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AFRICAN AMERICANS. People of African descent are some of the 
oldest residents of Texas. Beginning with the arrival of Estevanico^v in 
1528, African Texans have had a long heritage in the state and have 
worked alongside Americans of Mexican, European, and indigenous 
descent to make the state what it is today. The African-American history 
of Texas has also been paradoxical. On the one hand, blacks have worked 
with others to build the state's unique cultural heritage. But on the other 
hand, African Americans have been subjected to slavery,qv racial 
prejudice, and exclusion from the mainstream of state institutions. Their 
contributions to the state's development and growth in spite of these 
obstacles have been truly remarkable.

From the beginning of European settlement in Texas, people of African 
descent were present. In 1528 Estevanico, a Moor, accompanied Spanish 
explorer Alvar Nunez C abezO e Vaca^ across the territory known today 
as Texas. Estevanico was an important member of Cabeza de Vacafs 
mission because he could interpret the languages of many of the Indians 
that the expedition encountered. Along with the other members of the 
expedition he was captured by Indians and enslaved for five years. After 
escaping, Estevanico and the surviving members of the expedition made 
their way to Mexico. In 1539 he accompanied a second expedition into 
the Southwest. This time he was murdered by the Zuni Indians and the 
mission failed. Other pioneer Africans accompanied the Spanish into the 
Southwest, and some settled with them in the region known today as 
Texas. By 1792 Spanish Texas^ numbered thirty-four blacks and 414 
mulattoes. Some of them were free mfin-and women.

Unlike Estevanico and some of the Africans who inhabited the province 
prior to settlement by Anglo-Americans, most African Americans entered 
the area as slaves. The first Anglo-Americans who settled in Texas came 
from the southern United States and were accustomed to using African 
slaves as an important source ot labor. During the first fifteen years of 
white settlement in Texas, from 1821 to the Texas Revolution^ of 1836,
slavery grew very slowly. On the eve of the Revolution only about 5,000 
blacks were enslaved in Texas. With independence from Mexico, 
however, whites made Afripan slavery an integral part of the state's 
economic development, and the institution of slavery grew rapidly. By
1840.11.000 African Americans were enslaved in Texas. By 1850,
58.000 were enslaved, and by 1860,182,000-30 percent of the Texas 
population. According to historian Randolph Campbell, slavery in Texas



was similar to that in other parts of the American South. The records 
gathered by Campbell as well as the testimony of African Americans 
enslaved in Texas attest to the fact that black slaves in Texas had as harsh 
and as easy a lot as slaves in other parts of the South. Two cases 
illustrate this fact. In 1861 a Canadian newspaper published the story of 
Lavinia B ell,a black woman who had been kidnapped at an early age 
and sold into slavery in Texas. She escaped from bondage and told of 
being forced to work naked in the cottorifields near Galveston. She also 
told about how after her first escape attempt, she was physically mutilated 
and beaten severely by her owner. Other African Americans who were 
enslaved in Texas told similar stories of violence and cruelty by their 
owners. Hundreds sought escape, especially to Mexico. But there were 
also cases^Hch as that of Joshua H o u s to n ,o n e  of the slaves of Sam 
Houston.qv Joshua, owned initially by Houston's second wife, became an 
important member of Houston's family. He was treated well, taught to 
read and write, and prepared well for his eventual emancipation by the 
Houston family. After the Civil Warqv Joshua became a politician in 
Huntsville, and, as if to underscore his loyalty to his former owners, on 
one occasion he offered to lend money to Sam Houston's widow when 
she faced tmancial difficulties.

While the treatment of African Americans enslaved in Texas may have 
varied on the basis of the disposition of individual slaveowners, it was 
clear that white Texans in general accepted and defended slavery. 
More£Lveri slavery in Texas hafl all nf thp rfiarapt^gtirs had made it 
successful in other parts of the South. For instance, slaveholders 
dominated the state’s_gconomifand political life?1 he government of the 

Republic of Texasqv and, after 1845, the state legislature passed a series 
of slave codes to regulate the behavior of slaves and restrict the rights of 
fre^biacksTThe census counted about 400 free blacks in 1850, although 
there mav have been close to 1,000. White TexSis also restricted the civil 

/ liberties of white opponents of slavery in order to suppress dissent about 
the institution. When rumors of a slave insurrection circulated in the state 
in 1860, Texans virtually suspended civil liberties and due process in the 
state. Suspected abolitionists were expelled from the state, and one was 
even hanged. A vigilante group in Dallas lynched three African- 
American slaves who were suspected of starting a fire that burnt most of 
the downtown area. Other slaves in the county were whipped.

TheJ^xas-vete^ox^ecession^ in February 1861 hastened the end of 
slavery and set in motion the eventual liberation of the state's African- 
American population. For blacks in Texas, freedom did not come until 
Juneteenth,qv June 19,1865. In contrast to other parts of the South, where 
the approach of the Union Army encouraged thousands of enslaved 
blacks to free themselves and run away, Texas blacks remained enslaved
until the end of the Civil War. Few were able to run away and enlist in 
the Union Army, as black men did in other parts of the South.

