarding sexual assault. In 1984, following pressure applied 
by HAWC, local police departments assumed responsi-
bility for carrying rape kits from hospitals to police labs, 
rather than requiring survivors to do so. In the mid-1980s, 
the center started training medical personnel on rape kit 
procedures and pushed for HPD to make arrests in domestic 
violence situations. Additionally, HAWC worked to establish 
a department within HPD focused on domestic violence in 
1991.22

Cohen recalls the center’s lobbying efforts on behalf of 

the VAWA of 1994 and other relevant legislation. HAWC, 
along with other women’s organizations, promoted the 
VAWA, and Cohen was a volunteer appointee on the adviso-
ry committee that drafted the act. HAWC also helped pass 
state bills addressing stalking and marital rape. However, 
Color of Violence: The INCITE! Anthology stressed in 2006 the 
importance of confronting state violence as well, noting that 
"by constantly shifting the center to communities that face 
intersecting forms of oppression, we gain a more compre-
hensive view of the strategies needed to end all forms of 
violence.”23 

PAST REFLECTIONS AND FORWARD MOMENTUM
From Ellen Cohen’s viewpoint, although HAWC was initial-
ly perceived as “rebel rockers causing problems that didn’t 
exist,” it made Houston aware of the issues of domestic and 
sexual violence and showed the city that something could be 
done. Houstonians “finally realized this wasn’t a women’s 
problem, it was a community problem.”24 

Without HAWC, Sonia Corrales observes, the number of 
deaths would be much higher, and issues like domestic and 
sexual abuse and sex trafficking would rarely be discussed. 
She believes HAWC has impacted Houston by amplifying 
“the voice of survivors, which is …  one of the most import-
ant voices that you will ever hear,” and asserts  that “without 
the survivor voice, then you can’t really create meaningful 
change in our community.”25

In 2020, as cases of COVID-19 soared in the United States, 
the need for services to help those in abusive situations grew 
greater than ever. Chau Nguyen, HAWC’s chief public strat-
egies officer, says that “home is not always the safest place 
during a pandemic … calls to our domestic violence hotline 
have surged.” She adds, “We need survivors to know that 
help is available, they’re not alone.”26

Lena Craven is an Honors College student at the University of 
Houston double majoring in history and psychology and graduating 
in the spring of 2021. 

Staff at the residential campus line the staircase during Sexual Assault 
Awareness Month in April 2020.

Photo courtesy of the Houston Area Women’s Center.

Cassandra Thomas addresses an audience in 
1986. She held various positions including 
RCP director, HAWC senior vice president, and 
chief compliance officer, and president of the 
National Coalition Against Sexual Assault.
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A cross-shaped, one-story, beige building stands on 6th 
Street in Hempstead, Texas. Some old chairs, technical 

equipment, and other miscellaneous objects are visible 
through its windows, which are spaced equally across its 
brick wall. A large sign explains to passersby that the build-
ing is home to some office spaces. However, upon closer in-
spection, the front door is impeded by a blunt sign marking 
the building’s abandonment: “Effective 11/25/2019, Health & 
Human Services is Moving.” Nothing hints at the building’s 
identity or history except a single, ridged metal plaque that 
reads “Waller County Hospital.” 

Waller, an agrarian county on the northwestern outskirts 
of Houston, no longer has this hospital – a situation that 
is emblematic of a larger issue regarding rural healthcare 
across the country. The National Rural Health Association 
reports 107 rural hospitals have closed since 2010, and more 
than one-third of those remaining are at risk of closure. 
Waller County itself possesses fewer than five primary care 
physicians and no hospital. Yet despite its current state, the 
county has boasted multiple hospitals throughout its past. In 
the 1900s, two hospitals primarily served the Waller com-
munity. One hospital was located on the campus of Prairie 
View A&M University (PVAMU), and the other hospital 
was in Hempstead, the county’s largest city. Several issues 
plagued these hospitals, eventually causing both to close and 
transforming the county into a medical desert.

The Prairie View A&M University Hospital
Prairie View A&M University, the first state-supported 
college in Texas for Black students, was established in 1876 
and originated as a normal college to train Black teachers. 

Despite a growing class size, the Texas government neglect-
ed to provide support for its expansion, and many students 
could not attend because the state limited financial aid. In 
1882, the college reported that its fifty-one students rep-
resented only one fourth of the school’s capacity. By 1899, 
although the class size had grown to 190, the state did not 
increase its quota of state-supported students, and the col-
lege remained limited in size.1 

During this time, civil rights activists forced the state 
government to address the need to expand and improve 
Black educational opportunities. A provision in the Texas 
Constitution of 1876 stated that “The Legislature shall 
also, when deemed practicable, establish and provide for 
the maintenance of a college or Branch University for the 
instruction of the colored youths of the State…” Many 
believed the time had come for the government to act upon 
this obligation.2 

White educational and political leaders wanted to expand 
PVAMU beyond a normal school into a full-fledged college 
to satisfy the statute; the Teachers State Association of Texas 
led the opposition, calling for the creation of a separate 
university. The 25th Legislature tried to pass a bill author-
izing 50,000 acres of land for “[a] colored state university at 
Austin,” but the Texas Supreme Court struck down the bill. 
With this ruling, antagonism between both sides dissolved 
as most people began to support the expansion of PVAMU, 
including the school’s principal, Edward L. Blackshear, who 
originally supported the separate university. With this shift 
in opinion, the legislature decided to expand Prairie View 
from a normal college into a “classical college.” In 1899, the 
state changed the school’s name from Prairie View State 

The History of Hospital Care in Waller County
By Michael Zhou and Mark Tschaepe

Today, the former Waller County Hospital is located in Hempstead, Texas, where it remains vacant and unowned, despite being connected to the 
Waller County Corrections Department.  Photo courtesy of Michael Zhou.
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Normal School to Prairie View Normal and Industrial 
College, and two years later, the school began offering a 
four-year course of study.3

In 1902, Principal 
Blackshear used this new-
found support to request 
$2,500 for the appropri-
ation of a hospital that 
would become the Prairie 
View A&M Hospital.4 Up 
until this point, no health 
clinic or center existed in 
Waller County. Instead, 
physicians traveled to 
patients’ homes to provide 
healthcare. The college did 
not have a residential phy-
sician until after the hos-
pital’s construction, which 
meant students lacked 
easy access to professional 
healthcare.

