Representative Bella Abzug, at the podium, is flanked by the torch relay runners (in blue), First Lady Rosalynn Carter, former first ladies Betty Ford
and Lady Bird Johnson, Lynda Bird Johnson Robb, and Maya Angelou.

Photo courtesy of National Archives and
Records Administration and Wikimedia Commons

Leaving a Legacy: Houston Women in Politics after 1977

Introduction by Caitlyn Jones — Excerpts from oral histories conducted by Lena Craven and Caitlyn Jones

hen the National Women’s Conference (NWC) came to

Houston in 1977, many local women were already on
a mission: elect more women to office. Women had been
elected to local school boards, but none had served in a City
of Houston office. Kathryn Whitmire, a local accountant, was
in the midst of a campaign to break that glass ceiling during
the NWC as she mounted a bid for the controller’s office,
which helps steer the city’s finances. A few days after the
Houston conference wrapped, the celebration continued as
Whitmire won her runoff race with nearly 59 percent of the
vote. She later became the city’s first woman mayor in 1981,
a position she held for the next decade.

Other women soon followed. More women earned seats
on the Houston City Council, and many made their way to
the state capitol in Austin and to Congress in Washington,
DC. During the 1990s, Houstonians elected the first Black,
Latina, and Asian American women to city council. In
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2019, Harris County voters made history again when they
elected seventeen Black women to county judgeships.
However, there are still barriers to break. For instance,

no woman of color has ever sat in the mayor’s chair.

The most recent candidate for that position was Sheila
Jackson Lee, a former city councilwoman and longtime
U.S. Representative, who launched a failed bid in 2023 and
passed away a year later.

Many Houston women who have held office have taken
the time to reflect on the legacies of the National Women'’s
Conference and the changing political landscape since 1977.
Remarks from five of those women have been collected
here. Some went to the Houston conference, some did not.
Each had very different experiences, both in their personal
and political lives. Yet, all believe that women have come
far in terms of gaining political power and acknowledge
that more work remains.



Meet the Officeholders

KATHRYN WHITMIRE began her political career in 1977
when she won an election for the Houston controller’s
office. She was then elected as mayor in 1981 and served
five terms in that position, working to appoint more
women and people of color to city offices, to improve
the city’s emergency and medical services, and to combat
the growing HIV/AIDS epidemic. After she ended her
political career in 1992, Whitmire taught political sci-
ence and public policy at the university level. She cur-
rently lives in Hawaii.

WANDA ADAMS was elected to the Houston City Council
in 2007 and served for three terms. She then earned a seat
on the Houston ISD school board in 2016 and remained in
that office for seven years, even serving as board presi-
dent. In 2020, she was elected as a Harris County Justice
of the Peace, where she often presides over eviction cases
and connects people experiencing homelessness with
resources. Adams was re-elected to this position in 2024
and will hold the office for another four-year term.

GRACIELA SAENZ began her career in public service as an
assistant district attorney for Harris County. She launched
a bid for an at-large city council seat in 1991 and became
the first Latina to serve on the body, holding that position
until 1998. During her time on council, she helped facili-
tate Houston’s NAFTA relationships and became the first

Thoughts on the National Women'’s Conference
SYLVIA GARCIA: We were all excited locally and I was involved
in some of the local planning. But I had been involved from
the very beginning, not only in helping plan the Houston
conference but the Texas meeting that led to the Houston
conference ... If you look at who were delegates [in the Texas
State Meeting report], there’s my name, number 2. There was
actually an election. We had to vote for people, and it was
probably one of my first campaigns ... We were concerned —
we meaning the Latinas that went to the conference — that
there would not be fair representation. Well guess what? We
weren't the only ones. The Black caucus felt the same way,
the lesbian caucus felt the same way. So, what did we do?

We coalesced and decided that we were going to go in there
and we were going to vote for the Black caucus members, we
were going to vote for the lesbian caucus members, and that’s
it ... The moral of the story is coalitions work.