The Reconstmctionqv era presented black Texans another challenge. 
Many had to rebuild their lives, locate lost family members, and begin to



live their lives as self-sufficient, free men and women. The establishment
of thejreedm en's Bureau^ in the state aided this transition from slavery 
to freedom. But given the continuing racial animosity that separated 
blacks and whites after the war, this was not an easy task. The state 
legislature and several Texas cities passed Black Codes^ to restrict the 
nghts of blacks, to prevent them from having free access to public 
facilities, and to force them back to the rural areas as agricultural 
laborers. The use of the political and legal system to regulate black 
behavior was accompanied by a literal reign of terror in the state. From 
1865 to 1868 white Texans committed over 1,500 acts of violence against 
blacks; more than 350 blacks were murdered by whites. These were 
attempts to reestablish white supremacy and to force blacks back into 
their "place. *' Only the interventie^of Congress and the imposition of 
military rule in the state after(l867 thp Riack Codea and
brought a modicum ot safety t(rAfflcmiAmericans. The arrival of 
military and Congressional efforts to protect black rights ushered in the 
second phase of Reconstruction in the state. In this period African 
Amencans made a substantjaFcontribution to the transition of Texas 
from a slave-labor state to one based on free labor. Ten African-一 

American delegates.at the r!r>r|<；fitiitinna1 rrmvPLntirtn f>f 1 helped
to write a constitution that"protected civil rights, established the state's 
first public education system, and extended the franchise to all men.
Between 1868 and 1900. fortv-three African Americans served in thg 
state legislature, and they helped to move the state toward democracy. 
Such black Reconstruction leaders as George T/Ruby^n3~NorTts Wright 
Cuneyqqv became important members of the Republican paKty^v and,
along with other blacks, dominated state Republican politics through the 

ン  turn of the twentietfi century. IJiinnp the mnrse. of thp,
period, many Arncan Americans moved from the state's mral areas to 
cities such as Dallas. Austin, Houston, and San Antonio. On the outskirts 
of these cities they established "freedmantowns," which became the 
distinct black neighborhoods that still exist today. Black labor also 
c〇jg|ilbuted_substantiaUjLJiLflie economic develooment of these~cities and
helped the state to begin the transition trom its near-total dependence on
agriculture to industrialization. In 1879 a few thousand black Texans 
moved to Kansas seeking greater opportunities. Other black Texans 
participated in the postwar cattle boom (see BLACK COWBOYS), while
the presence on the frontier of black soldiers, called Buffalo Sol by 
their Indian foes, exemplified the desire of many Blacks to enter into the 
military responsibilities of citizenship.

As in other parts of the South, Reconstruction la s te ^ ^ ly  a short time in 
Texas. Democrats regained control of the state iifl873jknd proceeded to 
reverse many of the democratic reforms mstftutechTV^ack and white 
KepuBIicans7Betweerri874 and 1900 the gains that African Americans 
haすmade in th^~politicaI arena were virtuall^lost. iiTthe 1890s, for 
example, more than 100,000 blacks voted in Texas elections. But after 
the imposition of a poll tax in 1902 and the passage of the white 
primaryqv law in 1903, fewer than 5,000 blacks voted in the state in 1906. 
In addition, segregation was established in all facets of public and private



life in Texas for African Americans. In Dallas, Houston, and San 
Antonio, public transportation and accommodations, schools, aiid, 
eventually, neighborhoods were segregated bv law. Blacks mHouston 
and San Antonio challenged segregation on public transportation by 
forming their own bus and jitney companies. Dallas blacks won a case in 
1916 that overturned a residential segregation ordinance. But nothing 
succeeded in stemming the tide of segregation that restricted the rights of 
black Texans by the early twentieth century. The victims of lynching,^ 
which did not end until the 1940s, were predominantly black. Riotsqv 
destroyed black neighborhoods. African Americans became 
disfranchised, second-class citizens, denied the basic human rights other 
citizens in the state took for granted. As a result, several thousand black 
Texans moved out of the state to the North and West in the twentieth 
century. Although the percentage of blacks in Texas fell to 20 percent of 
the population bv 1900 and declined further in the twentieth century, their 
numbers grew to more than 600,000 in 1900 and 900,000 in 1940.

Despite their second-class status. African Americans still built viable and 
progressive communities throughout the state. Almost immediately after 
Civil War, they established churches^ schools, and other social 
organizations to serve their own need客 They established newspapers (the 
Dallas Express, Houston Informer and Texas Freeman, and San Antonio 
R egister^), grocery stores, funeral homes, and other business 
establishments that served a predominant Arncan-American clientele. In 
the late nineteenth century bjack farmers formed a cooperative to 
encourage black land ownership and to raise crop prices. From 1900 to 
1940 a majority of black Texans remained in farming, with about 20 
percent owning their land while most rented farms as tenants. The Great 
Depression^ of the 1930s hastened a trend toward urbanization. In the 
same penod blacks in Dallas organized a cotton-processing mill, but it 
railea m less than five years. These self-help and economic development 
efforts by black Texans indicate that they did not allow the oppression of 
white racism to deter them from stnving to build successful communities. 
After the Civil War, African Americans also developed their first 
educational institutions,. Black collegesqv such as Bishop, Paul Quinn, and 
Wiley were founded by several religious denominations, primarily 
Baptist and Methodist organizations. African-American churchesqv such 
as Boll Street African Methodist Episcopal in Dallas also started the first 
schools in that city for black children. The city of Houston provided 
schools for its black citizens beginning in 1871. By 1888 the city 
government in Dallas followed suit.

African Americans also contributed to the state's social and cultural 
heritage in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Musicians such as 
Blind Lemon Jefferson, Huddie (Leadbelly) Ledbetter^Eddie Durham, 
Scott Joplin,qqv Bobbi Humphrey, and many others became innovators in 
blues, jazz,㈣  and ragtime. Singers such as Julius L. C. Biedsoeqv and 
Osceola Mays sang songs from the Arncan-American folk tradition as 
well as tneir own contemporary compositions. Such writers as Maude 
Cuney-Hare, J. Mason Brewer, and Sutton Gnggsqqv wrote biographies



and novels and recorded the folklore of black Texans. Artist John Biggers 
of Houston became one of the nation's most important mural painters and 
an internationally recognized artist. In sports, .such black Texans as 
Charlie Taylor, Ernie Banks, Jack Johnson,^ and George Foreman earned 
national fame in football, baseball, and boxing. After the integration of 
the state's universities, black Texas athletes such as Earl Campbell of the 
University of Texas at Austin, Elvin Hayes of the University of Houston, 
and Jerry Levias of Southern Methodist University had outstanding 
college athletic careers.