The completed one-story 
hospital building contained 
two wards for patients 
with fifteen bedsteads, one 
office, one operating room, 

two bathrooms, and a kitchen, all with basic accessories. By 
1914, the hospital had established a regular schedule with 
health officers visiting the school at least twice a week.5 

This hospital, the first iteration, operated for about two 
decades. However, it remained inadequate to treat the 
growing number of students, which reached 1,400 by 1914. 
When Dr. John G. Osborne, a medical physician, took over 
as principal of the college in 1916, he noticed a deficiency in 
campus healthcare as a result of the hospital’s shortcomings. 
For example, in the winter of 1916, a pneumonia outbreak 
led to the deaths of three students and one teacher. From 
1916-17, an epidemic of both malaria and the mumps also 
raised serious health concerns within the college, though no 
deaths were documented. The following year, a return of the 
measles and pneumonia led to three, possibly four, deaths. 

Furthermore, the hospital could not handle the number of 
patients with measles and pneumonia, leading to campus 
dormitories being converted to centers for the sick on multi-
ple occasions.6

To resolve this situation, Dr. Osborne requested and 
received funds from the state for the construction of a new 
hospital and the establishment of the College of Nursing in 
1918. A new hospital, the second iteration, was completed in 
1921. In addition to offering patient care, the hospital served 
as a training site for students in the College of Nursing. The 
hospital contained four wards, a sterilization room, an oper-
ating room, nurses’ quarters, a dental parlor, and a demon-
stration room. The hospital cost roughly $18,000 and served 
both Prairie View students and Waller County residents.7

Unfortunately, many buildings on the campus at the 
time lacked proper safety measures, and fire destroyed the 
hospital on the night of September 26, 1928. Ten students 
were injured, and one student died. The new principal, 
Dr. W. R. Banks, immediately requested funds for a new 
hospital, leading to the construction of the third iteration 
hospital, which was built using $81,000 from the Rockefeller 
Foundation in New York.8

 Erected in 1929, the third iteration hospital was a 
three-story building thoroughly equipped with the latest 
healthcare equipment. The hospital contained fifty beds 
and was staffed with one surgeon, two interns, a dentist, a 
pharmacist, three nurses, and twenty-five women in nurse 
training. Despite the hospital’s new renovations, it did not 
provide enough opportunities for enrolled nursing students 
to interact with patients according to the requirements of the 
Board of Nurse Examiners. As such, the school established 
programs where students often learned by working at other 
hospitals, such as Jefferson Davis Hospital in Houston.9

By the 1950s, Prairie View A&M had expanded its health-
care provisions beyond its hospital. Public nursing programs 
and health committees were established to assist Waller 
County community members. This included bi-monthly 
maternity services, a midwife program, infant and preschool 
health programs, and the referral of children and young 
adults with disabilities. These health services originally 
operated from a section in the college hospital, but they 
later moved to a new center in an old high school building. 

Healthcare workers coordinated with the 
Waller County Negro Health Council to 
organize the funding and education for the 
programs. In 1960, these programs gave aid 

Edward L. Blackshear held a firm 
belief in the power of education. 
Graduating from college at eighteen, 
Blackshear served as a principal for 
several schools prior to becoming 
principal of Prairie View State 
Normal and Industrial College. 

Photo courtesy of Project Gutenberg.

With the expansion of PVAMU beyond a normal 
school, new departments and renovations rapidly 
sprang up. Although small in stature, the first 
iteration hospital represents a significant step in 
the development of Waller’s healthcare. 

Photo courtesy of Prairie View A&M University  
Special Collections/Archives Department.
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to 261 maternity patients and benefitted hundreds of other 
residents who needed medical care.

 In 1968, the upper division of the College of Nursing 
moved to Houston to provide more nursing experience for 
students seeking professional advancement. Since Waller 
County’s population was not large enough 
to sustain an effective training program for 
the College of Nursing, this move furnished 
additional educational and professional 
opportunities for students. However, it 
greatly diminished the quality and quantity 
of healthcare services in Waller County. In 
1982, the third iteration hospital was de-
molished, and the College of Nursing moved 
to its current location at the Texas Medical 
Center in Houston. This event also occurred 
at an unfortunate time because, just a few years 
later, the only other hospital in Waller County 
shuttered as well.10

The Waller County Hospital
The Waller County Hospital opened in Hempstead on 
August 19, 1951, in response to a community petition 
circulated in 1949. Its creation is credited to Judge John C. 
Winfree.11 The hospital’s administrator and a local physician 
both worked in the hospital and were the key leaders in pro-
viding hospital care. The Waller County Board of Managers 
of the Hospital helped manage the facility and handled 
fundraising. The Waller County Commissioners Court, 
which included a county judge and four commissioners, 
provided county funding to the hospital and appointed the 
hospital board. This hospital became Hempstead’s primary 
source of emergency services. As with PVAMU, before the 
establishment of a hospital and sedentary health practices, 
physicians had to travel to patients to provide healthcare. 
Thus, many rural families only sought professional assis-
tance after an illness reached critical stages.12 