For us [delegates], this was the first step, the Texas meeting,
Then of course the second step was the Houston meeting. And
this was the most powerful event that I've, frankly, been to. And
I've been to a lot of events. The opening ceremony ... you go up
[to the stage] and there’s this [banner reading] “WOMAN.” And
then when the curtain goes up, there’s Rosalynn Carter, Lady
Bird Johnson, Betty Ford, Bella Abzug, Barbara Jordan. [ mean,
it was a “Who's Who” of women. Remember I was a law student

Hispanic person and woman to serve as mayor pro tem. In
1997, Saenz began a campaign for mayor but lost her race.
Today, she resides in Houston, where she operates her law
practice and advocates for the local Hispanic community.

SYLVIA GARCIA first entered political office in 1983 as the
presiding judge of the Houston municipal court system. In
1998, she was elected as the city controller and then moved
to the Harris County Commissioners Court in 2003
where she served for seven years. Running as a Democrat,
Garcia was elected to the Texas Senate in 2013 and went
on to serve in Congress five years later as one of the first
Latinas from Texas elected to the body. As a current U.S.
representative, she advocates for immigration reform,

the expansion of healthcare, and equal rights for women
and LGBTQ communities.

ANNISE PARKER earned her first political office in 1997
when she was elected to the Houston City Council. After
serving three terms, she became the city controller and
held that position until 2009. That same year, Parker
became the first openly gay mayor of a major U.S. city.
During her three terms as mayor, she championed an
anti-discrimination city ordinance and strengthened
Houston’s office of historic preservation. Parker ended her
tenure in 2016 and is currently serving as the president
and CEO of the LGBTQ+ Victory Institute.

L=

Sylvia Garcia discusses the prominent role women of color played in
representing Texas at the NWC.
Photo courtesy of Sharing Stories from 1977.

... so I was still impressionable, right? I was bright-eyed and
bushy-tailed. I remember going up there and thinking, “Damn,
this is great” T was just in awe of the whole thing.’

ANNISE PARKER: [ was actually a League of Women Voters

volunteer while the conference was going on ... my mentors
were going to be there. And they were very focused on what
was happening [at the conference], particularly the inclusion
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The vote tally of Texas delegates to the NWC lists Sylvia Garcia as the
second highest vote-getter in the state. She joined with nine other women
representing Houston.

Image courtesy of the Marjorie Randal National Women'’s Conference Collection,
Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.

of issues pertaining to lesbians. [My job was to] staff the con-
vention booth and talk about the League of Women Voters
... I 'was just a warm body to put at the booth, because they
wanted to be inside the conference hall.

I had attended gay organizing events, but the scale [of the
NWC] was much larger than anything I had experienced
because, not surprisingly, the LGBT events were fairly small.
[ speak to groups all the time now about the differences
organizing now and organizing then. No internet, no social
media, no cell phones, no way to find each other. In many
places, you could be fired for being gay ... So the political
organizing meetings, the Texas Gay Conference, and things
like that, tended to be pretty small. If you got 100 people in a
room, that was a huge event. So the number of delegates [at
the NWC] ... the amount of attention and media and kind of
hoopla around this event ... I had never been in a space with
that many women all at once.?

GRACIELA SAENZ: I did not attend [the NWC] because I
was working a full time job, [ was going to school in the
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Kathy Whitmire
served five two-year
terms as Houston
mayor from 1982 to
1992.
Photo courtesy of the
Kathy Whitmire Papers
Collection,
box 5, folder 6,
University of
Houston Libraries.
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evenings, and I had three kids. And even though I saw it
happening on TV, and [ heard about it from friends and

all, and I would have wanted to be there, there was nothing
that I could do at the time to be part of it. But [ remember
we were hyped. ... We had some very dynamic women in
leadership. Sissy Farenthold. We had Barbara Jordan. Oh
my God, if you ever heard her speak, oh wow. She was

one of my heroes, or I should say sheroes. So there was a
good sense of accomplishment at the time, and we thought
that this was the beginning and it would just spread out
throughout the nation. Basically, the women that had come
in would just take it all back, and it would be amazing.?