One of the most significant achievements of blacks in the state was their 
participation in the Texas Centennial^ of 1936. This event was important 
because it allowed African Americans to highlight the contributions that 
they had made to the state's and the nation's development. Through the 
efforts of A. Maceo Sm iths of the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce 
and Samuel W. Houstonqv of Huntsville, the Hall of Negro Lifeqv was 
built at Fair Park^v in Dallas to bring to the state the works of Harlem 
Renaissance painter Aaron Douglass as well as to exhibit the paintings of 
Texas artists Samuel A. Countee of Houston and Frank Sheinall of 
Galveston. More importantly, the Negro Day event held in Dallas as the 
black celebration of the Texas Centennial proved to be an important 
opportunity for black Texans to meet and plan strategy to end the 
segregation and discrimination that they faced. Three organizations 
emerged from the Negro Day celebration of 1936: the Texas State 
Conference of Branches of the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People, the Texas State Negro Chamber of Commerce, and 
the Texas Negro Peace Officers Association (now the Texas Peace 
Officers Association^). All three organizations had as their objective to 
improve the lot of blacks in Texas.

The Texas Centennial was indeed a watershed event for African 
Americans. After it they launched a campaign to win the citizenship 
rights that the state's segregation laws and racist tradition denied them. 
Texas blacks won two of the nation^ most significant civil-rights cases. 
They renewed challenges to the state's white primary system four times, 

f and, eventually, they won a Supreme Court decision in Smith v. Allwijight 
(1944)^ which declared the white primary unconstitutional. This landmark 
case won by black Texans opened primaries for blacks throughout the 
South. In 1950, black Texans also won one of the major legal cases that 
eliminated segregation in the South's graduate and professional schools. 
The Sweatt v. Painter^ case, filed bv yhurgoodMarsball. legal counsel 
of the NAACP, and local NAACP attorney William J. Durham of Dallas, 
forced the University of Texas Law School to admit black students. 
Although the Sweatt case was one of several cases that the NAACP filed 
to gain entry for black students into graduate and professional schools, it 
also became one of the cases that laid the groundwork for the NAACFs 
challenge to segregation in public scEools m tHelamous Brown v. Board 
o f Education，Topeka， Kansas C2LS&.

Despite the notion among some historians that Texas did not need a civil-



rights movement^ to end its legacy of racial discrimination, African 
Americans had to use both the courts and direct action in the 1950s and 
1960s to win access to public services throughout the state. Using a 
variety of methods, black citizens won the right to sit on juries, equal pay 
for equal work for black teachers, the elimination of residential 
segregation in the state's major cities, jobs on the police forces of Dallas 
and Fort Worth, and open seating on public transportation throughout the 
state. They also used sit-ins in Houston and Marshall to end segregation 
in public accommodations. By the mid-1960s, only one area of 
citizenship rights continued to elude black Texans: serving in elective 
office. In 1958, Houstonian Hattie White became the first African 
American to win an elective office in the state since Reconstruction by 
winning a seat on the school board. But many citizens thought that she 
was white and voted for her in error. She served ten turbulent years on 
the Houston school board, fighting constantly to force other members of 
the board to implement court-ordered desegregation of the school system. 
After Mrs. White's election black Texans did not win another elective 
office until 1966, when several black candidates throughout the state won 
political races. Among the pioneers were Joe Lockxidge of Dallas, who 
won a seat in the state house of representatives, and Barbara Jordan of 
Houston, who won a seat in the Texas Senate. In 1971, Judson Robinson 
became Houston's first black city councilman since Reconstruction. A 
year later Barbara Jordan was elected to the United States House of 
Representatives, ffius becoming the first African American in Texas 
history to represent the state in Congress.

Her election symbolized the progress that blacks had made in the state 
after over 100 years of racial segregation and exclusion. Despite the 
lingering effects of the old racist and segregationist legacy, African 
Americans continued to achieve in both the private and public spheres in 
the state. They won elective office on the city, county, and statewide 
levels. In 1992, for example, Morris Overstreet of Amarillo became the 
first African American to win a statewide office when he was elected a 
judge on the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals.qv Employment 
opportunities also increased significantly for black Texans, especially in 
the larger urban areas such as Dallas and Houston, In 1983, for instance, 
Dallas was named "one of the ten best cities for blacks" because of the 
social, political, and economic opportunities available there for Atncan 
Americans. In addition, African Americans continued to participate in the 
state's social and cultural life and to add their creative talents to the 
state's as well as the nation's artistic development. Two of many 
examples are the works added to American literature by Houston 
playwright and author Ntozake Shange and short story writer J.
California Cooper of tiast TexasrSliange's work "for colored girls who 
have considered suicide when the rainbow is enuf" played on Broadway 
and toured the country for several years. Her novels Sassafras, Cypress, 
and Indigo (1982) and Betsey Brown (1985) were national best-sellers. 
Cooper's short stories in A Piece o f Mine (1984) and Family (1991) also 
earned her national acclaim.

These achievements were the result of black Texans' ongoing struggle for



equal opportunity and human dignity. African Americans have lived in 
the area known as Texas as long as any other ethnic group except 
American Indians. Throughout their history in the state, they have 
contributed their blood, sweat, and hard labor to make Texas what it is in 
the 1990s. Although the 2,QQgjKMX<btaelrT^Xans4a  1990 formed onlyJ2一、 
percent of the state’s popMation， blacks had made major contributions to 
Texas history and culture. The previous thirty years of African-American 
history in Texas had been quite eventful. During that period black 
citizens had taken major steps toward reversing the negative aspects of 
the previous 100 years. Yet, they had only begun to reap the benefits of 
tfteir labor and persistence.