Construction of the Waller County Hospital cost 
$300,000. After World War II, only one physician had 
remained in the county, making the hospital a community 
necessity. Despite this, it constantly suffered from a lack of 
physicians. When the first doctor left after just one and a 
half years, the hospital became unsustainable for the next 
five years. The Commissioners Court viewed the hospital as 
a financial liability, causing it to reduce the county’s finan-
cial support. In 1958, an experienced physician, Dr. Bolton, 
arrived and helped the hospital become self-sustaining by 
improving the quality of healthcare and attracting more 
patients. He left after just five years and for the next five 
years, the Commissioners Court was reluctant to fund the 
hospital.13

In 1968, Dr. Collier arrived and found the hospital was 
in disarray. Patients often had to tell the staff what medi-
cine they were prescribed during a visit the previous day 
because the records were not kept properly. L. W. Winfree, 
the brother of Judge John Winfree, sought the aid of a Mr. 
Henderson from the U.S. Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare (HEW). With the help of four other represent-
atives, they strengthened the hospital’s logistical structure 
and whipped the staff into shape. Nevertheless, the hospital 
continued to struggle. 

Illustrated in the 1926 PVAMU yearbook, the second iteration hospital 
has clearly upgraded from the first iteration, embodying the foundation 
for PVAMU’s College of Nursing. 

Photo courtesy of Prairie View A&M University  
Special Collections/Archives Department.

Designed by PVAMU alumnus Louis Fry, the third iteration hospital, along with other 
buildings at this time, were constructed using solid brick to prevent fires like the one that 
brought the second iteration hospital to its demise.      

Photo courtesy of Prairie View A&M University Special Collections/Archives Department.
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The hospital lost its Medicare certification in early 1975 
after an audit from HEW revealed a backlog of major defi-
ciencies. As these issues came to light, the Commissioners 
Court met on April 11th of that year to discuss closing the 
hospital. From this point, commissioners attempted to 
close the hospital by cutting off its funding, but the Waller 
County Board of Managers of the Hospital kept pressuring 
them to keep the hospital open and to increase funding.14  

As a result of the board’s pressure, the Commissioners 
Court decided to transfer $22,000 to fund the hospital. In 
May of 1975, the hospital also got recertified for Medicare 
after resolving most of the problems outlined in the fed-
eral audit. The hospital then received an HEW grant the 
following month for $1.7 million that was used to create a 
health clinic next to the hospital. The community felt united 
as many volunteers worked to recertify the hospital with 
Medicare and hosted a fundraiser for the hospital that raised 
$5,000 for operating costs. Even though the Commissioners 
Court failed to allocate $90,000 due to the hospital in July 
of 1975, the year marked one of the most successful in the 
hospital’s history financially.

 The good news was short-lived, however, and the hospital 
was back in the red by 1976. An audit that year revealed that 
most hospital patients failed to meet payments. On March 
4th, another hospital administrator resigned, and on April 
15th, the replacement hospital administrator left after just 
two days on the job. The Commissioners Court again dis-
cussed the possibility of closing the hospital but decided in-
stead to transfer more funds. The Commissioners Court and 
two other parties were sued as a result by Richard Counts, 
who wanted to end the county’s funding of the hospital.15 

The hospital had been well over budget and desperately 
needed county funds to stay afloat. After the Commissioners 
Court agreed to transfer $40,000 from public transporta-

tion funds to the hospital, Counts claimed the transfer was 
unlawful and sued the county. Commissioners claimed their 
actions were lawful under a county statute that supported 
“emergency expenditures … in case of grave public necessity 
to meet unusual and unforeseeable conditions which could 
not, by reasonably diligent thought and attention, have been 
included in the original 
budget.” Counts believed 
that no emergency exist-
ed to initiate the transfer; 
nonetheless, the hospital 
board came away with a 
victory in court. After the 
lawsuit was denied, how-
ever, the Commissioners 
Court decided to leverage 
its power by replacing two 
members of the hospital 
board: J. C. Umland, the 
board president, and L. W. 
Winfree, the brother of the 
hospital’s founder, John C. 
Winfree.16

 These tactical moves 
eventually led to closure of 
the Waller County Health 
Clinic in 1977 after the 
Commissioners Court 
voted to end its funding 
from the HEW grant due to mismanagement of the funds 
and a lack of physicians. The change in the hospital board’s 
leadership gave the Commissioners Court the ability to dic-
tate hospital policy without opposition. In 1979, the court, 
hoping to cease county funding for the hospital in favor of 
privatization, decided to lease the hospital with negotiations 
led by Umland, the hospital’s former president, and Judge 
Jack Taylor. Houston’s Memorial Hospital system leased the 
hospital and brought in additional doctors along with mone-
tary support.17

 Leasing the hospital to Memorial proved to be only a 
temporary solution. In 1983, the hospital reported that it 
would potentially be shutting down its ambulance system. 
When Memorial demanded money from the county to 
support the ambulances, the Commissioners Court voted to 
allocate $100,000 to fund the service, and the community 
agreed to provide volunteer emergency medical technicians 
(EMTs). Despite this support, Memorial announced the 
termination of its lease. On midnight of February 28, 1985, 
the hospital officially closed. 