KATHRYN WHITMIRE: We were excited that it was going be
held in Houston. ...[H]aving it connected to International
Women'’s Year and allowing Houston to be a focal point

to talk about the role of women evolving in the world and
in our country and in our state was very exciting. And, of
course, it was held in kind of a legislative format following
parliamentary procedures, and it was exciting to see a lot of
people coming into town from across the country, women
who had run for office or were involved in political organi-
zations. It also became clear that people didn't always agree,
and there were certainly plenty of disagreements along the
way as to what our priorities should be and how we should
go about accomplish-
ing them. And I think
to me, the impact of
that event, from the

Wanda Adams served
two terms on the
Houston City Council
representing District D
and seven years on the
Houston Independent
School District board.
Photo courtesy of HARTV.




Mayor Kathy Whitmire, center with staff members, brought diversity to
city government, including installing Houston's first Black police chief,
Lee P. Brown, who is standing to her left.

Photo courtesy of Kathy Whitmire’s staff and Twila Coffey.

way | saw it, was the high profile role that it gave to women
in the public arena.*

Politics Then and Now

WANDA ADAMS: Back then, it was a little bit different because
a lot of women weren’t so much in the forefront. You had
Shirley Chisholm, way back in the day, who wanted to run
for president, and it was just all out of order at that time. You
had Ann Richards for [Texas] governor, and all these things
that were happening later. As a Black female — let me talk
from that perspective — we really didn’t feel back then that
we had a voice for anything because when you had issues, it
wasn't always tilted around African American women.

We did not start getting this empowerment until recently,
within maybe the last ten years, that people now are rec-
ognizing Black females are the power of this country ...

So when I look back then, and what I see now with orga-
nizations, they are considering African American females,
and that we're now being included. Now we’re CEOs of
companies. Now we're leading great cities. We have African
American women who are mayors of cities. Back then we
didn’t have that. We have Black women leading Fortune 500
companies. We did not have that. [As of 2020,] we have an
African American as Vice President of the United States.
That wasn’t even considered back then in 1977.°

KATHRYN WHITMIRE: [ was campaigning [in 1977] against a
man named Steve Jones, who was a CPA who I had known
for a good while. And he was categorizing me as a “wom-
en’s libber”... that was kind of a negative name for anyone
involved in the women’s movement. I had been running in a
way to present myself as a professional and was always very
careful to be professionally dressed ... and to let everybody
know that I had years of experience as a CPA and would be
advocating for financial disclosure and good financial man-
agement of the city. So, my opponent was trying to say, “Oh

no, don’t listen to any of that because she’s just one of these
radical women’s libbers.”

Houston was becoming a very progressive city at that time
and was more than willing to allow a woman, who could
demonstrate her credentials, to be elected for the first time
to a city office. But in those days the watch word was always,
“Oh well yeah, we can have a woman — if she’s qualified.” We
don’t hear as much of that anymore since so many women are
so well qualified for almost everything ... At our campaign
headquarters, where we [were] making calls, stuffing enve-
lopes, building signs — we had some televisions brought in
so we could all watch what was going on live at the [Houston]
conference while we were working on the campaign. And
then the following week ... I won by a pretty sizable majority.
So, I thought that was very appropriate after having such an
important conference in Houston for Houston to finally come
through and elect its first woman the very next week.

Graciela Saenz became the first Latina elected to Houston City Council
and the first Latina elected at-large. She served from 1992 to 1998.
Photo courtesy of Graciela Saenz.

GRACIELA SAENZ: During the time that I was going through
my career and all, [I realized] the way men treated you some-
times. Even when I was on city council, this kind of patroniz-
ing type of, “There, there, you don’t have to worry about that,
councilmember, we’ll take care of it for you.” And I'm going,
“No, I will take care of it, and I can handle it.” There was this
sense of you know, sexual harassment. It existed and we had
to contend with it. And yeah, there were moments when as
women we didn’t want to make waves just so that we could
keep our jobs. And yet we balanced everything between
work, and family, and community.