See also CIVIL RIGHTS, ANTEBELLUM TEXAS, TEXAS 
TROUBLES, SLAVE INSURRECTIONS, ABOLITION, NATIONAL 
ASSOCIATION FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF COLORED PEOPLE, 
ELECTION LAWS, BLACK EXTENSION SERVICE, COLORED 
FARMERS' ALLIANCE, FARM TENANCY, and DALLAS BLACK 
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: Alwyn Barr, Black Texans: A History o f  Negroes in 
Texas, 1528-1971 (Austin: Jenkins, 1973). Howard Beeth and Cary D. 
Wintz, eds., Black Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in Houston 
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992). Randolph B. 
Campbell, An Empire for Slavery: The Peculiar Institution in Texas, 
1821-1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989). Barry 
A. Crouch, The Freedmen's Bureau and Black Texans (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1992). Chandler Davidson, Biracial Politics: Conflict and 
Coalition in the Metropolitan South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1972). W. Marvin Dulaney and Kathleen Underwood, 
eds., Essays on the American Civil Rights Movement (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 1993). Darlene Clark Hine, Black Victory: 
The Rise and Fall o f  the White Primary in Texas (Millwood, New York: 
KTO Press, 1979). Merline Pitre, Through Many Dangers, Toils and 
Snares: The Black Leadership o f Texas, 1868-1900 (Austin: Eakin,
1985). Lawrence D. Rice, The Negro in Texas, 1874-1900 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University P ress,1971).James Smallwood, Time o f  
Hope, Time o f Despair: Black Texans during Reconstruction (London: 
Kennikat, 1981). Ruthe Winegarten, Black Texas W omen:150 Years o f  
Trial and Triumph (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995).

W. Marvin Dulaney

top of page | about 丨 search 丨 help | home - contribute - bookstore ­
teaching tools - feedback - credits - multimedia - news

how to cite this article | report an error or correction | suggest an 
article topic

The Handbook of Texas OnJine is a joint project of The General Libraries 
at the University of Texas at Austin and the Texas State Historical



Association.
Copyright © The Texas State Historical Association Last Updated: July 20, 2001
Please send us your comments. Policy Agreement Produced in partnership with the University of Texas Libraries 

^and the Center for Studies in Texas Histbry at the University of Texas at Austin.

/vv/sapiaJB/aunuo/^ooqpuBq/npa-s^xaarrBusa-A^wM //:dw[



S elf-D eterm in ation  and  L ocal B lack  L eaders in  T exas 

Barry A. Crouch

Phylon (1960-), Vol.39, No. 4. (4th Qtr., 1978), pp. 344-355.

S T O R

Stable URL:
http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0031-89Q6%28197834%2939%3A4%3C344%3ASAT,BT J%3H2.Q.CO%3R2-F 

Phylon (1960-) is currently published by Clark Atlanta University.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at 
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have obtained 
prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you may use content in 
the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at 
http://www.jstor.org/joumals/cau.html.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed 
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is an independent not-for-profit organization dedicated to and preserving a digital archive of scholarly journals. For 
more information regarding JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www.jstor.org 
Mon Jun 18 17:51:342007

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0031-89Q6%28197834%2939%3A4%3C344%3ASAT,BT
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html
http://www.jstor.org/joumals/cau.html
mailto:support@jstor.org
http://www.jstor.org


By BAREY A. GROUCH

Self-Determination and Local Black Leaders
in Texas

T K  a  becent artic le  on the origins of early Texas Eepubican lead- 
■■•ership Jam es A lex Baggett correctly co n to d s that in  the 110ne Star 
state a Wfew  Negroes held local of£i(^s of responsibility in  predom inantly 
black counties during and follow ing Reconstruction. A t the state level 
nine Negroes served in  the 90-man constitutional convention of 1868-69, 
eleven were legislators in  the 120-man legislature of 1871, and thereafter 
the number of Negro legislators diminished.^ U nlike other Southern 
states during th is era Mnot a single Negro occupied an im portant execu­
tive or judicial post in  Texas.M1 W itii the exception of tibeJ^opulistJEgs^- 
m ent in the 1890s, black participation in the political process reached 
its heights during the years follow ing the C ivil War. Though not elected  
to the upper echelons of state governm ent, black politicians w ere active 
in  their local com m unities， attem pting to insulate their constituentsノ 

against the onslaughts of racism and violence and organizing them  in  
the direction of self-determ ination.

In the tw o years previous to the elections for the 1868 constitutional 
convention, w hen black m ales w ere first allow ed to vote, Texas freed- 
people w ere outside the mainstream of politics. In m any respects these 
thirty-one m onths w ere of critical im portance to Texas black communi­
ties. The disruption brought by the war and the trem endous in flux of 
Negroes taken into the Lone Star state for sale-keeping had, at least 
according tx> some accounts, m ore than doubled the black population 
residing in the state.2 In addition, the statew ide search for better eco­
nom ic opportunities and attem pts to stabilize fam ily life  w ere con­
siderations that w ere of basic importance to the strength, institutionali- 
zation, and cohesiv^iess of blacks. W ithout these, the black enclaves
L James A lex Baggett. ^Origins of Early Texas Hepublican Party Leadership/9 Jon 
Southern Bistory, XL  (A ugust,1974), 442, note 3; #<Birth of the Texas Republican 
Southtvestem Historical Quarterly, LXXVlil (1974),1-20; 44The Rise and Pall o t th< 
Badicals, 1867->1883M (Vnoublished Ph. D. dissertation, North Texas State University* 
1912), passim. See also, Edward Magd<^9 <cLocal Black Leaders in the South, X867-75: An 
S^say Toward the 3Eleconstructlon of Reconstruction History*0 Sodetas: A Review of Social

Journal of 
Party 卢  

ie Texas 
University,

History, IV (1OT4), 81-X10.，In 权 uly 1866, 紛  gar IVL Gregory* assistant commissioner of the 
estimated there were about 400,000 blacks in Texas and that 20,000 to 
be ateorbed at once due to a shortage* Gregory to Oliver Otis Howard (National Com〇 

iioner)9 January S I ,1866. Assistant Com|ttissioner (AC), Letters Sent (XiS)» Texas， 
4, p . 123, Biireau of Refugees, Freedman* and Abandoned Lands, Record Grc 

tional Archives, Washington, D. CO. Unless otherwise indicated all references '