Healthcare Management Group, Inc., a separate health 
system based in Alabama, was supposed to assume the lease 
after Memorial left, but terminated the contract two days 
beforehand. Grimes County Memorial Hospital took over 
the emergency service system as a last-ditch effort until the 
hospital could find another organization to lease it, but no 

County Judge John C. Winfree 
acquired funding and organized 
the creation of the Waller County 
Hospital. He is shown with his dog, 
Betty Lou.     

Photo courtesy of the Waller County 
Texas Historical Commission/Society.

The Waller County Commissioners Court (circa early 1970s), shown 
left to right, included:  Gilbert Hartman, Monk Taylor, Judge Jack 
Taylor, J. S. Greathouse, and Jody Boetcher. Monk Taylor led efforts 
to close the hospital due to its economic costs, often clashing with the 
Winfree family. 

Photo courtesy of the Waller County Texas Historical Commission/Society.
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such organization was found. The Grimes lease of the EMT 
services ended on February 15, 1986, due to insufficient 
funding.18

The Future of Healthcare
Today, Waller County does not have a hospital and lacks an 
adequate number of physicians. Although EMT services are 
now available, the nearest hospitals serving Waller County 
residents remain too far away, with a median travel time 
of 30 minutes.  These insufficiencies have been amplified 
against the backdrop of COVID-19. As of December 28, 
2020, the number of cases in Waller had reached approxi-
mately 2,000 with 22 deaths being reported — still small, 
though, compared to the spike of cases in urban Houston. 
Regardless, access to hospital care has become strained. 
Earlier during the pandemic, the closest hospital to Waller, 
Memorial Hermann Cypress, had paused many general 
treatments to redirect resources for COVID-19 patients. In 
addition to many hospital ICUs becoming severely strained, 
the challenge of establishing a hospital in Waller County 
remains a concern that requires acute attention.19

 On a larger scale, rural health has been a prevalent issue 
for a long time, as rural Americans often have less access to 
specialty and emergency care. We’ve seen this play out from 
the opioid epidemic that has disproportionately impacted 

rural communities to COVID-19. Texas ranks 36th in rural 
health out of 47 states with rural counties. The state also 
ranks dead last in access to care for rural counties, which in-
cludes primary, mental health, and dental care access. Waller 
County ranks 184th out of 254 Texas counties for health 
factors, which measures prevalence of healthy behaviors 
and quality healthcare, among others. It’s clear that improv-
ing healthcare is a key concern in not just Waller but all of 
Texas.20

The two hospitals that serviced the county in the twen-
tieth century carried in-depth histories that should not be 
neglected. The Prairie View A&M Hospital displayed the 
effectiveness of healthcare when adequately funded, but 
also the challenges a small patient pool created for aspiring 
healthcare professionals. The Waller County Hospital’s 
history has shown the community’s support for a hospital 
but also the problems resulting from insufficient funding. 
Waller County’s experience clearly demonstrates both the 
difficulty and the need for medical facilities and physicians 
in small rural communities across the United States. 
 
Michael Zhou is a student at Princeton University, where he is 
studying public and international affairs. 

Mark Tschaepe, Ph.D., is an associate professor of philosophy at 
Prairie View A&M University.

This map illustrates the absence of hospitals in Waller County as of December 2020. 
Map courtesy of Caitlyn Jones.
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Carroll Parrott Blue’s Dawn at My Back begins a chapter
   on Houston with the lyrics from L. E. Campbell’s “In 

the Upper Room.” His lyrics come to mind, recalling trips 
to Third Ward in the spring of 2020 as the coronavirus 
pandemic hurled towards us: “It is there I feel the spirit.”1 

 Third Ward blossomed with the establishment of 
Emancipation Park in 1872, which came as a respite for 
Black families in a city that barred them from many 
public spaces. The park, located at the intersection of East 
Broadway (later Dowling and now Emancipation Avenue) 
and Elgin Street, was created on land purchased by formerly 
enslaved Houstonians, who built homes surrounding the 
park. Shortly after World War II, Third Ward began chang-
ing when returning service members, with the GI Bill’s 
support, established businesses and built homes, trans-
forming it into a middle-class community. Within a few 
years over 140 businesses lined its main streets, but it was 
short-lived. 

When desegregation took hold in the 1960s, stores across 
the city opened their doors to Black shoppers, and Black 
homebuyers purchased houses in previously restricted 
neighborhoods. Residents began to move out of Third Ward 
and took their business with them — a right for which they 
had fought for over a century. The advent of the civil rights 
movement brought added tension and chaos to the neigh-
borhood, reaching a crisis 
when community organizer 
Carl Hampton was killed by 
police across the street from 
Emancipation Park in 1970.2 
Black power movements such 
as those created by Hampton 
produced a backlash. Amidst 
the tension and violence, 
Third Ward began wasting 
away, and the city did little to 
stop its collapse. 

Students in the Visual 
Stories: Local and the Global 
class taught by University 

of Houston (UH) professor Dr. Marie-Theresa Hernández 
in the World Cultures and Literature Program produced a 
series of photographs of Third Ward to convey the profound 
sense of identity it provides to those connected to its history. 
Fortunately they made several field trips to Third Ward and 
amassed scores of photos before the COVID-19 shut down 
occurred in March of 2020. 

During their visits, the students found the past remained 
embedded in the present, with traces of Third Ward’s gran-
deur enduring amidst the pace of overwhelming gentri-
fication. The new millennium has brought the interest of 
developers. “Skinny houses,” as UH student Chris Ferreira 
described the new tall townhomes, are rapidly multiplying 
throughout Third Ward. His classmate, Octavia Williams, 
writes of feelings she experienced as she wandered through 
the neighborhood: “Yesterday felt good, yesterday isn’t 
today.” Third Ward now finds itself caught between the 
tall new houses and the small old houses. Nevertheless, the 
people who understand the history still feel the spirit and 
mourn its loss.
Marie-Theresa Hernández, Ph.D, is professor of World Cultures 
and Literatures in the Department of Modern and Classical Lan-
guages at the University of Houston.