SYLVIA GARCIA: Back in 1977, I'm thinking there was a gender
gap. But I think the gap was there when it was a woman run-
ning against four or five men. We always had to assume the
woman would get a 3 to 5 percent gender gap, but now there’s
more women running. There are more women on the ballot.
So, I don’t think now it’s a gender gap anymore. It's more of a
women'’s edge. If you look at Harris County in our most recent
races, more women vote than men and women are voting for
women because more women are running. Women weren'’t
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Ms. Magazine announces Annise
Parker as Houston’s new mayor in the
winter of 2010,
Photo courtesy of Ms. Magazine
and Wikimedia Commons.

running back then, but now we are. We elected about [seven-
teen] African American women judges and everyone was like,
“Oh my God, we elected [seventeen] African American women
judges.” This last [election], I think we elected four or five Latina
judges ... [Back in 1977], there wasn’t the climate [to run,] the
spirit of Houston hadn’t worked yet. But now because we're
running and more women are voting, we're being elected.

o R ey ‘
Having previously served as a Houston city councilmember and
controller, Annise Parker, shown here at a campaign appearance, ran for

mayor in 2009, She served three terms as mayor from 2010 to 2016.
Photo by Ed Schipul, courtesy of Flickr.

ANNISE PARKER: [ get attention as the first LGBT mayor of

a major American city. But I was only the 10th woman in
American history to lead a top 10 U.S. city. I think there have
now been 12. Six were Texas mayors in Houston, Dallas, and
San Antonio. And, you know, we think of all these places
and [say], “Oh, New York, so liberal.” Never had a woman
mayor. “L.A., so liberal.” Never had a woman mayor. All of
these other places that are more progressive politically, and
yet, it’s been big cities in Texas — partly because Texas has
such damn big cities — you get to the top 10 list ... I think
the reason is that there’s a little bit of a frontier mentality: if
you can get in there, and you can throw a punch and take a
punch, we're going to respect you. And we may even vote for
you. That didn’t happen in other places. And so, the idea of
not being tethered to the past, being willing to let’s see what
comes next has opened new avenues ... like being more open
to the idea of women mayors, or a woman governor.

What people should know about Houston
and its hidden histories

ANNISE PARKER: | don't think it’s that [Houston is] not willing
to commemorate women'’s history. [History is] not something
that we think about [in Houston], in general. It’s that constant
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forward motion. We're a relatively young city, in the scale of
U.S. cities, and were a blink-of-an-eye city in terms of most

of our growth being post World War II. So, this is it. I mean,
it’s all about the new and the growth and so many people who
came from someplace else. They don’t know what the his-
tory of Houston is ... The older, more historic Northeastern
cities, they have more to preserve, but they also come with an
attitude of wanting to preserve it. And we were the “rough and
ready frontier” If it wasn’t serving your purpose, tear it down
and repurpose it and keep moving forward. It’s just a part of
that. I don'’t think there’s anything that had to do with wanting
to erase women or women’s history.

GRACIELA SAENZ: In our Hispanic community, we have a history
of immigration from the early 1930s and 40s. We had Cubanos
coming in the fifties, we had Puertorriqueios coming in, we had
the Salvadorians, the Ecuatorianos, the Nicaragiienses coming
in during the eighties, and the nineties were the Venezolanos
and the Colombianos, and even the very wealthy Mexicanos. So,
this history of immigration and how they came and they settled
here, those stories have yet to be told.

WANDA ApAms: We're inclusive to making sure that every
voice counts, that every voice is heard, that we don’t want to
leave anybody out when it’s concerning service. So, I think
that’s the message. We are a growing city, and we are a city
with many, many opportunities of culture. Everyone has a
place in Houston, regardless of your race, your gender, your
nationality, your religious background. Everybody has a place
here in Houston. And that’s why Houston, we're so diverse,
we're so giving, we're so loving. [ think that’s the message that
I would like to send out to people, representing on all three
levels of govern-
ment now, is to let
everybody know
that anyone can
be what they want

Judge Wanda Adams
serves as Harris
County Justice of the
Peace for Precinct 7 in
the Houston area.
Photo courtesy of Harris
County Precinct 7.