History, IV (1974), 81-110. • .  . _- - - — ||M| Freedmenfs Bureau.
一 50,000 teborers could

due to a Portage* 
m issioner)9 January S I ,1866. Assistant
V o l.4, p . 123, Bw eau of Berugees, Free ^
(National Archives, Washington, D. CO. Unless otherwise indicated all references w ill be 
to the Texas Freedman*s Bureau records. IT. S. Bureau of the Census, Compendium to  
执 e Federal Population Ccnws 5cfcedtilc,1W 0 (Washington, D. C” 1 8 7 2 pp. 65-B6, enumer一 
ated only 253,475 blacks In Texas. For omissions and undercounting In taking the 1B70 
census in Harrison County, which had the second largest black population in the state 
see James Tunner (Marshall) to E. J. Davis, January 6 , 1871,Governors Papers, J, 
Davis (Texas State Library, A ustin). Hereafter these manuscripts w ill be referred to as 
the Davis Papers. An idea 〇£ the number of slaves brought into Texas during the CSvll 
War may be gleaned from James Arthtir Lyon Fremantle, Three Months in the Southern 
States: AprU^June,1863 (New York, 1864); John Q. Anderson, ed„ Brokenbum: The 
Journal of Kate Stone, 一 * —
of Blacks in Louisiana 
Political Background^ (Unpublished

O v t f  \ J N G \ v  x 〇17Kf • v C u lX l  p *111 C/IvCTIC/M'T •  J,

芝，1如 -1鄉 {Baton R ou ge,1娜 ） ； Thomas Maŷ  Mtedtcal Care
la During Occtmation and Reconstruction, 1862«1868: Its Social and 

(UnpubQshed IX dissertation, Tulane tTniversity;1070)♦
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CORSICANA, TEXAS. Corsicana, county seat and largest city of Navarro County, is in the 
central portion of the county fifty-eight miles southeast of Dallas at the junction of Interstate 
45, U.S. highways 75 and 287, and State highways 22 and 3 1 .It was established in 1848 to 
serve as the county seat of newly-established Navarro County. Jose Antonio N a v a r r o , a  hero 
of the Texas Revolution^ after whom the county was named, was given the honor of naming 
the new town; he suggested Corsicana after the island of Corsica, the birthplace of his parents. 
David R. Mitchell, an early area settler, donated 100 acres for a townsite, and with the 
assistance of Thomas I. Smith, platted the land and began selling lots. The new town was 
centered near a log tavern built in 1847 and owned and operated by Rev. Hampton McKinney. 
The first courthouse, a two-room log structure, was constructed in 1849, and served as a 
church, meeting hall and civic center until a new frame building was constructed in 1853. The 
first school, taught by Mack Elliot and a man named Lafoon, opened in the old courthouse in 
1847, and a short time later the Corsicana Female Literary Instituteqv began operating. Within 
a few years of the town’s founding， a large number of mercantile establishments opened on 
and around the courthouse square, and new brick courthouse—a symbol of the town's 
growing prosperity—was erected in 1858. The first newspaper, the Prairie Blade, was 
founded in 1855; it was replaced by the Express in 1857, which in turn was replaced by the 
Observer on the eve of the Civil War.^v

By 1850 Corsicana’s popula^on had already grown to some 1,200, 300 of whom_were 
reportedly black slaves^Not surprisingly given the town’s large number of slaveholders， 
Corsicanans supported Breckinridge over the Fusionist slate of candidates in the presidential 
election of 1860; and in February 1861, when had the election was held on the secession issue, 
the vote was almost unanimous, 213 in favor and only three opposed. At outbreak of the war 
in April 1861 townspeople held a mass demonstration on the courthouse square in favor of the 
Confederacy, and appeals were made for volunteers to serve in the Confederate Army in 
Virginia. The first company, the "Navarro Rifles" commanded by Capt. Clinton M. Winkler,^ 
was organized in August 1861; four additional companies were organized in the town by 
1863. After the war Union soldiers, commanded by Capt. R. A. Chaffee, occupied the town. 
Corsicana, however, witnessed little of the bitter strife experienced by many Texas towns 
during Reconstruction:qv Chaffee enlisted a number of former slaves as policeman, but 
avoided provoking the townspeople^ and at one juncture even came out in support of former 
Confederate officer C. M. Winkler who had caned a Union soldier after the man had insulted 
him. The town's economy suffered a serious setback during the war and the early 
Reconstruction years, but by the beginning of 1870s business had begun to recover. In 1871 
the town's first bank opened, operated by two men named Adams and Leonard, and in 1874 
Union troops finally were withdrawn.

The greatest spur to the town's development, however, came in November 1871 with the 
completion of the Houston and Texas Central Railroad. The coming of the railroad brought 
numerous settlers and new merchants, among them the Sanger Brothers,^ the Padgitts and 
others, who established stores near the new depot on East Collin Street. The construction of



the Texas and St. Louis Railway (later the Cotton Belt) 職  prompted further commercial ^
development, and by the mid-eightiesXofsicana had become the leading trading and shipping 
center for a large area of the northern blacklands. In 1872 the town was incorporated with a
mayoral form of government， and in 1880 a public school system was organized. The decade
of the eighties also saw the establishment of a city fire department, a municipal water works, 
the installation of the first telephone system, and the construction of the State Orphans Home 
and the Odd Fellows Orphans Home. By 1885 Corsicana had a population of approximately 
5,000, three Presbyterian, a Catholic, a B a ^ t ,  and three Methodist churches, as well as three 
blacks churches, an oil factory, a gristmill, two banks, and four weekly newspapers—the 一 

Courier, the Observer, the Messenger, and the Journal', principal products included cotton, 
grain, wool, and hides.