Naomi Mitchell Carrier, M.Ed., is the founder/executive director 
of the Texas Center For African American Living History.

Ms. Ella Russell owns the 
Crumbville, TX Bakery 
located in the Eldorado 

Building on Elgin Street. 
Diamond Johnson.

It Is There I Feel the Spirit: 
Houston’s Third Ward

By Marie-Theresa Hernández and Naomi Mitchell Carrier 
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Third Ward has a chess park that seems to be in a state of purgatory, neither old nor new. Loved and ignored, the colors were vibrant, creating an 
environment that invites people to stretch their minds. Although the day was dark and wet with no one around, the photo captures the contrast of gray 
sky and a lively park bench, life and stillness, and  gentrification against the downtown skyline.  Americo Avila.

Walking through Emancipation Park I saw 
this beautiful lady from afar. Her husband 
took this photo of her but was prevented 
from becoming the artist he wanted to be due 
to the demands of having a family. Their 
son had the freedom to become an artist and 
did so. When the son was given the chance 
to install his art on this wall, he instead 
chose to install his father’s photograph of his 
elegant mother as a tribute to both of them. 
It is truly a lovely story. UH student Joshua 
Burrell poses in front of the mural creating  
a juxtaposition of the old and the new. 
Americo Avila.
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Here an older house with the sign “Grow 
where you’re planted” stands next to a modern 
apartment or townhouse, a sign of gentrification.  
Diamond Johnson.

The Houston Negro Hospital was once an essential part 
of Third Ward, providing services and work to the locals. 
Today, a hundred years after being built, it is abandoned 

while the grounds are used as a local police station. 
Eventually, the hospital will become a museum that 
hopefully will bring more work for the community.  

Chris Ferreira.
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Who ascends? These mysterious steps reminded me of a 
question my African American literature professor posed. 
In an abandoned hospital I found myself wondering what 
marvelous surprise awaits at the top of the stairs. Whatever it 
is, it is brilliant, like a heavenly throne. Then I remembered 
the answer. Kings ascend.  Americo Avila.

Watching airplanes fly over Trinity United Methodist 
Church reminds me that being from Denmark, I am 

nothing more than a tourist come to the city. As an 
outsider, one of the first things I noticed was the number 

of churches throughout Houston and Third Ward.  
Chris Ferreira.
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The essence of a boxing bout can be felt in the empty ring illuminated 
by fluorescent light at the Progressive Amateur Boxing Association gym 
in Third Ward. Many professional boxing legends have visited the local 
gym: Muhammad Ali, Joe Frazier, George Foreman, and Sugar Ray 
Robinson to name a few. The gym attributed its success to the support 
of the African American community during times of segregation and 
has prevailed, still standing on Emancipation Avenue adjacent to the 
historic Eldorado Ballroom. Gabriel Romero.

Third Ward is usually seen as a beaten down, dirty area. 
However, if you look a little deeper you’ll find the beauty. 
Graffiti, art, music, the old cars, the beautiful nature, the 

historic buildings, and more make Third Ward one of the rich 
areas in Houston. The dreamy, euphoric look found here — a 

sort of wanderlust feeling — shows a side you can’t see with the 
naked eye. The people, their talent, and their dreams. That’s 
the beauty you cannot see at first glance, the liveliness of the 

community and the amazing people in it. Jailinne Rodriguez.
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The sign on a windowsill at Project Row Houses labels the room as a 
healing space; therefore, the color green is accentuated to support and 
evoke the feeling of a space safe from the outside world. Green is used 
to represent life and happiness, which is portrayed by the succulent 
plants contrasting with the dry leafless trees. The red tint in the 
sky symbolizes the hardships from which the viewer is healing and 
reflecting upon. Gabriel Romero. 

Yesterday isn’t today. Yesterday felt good. Yesterday, I smelt charcoal 
and flame. My nostrils filled with rich memories of my last family 
barbeque. Sticky honey barbeque sauce grazed my thick soft lips. As 
booming uncontrolled laughter filled my ears, I could feel a nice sunny 
breeze against my dark timber skin. My fingers gripped smooth domino 
chips, as me and mine played for the last piece of grilled chicken. 
The only thing that kissed my eyes were smiles. Love ran through me 
like blood, and just as thick. Yesterday, I smelt charcoal and flame. 
Yesterday felt good. Yesterday isn’t today. Octavia Williams.
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BOOKS
Making Houston Modern: The 
Life and Architecture of Howard 
Barnstone, edited by Barrie 
Scardino Bradley, Stephen Fox, and 
Michelangelo Sabatino (University 
of Texas Press, 2020). Visionary 
architect Howard Barnstone helped 
shape the visual image of Houston 
throughout the mid- to late-twen-

tieth century. Written and edited by some of Houston’s 
premiere architectural historians, Making Modern Houston 
explores the man; his relationships with some of Houston’s 
most prominent players; his wife, activist and artist 
Gertrude Barnstone; his time as a University of Houston 
architecture professor; and his innovative designs, including 
the renown Rothko Chapel. 

The Governor and the Colonel: A 
Dual Biography of William P. Hobby 
and Oveta Culp Hobby by Don 
Carleton (University of Texas Press, 
2021). Houston’s most noted power 
couple, Governor Will Hobby and 
Colonel Oveta Culp Hobby made a 
lasting mark on Houston, the state 
of Texas, and the nation. This book 
is, as titled, a dual biography that 
features each of them independent-

ly but also in partnership, including their lives in politics, 
business, and media and the powerbrokers with whom they 
interacted. Their commitment to country and service was 
central to who they were and that is demonstrated through-
out their lives. 