Graciela Saenz shakes hands with President Bill Clinton during a visit
to discuss the North American Free Trade Agreement and Houston’s role.
Photo courtesy of Graciela Saenz.

to be, and don’t let your past determine your destination
on where you can go.

The Path Forward

GRACIELA SAENZ: As a city, as we grow, and as we con-
tinue to be proud of how we have accomplished things,
we've taken one step [forward]. There are moments when

[ feel we've taken three steps back. There is still, I think,

a resentment in certain areas of recent immigrants that
may be doing well. There is also a tendency of wanting to
maintain control of this community and not knowing how
to, or pitting them against other minorities, and I think that
that is wrong. I think we all have to be proud of the fact
that we are part of the city, and that I have the wherewithal
to also be responsible for the interests of my white broth-
ers and sisters, my Black brothers and sisters. [ was born,
raised here, educated here. I can speak the language, and |
know the laws, and I think the leadership has to be allowed
to grow in diversity.

WANDA ApAMms: I think we have evolved since [1977], and I
think now we are in a place of being embraced, to know that
we can accomplish anything that we want to accomplish in
this world as long as we put our mind to it. And it shouldn’t
be about skin color, it should be about qualifications, and we
know that that person can do it. So right now, hey, the little
Black girls now can look up to us and say, “You know what,
if she can do it, I can do it” So, when this question comes up
thirty years from now, and you ask what happened in 2020
or 2019 that you think around women’s empowerment,

they would be able to say we had the first African American
president back then, we have Stacey Abrams out there in
Georgia. So now the conversation will be a little bit different
compared to what it was in 1977.

ANNISE PARKER: Unfortunately, from a national standpoint, so
much of the potential [of the NWC] was never realized. The

conservative women who were in that room and in that space,
I think, did a masterful job of trying to spike a lot of initiatives
that could have come out of there. And I also think that, this

is just my own opinion, the world was changing so rapidly in
so many ways. | stayed in LGBT organizing because [ thought
I could make the best impact there. But there was so much to
fix. If we had all kept our attention on, “Here’s three things
that we can get done,” but there were never three things. There
are 100 things. You can be united in that hall, but then when
you go away, and you go back to your communities, your life
happens again. All those women who were there with their
anti-LGBT agenda, maybe they're partly responsible for the
fact that I entered politics. They weren't going to fight for my
rights. I had no faith. Some of them wanted to come after me.
So, you know, [I decided] I'm going to stay in this space.

SYLVIA GARCIA: The bottom line is that the ERA [Equal
Rights Amendment] was so important then and it brought
so many women together across this nation as we organized.
Regretfully, we still haven't gotten it done. And it’s amazing
to me that [ was fighting that fight back in '77, and here [ am
as a member of Congress sitting on the judiciary committee
and we had a hearing on the same thing again to try to make
the changes necessary to continue the fight to get the ERA.

You think about any issue relating to women whether it’s
health, reproductive rights, arts, rural women, poor women,
there’s a plank on every single topic in [the National Plan of
Action]. The plan has been the basis of so many things that
have happened since then, whether it’s the formation of the
work that Planned Parenthood does, whether it was WEAL
[Women’s Equity Action League], whether it was the League
of Women Voters. So many other things stem from here. The
challenge that I have, or the comment I would make, is that,
regretfully, some of these planks are still good today. We
haven’t gotten it all done. We've made a lot of progress. As
the old Virginia Slims cigarettes ads used to say, “We’ve come
a long way, baby.” But we haven’t come far enough, and we
have much work to do. H+

Sylvia Garcia supports Texans as part of the Home is Here Coalition
calling for strengthening protections for Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) recipients and DACA-eligible youth.

Photo courtesy of Congresswoman Sylvia Garcia.
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