By the early 1890s the rapidly expanding city had outgrown its water supply， and the
following year civic leaders formed the Corsicana Water Development Company with the aim 
of tapping a shallow artesian well in the area. Drilling began in the spring of 1894; but instead 
of water, the large410cket (rfmlmidLgas. The find—the first significant 〇1
discovery of oil west of the Mississippi River—led to Texasfs first oil boom: within a short 
time nearly every lot in the town and in the surrounding area was under lease, and wells were 
being drilled within the city limits: five in 1896, and fifty-seven the following year. The first 

 ̂ oij refinery in the state was built in 2897, and by 1898 there were 287 producing w e l& M ie  J Corsicana fieldT^nTKeoil find attracted numerous oil men from the East, among them Edwy 
R. Brown,^ H. C. Folger, W. C. Proctor, C. N. Payne, and J. S. Cullinan,^ founder of the 
Cullinan Oil Company, which later evolved into the Magnolia Oil Company. The discovery of
oil transformed Corsica皿  from a regional agricultural shipping town to an important oil and
industrial center, spawning a number of allied businesses, including the Johnston-Akins- 
Rittersbacher shops (later known as American Well Prospecting Company), producer of the 
newly-invented rotary drilling bits. In lgQflLCorcicana had grown to 9,313 inhabitants, with 
three banks, twelve newspapers, eight hotels, a cotton mill, thirty-two
doctors, and thirty-five saloons. The presence of the latter was a cause of great concern to 
many Corsicanans and led to a growing temperance movement in the city that culminated in 
the passage of prohibition law in November 1904. The closing of the saloons had some short­
term benefits, but bootleggers rapidly filled the gap, serving the needs of the legions of 
oilfield workers.

The oil boom brought a new wave of prosperity to the town. A new courthouse—the one still 
in use in 1990—was completed in 1905, and in 1917 the Corsicana Chamber of Commerce 
was founded. The decades after 1900 also saw significant improvements in transportation. The 
Corsicana Transit Company converted from mule-drawn cars to electric trolleys in 1902; in 
1912 the Trinity and Brazos completed a line between Corsicana and Houston; and in 1913 
the Texas Electric Railroad instituted hourly service to and from Dallas. In 1923 a second, 
even larger oil deposit, the Powell oilfield, was discovered, unleashing a new oil boom.
Within a few months Corsicana's population swelled to unprecedented heights; some estimates 
placed the number of residents as high as 28,000 during the peak months of the oil frenzy.
New construction transformed the face of the city, and street lights were installed for the first 
time to control the increased traffic. During the height of the Powell field boom 550 wells in 
and around the city produced an estimated 354,000 barrels per day. As the boom subsided, the 
population dropped-to  11,300 in 1925—but it rebounded at the end of the decade, reaching
15,202 in 1930. With the onset of the Great Depression in the early 1930s many Corsicanans
found themselves out of work. The number of rated businesses declined from a high of 780 in 
1931 to 500 in 1936. Particularly hard hit was the cotton wholesale and processing industry,
which suffered from the combined effects of falling prices and the boll weevil， The oil



industry helped to mitigate the worst effects of the depression, however, and by the end of the 
decade the Corsicana economy was already beginning to show signs of a rebound. On the eve 
of World War II^V Corsicana had five banks, a daily newspaper (the Daily Sun), three movie 
theaters, three hospitals, three hotels, a cotton m ill,a refinery, and two oil pumping stations. 
The reported population in 1940 was 17.500. of whom 77 percent were white and 23 percent 
black. Corsicana grew again during the war. In 1942 Air Activities of Texas opened a large 
flight training center where thousands of pilots received basic training, and in 1942 Bethlehem 
Steel took over the American Well Prospecting Plant, expanding the production of rotary 
drills.

Corsicana’s leading industries during the 1950s included the Texas-Miller Products Company， 
a leading producer of hats; the Oil City Iron Works; the Wolfe Brand Company, producer of 
chili and tamales; several textile plants; the Bethlehem Supply Company; and the Collin 
Street Bakery,qv a leading producer of fruitcakes. The latter, founded at the end of the 
nineteenth century by German immigrant August Weidmann and William Thomas McElwee, 
developed into one of Corsicana's best known industries, shipping their DeLuxe fruitcakes to 
all fifty states and 195 countries around the world. The oil business, however, continued to 
form the mainstay of the town's economy. Huge oil profits fostered great wealth in Corsicana, 
and during the early 1950s there were said to be at least twenty-one millionaires in the town; 
the per capita income—$1,222 in 1953—was claimed to be the highest of any Texas city. In 
1956 a new oilfield was discovered in East Corsicana, and within months 500 wells—nearly 
one in every backyard—had been drilled.

Since that time Corsicana has experienced steady, if not spectacular, growth. The population 
reached 20,750 in 1965 and 25,189 in 1991. The number of businesses saw a sharp drop, from 
550 in 1965 to 394 in the mid-1970s, but the number rebounded, and in 1991 the town 
reported 485 businesses. The leading industries in 1991 included oil and gas extraction, meat 
packing, fruit and vegetable canning, the printing of business forms, and manufacture of 
prepared foods, furniture, chemical and rubber products, and oil field machinery. The 
population was 24,485 in 2000, with 1,219 businesses.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: Corsicana Chamber of Commerce, Facts about Corsicana, Texas 
(Corsicana: Stokes Printing, 1935). C. L. Jester, Short History o f  Navarro County and 
Corsicana (Austin: University of Texas Library, 1943). Annie Carpenter Love, History o f  
Navarro County (Dallas: Southwestern, 1933). Marker Files, Texas Historical Commission, 
Austin. Carl Minis, HA Short History of the Corsicana Shallow Oil Field," Navarro County 
Scroll, 1956. William Polk Murchison, Corsicana in Civil War and Reconstruction Days 
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Coordinates: 32.09248° -96.469407°
Corsicana, Texas
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 
(Redirected from Corsicana)

Corsicana is a city in Navarro County, Texas, United States. The population was 24,485 at the 2000 census. It 

is the county seat of Navarro CountyGR6.
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Geography
Corsicana is located at 3205'33"N, 96。28，10"W (32.092480, 

-96.469407严 、

According to the United States Census Bureau, the city has a 
total area of 56.2 km2 (21.7 mi2). 53.7 km2 (20.7 mi2) of it is 
land and 2.5 km2 (1.0 mi2) of it is water. The total area is 
4.42% water.