ANNOUNCEMENTS
From Civil Rights to Black Lives Matter: Houston’s 
Community Organizing Against Black Racism. 
The UH Hobby School of Public Affairs and the Center for 
Public History co-sponsored this podcast series to explore 
the impact of social movements. Interviews include civil 
rights activists and attorneys Algenita Davis and Gene 
Locke; Cherry Steinwender, executive director of the Center 
for Healing on Racism; Ashton P. Woods, director of BLM: 
HOU; and Secunda Jospeh, Brandi Holmes, and Carie 
Cauley of Imaginoir: BLM/HTX Collective. To listen, visit: 
https://uh.edu/hobby/edr-center/
civil-rights-blm/. 
Bayou City Art Festival will return 
in October 2021 in accordance with 
Houston’s health and safety protocols. 
For almost fifty years Bayou City Art 
Festival has celebrated and supported 

artists and local nonprofits and promoted art’s powerful 
community impact. The “Save Our Art” campaign, launched 
in 2020 in partnership with the City of Houston, helps 
Bayou City Art Festival keep the arts alive by supporting 
virtual events and collaborations with arts and nonprofit 
groups. Visit www.bayoucityartfestival.com.  
Houston Hospice’s historic garden reopened to patients, 
families, and the community in December of 2020 during 
a ceremony in the Texas Medical Center. Through gen-
erous grants, the garden has been restored to its original 
Holcombe House estate design, allowing for wheelchair and 
hospital bed access. 

CPH PROFILES
This academic year, the Center for Public History (CPH) at 
the University of Houston welcomed two graduate assistants 
who helped advance the Center’s mission while gaining 
practical experience in public history. 

Jovan Slaughter, CPH Instructional 
Assistant, is a first-year M.A. student 
who received his associate degree 
in culinary arts from Johnson and 
Wales University and his bachelor’s in 
history from North Carolina Central 
University. At CPH Jovan helps man-
age social media for CPH, Houston 
History magazine, and other projects. 
As part of his research in food and 

U.S. history, he is developing a digital history project that 
examines the multiethnic culinary landscape of Houston 
and potentially other Gulf Coast cities. Post-graduation 
Jovan intends to explore food studies and public history at a 
museum or as a historical consultant.

Caitlyn Jones is the Welcome Wilson 
Houston History Graduate Assistant. 
A second-year Ph.D. student, she 
received her bachelor’s in journal-
ism from the University of North 
Texas and worked for the Denton 
Record-Chronicle. At CPH Caitlyn 
edits Houston History magazine, 
produces social media content, and 
collaborates with community part-

ners. She also interns with the City of Houston’s Office of 
Preservation, working on digital maps and landmark appli-
cations. Her dissertation uses oral histories and newspapers 
to analyze public memory of the 1977 National Women’s 
Conference. After graduation Caitlyn hopes to work for a 
museum or nonprofit and highlight stories of underrepre-
sented communities.  
To learn more about CPH and support student training, 
please visit uh.edu/class/cph.
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Thank you!  
Houston History magazine and the UH Center 
for Public History wish to thank Samantha de 
Leon, Eric Dowding, David Guzman, James 
Joseph, Trang Phan, and Rabbi Ranon Teller 
for participating in our first virtual launch for 
the magazine’s Resilient Houston: Documenting 
Hurricane Harvey issue. The panelists were 
among the over ninety survivors, responders, 
and volunteers who shared their stories with 
us and students who worked on the Harvey 
magazine. The meaningful and thought-
provoking discussion reminded us that the 
storm’s impact remains with us today. 

IN MEMORIAM
Eldrewey 
Stearns passed 
away on Dec. 
23, 2020. During 
the 1960s, 
Stearns’s work 
was foundation-
al to Houston’s 

civil rights movement. After being 
beaten by local police during a 1959 
traffic stop, Stearns dedicated his life 
to fighting racial injustice. Inspired 
by student protestors in other states, 
he led fourteen Texas Southern 
University students to the lunch 
counter at Weingarten’s on Almeda 
Road on March 4, 1960, initiating a 
series of protests by young people 
that quickly led the city to desegregate 
peacefully.

Larry Spasic, 
who died on 
December 6, 
2020, spent 
the last thirty-
one years 
expanding area 
residents and 

visitors’ knowledge of Texas History. 
Larry joined the San Jacinto Museum 
of History as curator of education 
in 1989. He went on to become 
assistant director, executive director, 
chief operations officer, and presi-
dent. Often seen at the museum 
talking to strangers about the men 
and women whose memorabilia are 
displayed in the cases, he enjoyed 
pointing out items and bringing the 
history to life.  

James L. 
Conyers, Ph.D., 
director of the 
University of 
Houston African 
American 
Studies Program 
(AAS), passed on 

January 25, 2021. Dr. Conyers joined 
UH in 2002 and led AAS as a teacher 
and mentor, building interdisciplinary, 
community, and international con-
nections for students. As the program 
celebrated its golden anniversary, the 
state approved UH to offer a B.A. in 
AAS. Recently, Dr. Conyers endowed 
the William Alexander Lawson Social 
Justice Scholarship for AAS majors, 
demonstrating his commitment to 
racial justice.
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PHYLLIS AND TRISH FRYE
 1 Phyllis Frye, interview with Caitlyn Jones, November 6, 2020, pending deposit UH-Oral 

History of Houston, Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries (hereinafter 
Frye interview, 2020).

  2 Frye interview, 2020.
 3 Ben White, “Ex-GI Becomes Blonde Beauty,” New York Daily News, December 1, 1952, 

www.nydailynews.com/new-york/bronx-army-vet-ground-breaking-sex-change-1952-
article-1.2198836; Stephanie Barajas, “Christine Jorgensen,” Out History, http://outhisto-
ry.org/exhibits/show/tgi-bios/christine-jorgensen.

 4 Frye interview, 2020.
 5 Lisa Gray, “The legacy of Trish Frye: Finding love and fighting for it,” Houston Chronicle, 

October 7, 2020, www.houstonchronicle.com/life/article/Trish-Frye-77-witness-to-the-
trans-revolution-15628216.php; Frye interview, 2020.

 6 Frye interview, 2020.
 7 John A. Rubin, “Supreme Court Holds that Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity  

Are Protected by Title VII,” The National Law Review, June 16, 2020,  
www.natlawreview.com/article/supreme-court-holds-sexualorientation-and-gender 
-identity-are-protected-title-vii.

 8 Frye interview, 2020.
 9 Frye interview, 2020.
 10 Phyllis Frye, “The Phyllabuster’s War Stories,” Phyllis Frye Collection, Digital 

Transgender Archive, September 2015, https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/files/
hd76s006h.

 11 Frye interview, 2020.
 12 Frye, “War Stories,” 2015.
 13 Frye, “War Stories,” 2015.
 14 Frye interview, 2020.
 15 J.D. Doyle, “Cross-Dressing Laws: One of Our Battlegrounds,” Houston LGBT History, 

www.houstonlgbthistory.org/houston-cross-dressing.html.
 16 Doyle, “Cross-Dressing Laws.”
 17 Frye, “War Stories,” 2015; Staff report, “City lifts cross-dressing ban,” Houston Chronicle, 

August 12, 1980.
 18 Frye interview, 2020.
 19 Frye interview, 2020.
 20 Quoted in Lisa Gray, “The Transgender Menace Next Door,” Houston Press, June 28, 2001.
 21 See quote from Mara Keisling, executive director of the National Center for Transgender 

Equality, and activist Ray Hill in Kim Hogstrom, “Swinging for the Fences: Houston’s 
Phyllis Frye Paved the Way for the Modern Transgender Movement,” OutSmart, June 1, 
2016, https://www.outsmartmagazine.com/2016/06/swinging-for-the-fences-hous-
tons-phyllis-frye-paved-the-way-for-the-modern-transgender-movement/. For more on 
Stonewall, see David Carter, Stonewall: The Riots That Sparked The Gay Revolution (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 2004).

 22 Houston City Council Meeting, November 17, 2010, https://houstontx.swagit.com/
play/12162012-866

 23 Frye interview, 2020.
 24 Logan French, email to Debbie Z. Harwell, January 28,2021.
 25 Phyllis Randolph Frye and Alyson Dodi Meiselman, “Same-Sex Marriages Have Existed 

Legally in the United States for a Long Time Now,” Albany Law Review 64, no. 3 (2001); 
Victor Flatt, interview with author, October 21, 2020.

 26 See Alexa Ura, “Bathroom Fears Flush Houston Discrimination Ordinance,” Texas 
Tribune, November 3, 2015, https://www.texastribune.org/2015/11/03/houston-anti-dis-
crimination-ordinance-early-voting/; Samantha Ketterer, “Friends mourn transgender 
woman found shot to death in west Houston,” Houston Chronicle, November 25, 2020, 
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Transgender-
woman-shot-to-death-wanted-people-15755043.php; Flatt interview, 2020.

 27 Quoted in Gray, “The Legacy of Trish Frye.”

GULF COAST ARCHIVE AND MUSEUM OF GLBT HISTORY
  1 Thank you to Johnny Zapata, our former Houston History intern, for transcribing this 

interview.

DEB MURPHY
  1 Debra Murphy, interview by Logan French, September 21, 2018, pending deposit, 

UH-Oral History of Houston, Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries; 
Brandon Wolf, “The Montrose Center’s Deb Murphy Retires After 18 Years,” August 3, 
2020, OutSmart, www.outsmartmagazine.com/2020/08/the-montrose-centers-deb-
murphy-retires -after-18-years/.

 2 Brandon Wolf, “Deb Murphy’s Call to Service,” November 1, 2014, OutSmart, http://
www.outsmartmagazine.com/2014/11/deb-murphys-call-service/; “15th Annual Social 
Work Awards Breakfast,” University of Houston,  www.uh.edu/socialwork/news/
news-releases/2015-03-06_SWAwardsBreakfast/awards-bios.php; Murphy interview.

  3 Murphy interview.
 4 The Stonewall uprising was a series of “riots” starting with a routine police raid on 

the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village in New York. The queer people in 
attendance had grown tired of this treatment and a lack of acceptance and rebelled in 
response. No one had previously expected LGBTQ people to fight back against discrim-
ination, and it resulted in several more rebellions in the area in the days following that 
proved to be a catalyst for change. Although not the first attempt at gaining equal rights 
for queer people, it has made a large difference in getting to where the community is 

today. Marc Stein, ed., Encyclopedia of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgendered History in 
America (Michigan: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 2004), 155-159.