History
Founded in 1848, it was named by Texas Revolution hero 
Jose Antonio Navarro after the Mediterranean island of 
Corsica, the birthplace or his parents.

Corsicana Female Literary Institute opened in 1857 and was 
closed by 1870.

Discovered in 1894 by accident, the nearby Corsicana Oilfield was the first commercially significant oilfiela m 
Texas. During World War II, a primary flying school called Corsicana Field was in operation.

Corsicana is best known as the home of the Collin Street Bakery, which has been making fruitcakes since 
1896. Oil City Iron Works, Inc., responsible for high quality ductile and gray iron castings since 1866 also 
calls Corsicana home.



Demographics

As of the censusGR2 of 2000, there were 24,485 people, 8,762 households, and 5,966 families residing in the 
city. The population density was 455.8/km2 (1,180,4/mi2). There were 9,552 housing units at an average 
density of 177.8/km2 (460.5/mi2). The racial makeup of the city was 59.28% White, 23.59% African American, 
0.49% Native American, 0.63% Asian, 0.47% Pacific I s la n d S ^ S ^ %  from other races, and 1.91% fromtwo 
or more races. Hispanic or Latino of any race were 22.47% of the population.

There were 8,762 households out of which 34.2% had children under the age of 18 living with them, 48.6% 
were married couples living together, 15.0% had a female householder with no husband present, and 31.9% 
are classified as non-families by the United States Census Bureau. Of 8,762 households, 374 are unmarried 
partner households: 333 heterosexual,0 same-sex male, and 41 same-sex female households (Note: The 
number of same-sex households reported does not necessarily represent the actual number of such households. 
Stigmatization of homosexuality can prevent same-sex couples from reporting themselves as such on the US 
Census, especially in more conservative areas). 27.3% of all households were made up of individuals and 
13.7% had someone living alone who was 65 years of age or older. The average household size was 2.64 and 
the average family size was 3.21.

In the city the population was spread out with 27.3% under the age of 18,12.6% from 18 to 24,26.6% from 
25 to 44,18.6% from 45 to 64, and 15.0% who were 65 years of age or older. The median age was 32 years. 
For every 100 females there were 94.2 males. For every 100 females age 18 and over, there were 89.9 males.

The median income for a household in the city was $27,203, and the median income for a family was $33,078. 
Males had a median income of $27,516 versus $19,844 for females. The per capita income for the city was 
$14,001. About 17.4% of families and 22.3% of the population were below the poverty line, including 29.4% 
of those under age 18 and 15.1% of those age~^5 or over/ '
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■ Street map from Google Maps (http://maps.google.com/maps?ll=32.09248,- 
96.469407&spn=0.11,0.18) , or Yahoo! Maps (http://maps.yahoo.com/maps_result? 
lat=32.09248&lon=-96.469407&mag=4), or Windows Live Local 
(http://locaUivexom/default.aspx?cp=32.09248l-96.469407&style=r&lvl=13&v=l)

■ Satellite image from Google Maps (http://maps.google.com/maps?ll=32.09248,- 
96.469407&spn=0.11,0.18&t=h) , Windows Live Local (http://local.live.com/default.aspx? 
cp=32.09248l-96.469407&style=h&lvl=13&v=l), WikiMapia (http://www.wikimapia.org/maps? 
11=32.09248,-96.469407&spn=0.11,0.18&t=h)

■ Topographic map from TopoZone (http://topozone.com/map.asp?lat=32.09248&lon=- 
96.469407&s=200&size=m&layer=DRG 100&datum=nad83)

_ Aerial image or topographic map from TerraServer-USA (http://terraserver-usa.com/image.aspx? 
s=14&lon=-96.469407&lat=32.09248&w=2)
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H istory
The County was named after Jose Antonio Navarro and the town after 
his parents' birthplace of Corsica. Navarro was a signer of the Texas 
Declaration of Independence and early Texas しegislator. Other 
famous sons include"しefty" Frizzell and Governor Beauford Jester.

Corsicana was one of the first cities in Texas to use natural gas for 
lighting and fuel. Oil boom occurred years before the famed 
Spindletop in Beaumont Area. Corsicana's downtown remains 
occupied and vibrant. The dates on buildings show a boom period 
between the end of WWI and the Crash of '28.

In 1985, Corsicana was designated as an official Texas Main Street 
City. The Corsicana Main Street Project works to assist in the 
revitalization of the downtown area through the use of historic 
preservation and economic development strategies.

Did you know.....

• Corsicana is where oil was first discovered west of the 
Mississippi. In 1884, the city hired a man to drill a city water well. 
Instead of hitting water, oil spurted from the well. The city fathers 
were so unhappy they refused to pay him . Thus Corsicana 
became the first Texas oil boom town.

• In 1897 the state's first oil refinery was built by a new local 
company called Magnolia Oil (better know today as Mobil). 
Another local startup, The Texas Company (Texaco) began 
shortly after

• In 1895, Lyman T. Davis made chili in downtown Corsicana and 
delivered it by wagon to saloons where it was sold for five cents 
a bowl with all the crackers you wanted. He later opened a meat 
market where he sold his chili in brick form, using the brand 
name of Lyman's Famous Home Made Chili. In 1921, he started 
to can chili in the back of his market and named it "Wolf Brand" 
in honor of his pet wolf, Kaiser Bill. A picture of the wolf is still on 
the label. In the 1920s, Davis quit the chili business when his 
ranch was found to have lots of oil. The company is now owned 
by The Quaker Oats Company.

Other sites containing history of Corsicana —
The Handbook of Texas - Online
Navarro Countv - Genealogical and History Web site
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h mmrhi. mmwmm to TBxm- mmmm m the mmBmB rrv of isma m Austin

A B O U T

SEARCH

BROWSE

HELP

CONf RtBUTE

BOO KS TO RD

TEAOIINOTOOLS

FEEDBACK
：,；

CaEDfTS

MUuri.y|；〇iA

MWS

format this article to print

AMERICAN WELL AND PROSPECTING COMPANY. In Kansas 
in 1890 Charles Rittersbacher and Horace Greeley Johnston organized a 
water-well-drilling business that they named the American Well and 
Prospecting Company. In 1894 they contracted with the Corsicana Water 
Development Company for three water wells in Corsicana, Texas. Work 
began on the first well in June at a site on South Twelfth Street, a few 
blocks from the business district. At a depth of 1,035 feet they struck oil 
and thus opened the state's first commercial oilfield. By 1900 the 
Corsicana oilfieldqv was producing more than 800,000 barrels of crude 
annually and had the first refinery west of the Mississippi River.

Although they continued drilling some wells, Rittersbacher and Johnston 
soon concentrated primarily on repamng drilling rigs and other 
equipment. They had opened a small shop in Corsicana to repair their 
own equipment, but meeting demands for repairs from other drillers 
became a full-time endeavor. About 1900 Rittersbacher and Johnston 
purchased patent rights for hydraulic rotary drilling equipment from M.
C. and C. E. Baker, brothers who had pioneered in that field. From that 
time the American Well and Prospecting Company began manufacturing 
and distributing oilfield equipment under the trade name Gumbo Buster.
A rig manufactured by American Well and Prospecting and operated by 
the Hamill brothers of Corsicana was used to drill the A. F. Lucasqv well 
at Spindletop in 1901, thus ushering in the petroleum industry on the 
Texas Gulf Coast (see SPINDLETOP OILFIELD). Eventually Gumbo 
Buster equipment was used in every major oilfield in the world.

With the outbreak of World War II，qv American Well and Prospecting, 
like many other industries, converted its operations to the production of 
war-related materials. Among the items manufactured by the company 
were 1,000-pound semi-armor-piercing bombs and 240-millimeter shells. 
The plant operated around the clock and employed 1,000 people during 
peak wartime production.

American Well and Prospecting was a family-controlled operation for the 
first several decades of its existence. Johnston served as president until 
his death in 1930. Rittersbacher died in 1919, but his sons, Elmer and 
Edgar, held management positions in the company, as did Eliot Johnston 
and Lowell Estes, son and son-in-law of Johnston. On June 30,1944, 
Bethlehem Steel of Pennsylvania purchased all the outstanding stock and 
assets of American Well and Prospecting Company. At the conclusion of



the war Bethlehem resumed production of oilfield equipment at the 
Corsicana plant. Increased competition in the business of manufacturing 
oilfield equipment and hard times in the petroleum industry forced 
Bethlehem to close the plant in 1959.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: Walter Rundell, Jr., Early Texas Oil: A Photographic 
History, 1866-1936 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 
1977). Tommy Stringer, "American Well and Prospecting Company," 
East Texas Historical Journal 22 (1984).

Tommy W. Stringer
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Soldieis o f Democracy: Black Texans 
and the Fight for citizenship,
1 9 1 7 晒 1 9 2 1

Steven A. Reich

This is the country to which we Soldiers o f Democracy retum. . . . But by the 
God o f Heaven, we arc cowards and jackasses if  now that that war is over, we 
do not marshal every ounce o f our brain and brawn to fight a sterner, longer, 
more unbending battle against the forces o f hell in our own land.

W e retum.
W c retum from fighting.
W c retum fighting.

Make way for Democracy! W e saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, 
we will save it in the United States o f America, or know the reasons why.

—W . E. B. Du Bois, Crisis, May 1919

The world can never be made safe for democracy as long as America is unsafe 
for its own citizens.

—C. F. Richardson Jr., Houston Informer, June 7 , 1919

On the night o f December 8 , 1918, Black residents o f Kildare, an unincorporated 
hamlet nestled in the northeast comer o f Texas, gathered at the local African 
Methodist Episcopal Church to hear a lecture **on the War and after the War.** 
The audience, composed mostly o f farmers and sharecroppers who struggled to 
make a living out o f the stubborn pincy woods soil, listened to the preacher 
describe how, despite their bravery abroad and sacrifice at hom e, Blacks were "still 
being txeated badly by the W hite m an.M The United States, he grieved, **forccd 
the Negro to go 3000 miles away to fight for Democracy when they should have 
been fighting for Democracy at hom c.,> Now that the war was over, Blacks must 
no longer “dose ranks” with whites but demand their rights as citizens, even if

Steven A. Reich a Ph.D. candidate in United States history at Nonhwestom University. Thi$ essay iTcceived 
the Louis Pclzcr Memorial Award for 1995. An earlier version was presented at the 1994 Southwestern Historical 
Association-Southwestern Social Science Association Annual Meeting.
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Harold Perkin, Robert Wicbct Amanda Seligman, Michele Mitchell, William D. Carrigan, David Thcicn, Robert 
J . Norrell, William Tuttle, Spencer R. Crew, August Meier, Alan Brinkley, other anonymous referees for the 
Journal o f  American History t and members of the Pclzcr Award cooimittee. Special thanks to Jim Campbell 
and Howard Bccth. Mary Jane Gormlcy provided expert editorial assistance. I am deeply grateful to Nancy 
MacLean for her advice, encouiragcment, and commitment. This essay would not have been possible without 
the sanction and support of hoti Rcmmeli Reich.
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