 5 “Deb Murphy: True Stories,” July 2, 2020, syMEDIArt, https://vimeo.com/434793045. 
 6 “Deb Murphy: True Stories”; Wolf, “Deb Murphy’s Call to Service.”
 7 Murphy interview; “Deb Murphy: True Stories.”
 8 Murphy interview; “Mission/History,” Hatch Youth, www.hatchyouth.org/index.

php?option=com_content&view=article&id=42&Itemid=63.
 9 “Mission/History”; R. A. Dyer, “Houston’s gay teen-agers find a harbor at HATCH,” 

Houston Chronicle, January 13, 1992;“Youth group HATCH recognizes contributors and 
supporters at ceremony,” The New Voice 618, Montrose Voice, August 28-September 3, 
1992; “Hatch Youth 2000+,” Houston LGBT History, www.houstonlgbthistory.org/misc-
HATCH2.html.

 10 “Mission/History,” Hatch Youth. 
 11 Murphy interview. 
 12 Murphy interview.
 13 “For Students and Educators,” Hatch Youth, www.hatchyouth.org/index.

php?option=com_content&view=article&id=26&Itemid=63.
 14 “For Students and Educators”; “Home,” Hatch Youth, www.hatch-outh.org/; “For Parents”
  Hatch Youth, www.hatchyouth.org/index php?option=com_content&view=article 

&id=27.
 15 Murphy interview; Wolf, “The Montrose Center’s Deb Murphy Retires.”
 16 Murphy interview.
 17 Murphy interview.
 18 “Where the Wind Blows,” by Coco O.
 19 Murphy interview.
 20 Ed Wood was a director of horror movies. He shot in black and white although color 

was available and produced B movies which were—usually short—low budget films. “Ed 
Wood Biography,” October 6, 2016, A&E Television Networks, www.biography.com/
people/ed-wood-251029.

 21 “Deb Murphy: True Stories.”
 22 Murphy interview.
 23 Joy Buolamwini.
 24 L. Kann, E. O. Olsen, T. McManus, et al., “Sexual Identity, Sex of Sexual Contacts, and 

Health-Related Behaviors Among Students in Grades 9-12 — United States and Selected 
Sites, 2015,” Surveillance Summaries 65(9), August 12, 2016: 1-202.

 25 Murphy interview.
 26 Murphy interview.

PRESERVING HOUSTON'S BLACK LGBTQ+ HISTORY
 1 The Gregory School had the great honor to be profiled by Houston History in a beautifully 

written article by Ela Miljkovic (Volume 14, Number 2, Spring 2017), a highly recom-
mended read for more detailed information about the library and historic Freedmen’s 
Town.

 2 Urban Souls, www.urbansouls.org.

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF DIANA
 1 Brandon Wolf, “The Dianas, Part 1,” OutSmart 17, no. 2, March 2020, 26-37.
 2 Thom Guthrie, interview with Timothy Vale, March 19, 2019, The Diana Foundation 

Records, University of Houston Libraries Special Collections (hereinafter UH); Robert 
Briddick, interview with Timothy Vale, September 20, 2018, The Diana Foundation 
Records, UH; James T. Sears, Rebels, Rubyfruit, and Rhinestones: Queering Space in the 
Stonewall South (New Brunswick: Rutgers, 2001), 80.

 3 Brandon Wolf and Christine Doby, The Diana Foundation: 65 Years of History (Houston: 
Diana Foundation, 2019), 21.

 4 Brandon Wolf, “The History of the Dianas, 1954-2010: The Nation’s Oldest Gay 
Organization,” unpublished manuscript, Brandon Wolf Papers, UH.

 5 John D. Goins, “Confronting Itself: The AIDS Crisis and the LGBT Community in 
Houston,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Houston, 2014, 218.

 6 “Courts/Police,” Houston Chronicle, July 9, 1987, 17.
 7 Guthrie interview.
 8 Sears, 311.

HOUSTON AREA WOMEN'S CENTER
 1 Ellen Rippner Cohen, interview with author, October 14, 2019, pending deposit,  

UH  — Oral History of Houston, Houston History Archives, Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries (hereinafter UH).

 2 “Program to address issues of growing concern to women,” 1981, Box 36, Folder 29, 
Houston Area Women’s Center Records (hereinafter HAWC), UH.

 3 “Shelter provides safety for victims of family violence,” 1981, Box 36, Folder 29, HAWC; 
“Shelter,” 1979, Box 36, Folder 30, HAWC; “Women’s Shelter gets larger quarters,” 1980, 
Box 36, Folder 29, HAWC; “At work at the new Women’s Center shelter,” 1983, Box 36, 
Folder 32, HAWC; Nikki Van Hightower, letter to Gene Daniel,” February 6, 1985, Box 
20, Folder 61, HAWC.

 4 Cohen interview; “Our Story,” HAWC, https://hawc.org/about-us/our-story/.
 5 “Women’s Center moves into larger quarters,” 1981, Box 36, Folder 29, HAWC; “A place of 

resource,” 1982, Box 36, Folder 31, HAWC.
 6 “A Brief and Condensed History of the Houston Area Women’s Center 1977-1995,” Box 

1, Folder 4, HAWC; “Houston Women’s Center sets up four new programs,” 1982, Box 36, 
Folder 31, HAWC; “Agendas, 1984-1986,” 1984, Box 20, Folder 17, HAWC; “Contract for 
personal accompaniment services,” 1985, Box 20, Folder 18, HAWC; “Correspondence, 
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1984-June 1985,” 1984, Box 20, Folder 46, HAWC; “Northwest Area Program — 
Correspondence, 1985-1986,” Box 20, Folder 62, HAWC.

 7 “Catalyst: 25 years of caring,” 2002, Box 48, Folder 41, HAWC; Houston Area Women’s 
Center, 2019 Annual Report, https://hawc.org, 7-8; “Van Hightower: Confronting Crises 
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