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PREFACE 

The development of black business in Texas cannot 

be understood outside of the political and economic envi-

ronment of the United States. Political progress toward 

civil rights was hampered after 1900 as segregation laws 

tightened restraints on the black population. The result 

was a de-emphasis on politics and a renewed interest in 

economic development as a means of raising blacks from 

their position of second-class citizens. This was the 

essence of Booker T. Washington's emphasis on vocational 

training: to concentrate on material prosperity. 1ihether 

this emphasis occurred because political channels were no 

longer available, or the natural interest of businessmen 

in a capitalistic system, black business growth continued 

until it peaked in the late 1920's. The business sector, 

however, did not reach any significant levels in comparison 

to white-owned business, and the renewed interest in poli-

tics during the 1930's, along with the Depression, again 

tended to relegate business to a position of secondary 

importance. Later decades saw little improvement with the 

result that black business was relatively unsuccessful in 

either the goals of capturing a portion of the business 

world, or leading the black race to equality . 

. . 
ll 
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This study is an attempt to v~ew business growth 

among black Texans within the context of a white dominated 

society. Since the political and economic conditions of 

the nation are commonly known, secondary sources have not 

been cited, except in the bibliography. On the other 

hand, the condition of black business in Texas is a largely 

unresearched field, and primary sources, such as newspapers, 

and records of specific firms are the only means of acquir

~ng this information. Consequently, this study relies al

most exclusively upon one source, the Houston Informer. 

This one-dimensional approach, however, lends insight 

because the Informer reflected the philosophy of the gen

eral black public in Texas toward business plus reported 

specific businesses, especially in Houston, as they were 

opened. The significance of the Houston Informer goes 

beyond the fact that it was the most widely read and 

influential black paper in Texas; it was in the midst of 

the largest black population of the state. Houston, as 

statistics prove, was the leading business center for 

blacks, and boasted of the first black millionaires, Mack 

Hanna and Hobart Taylor, as well as provided the leader

ship and inspiration that spread across the state. How

ever, one major drawback is that the Informer did not 

begin operations until 1919. 

This study will develop two basic concepts about 

black business in Texas: one, business grew uncertainly 
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among blacks despite much emphasis and rhetoric that 

focused upon the necessity of growth. Editorials in the 

Informer, plus an obvious bias in the news columns, con-

stantly flowed, especially during the 1920's, but the 

momentum in Texas came to a standstill with the Great 

Depression. Two, businessmen provided an element of sta-

bility within the black community. In times of difficulty 

it was frequently a black businessman who stepped forward 

with a suggestion for a solution or simply a morale-lifting 

statement. They were leaders in areas that extended from 

the economic, to the political, and even into the spiritual. 

A manuscript of this length, no matter what the 

artistic contribution or lasting impact, is the result of 

cooperation and patience on the part of a number of persons. 

Special thanks is due Dr. Joseph King of Texas Tech Univer-

sity for enduring several years of procrastination graci-

ously, and providing valuable direction throughout the 

writing. In addition, the Texas Tech University Library 

has been more than generous in extending materials over 

long distance and at some risk through the mail. But most 

importantly I wish to thank my family, three members of 

which do not yet understand the significance of the time 

they have lost with their father, and particularly my wife, 

Debbie, who provided encouragement and succor at critical 

times. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE 1920'S: BLACK BUSINESS GROWTH 

The trend of increased discrimination against 

blacks was strongly felt in Texas after 1900. In poli

tics blacks had little chance to compete with the white 

majority, even in local areas. Houston, with the largest 

concentration of blacks anywhere in Texas, could not 

elect a black to the city council. This trend toward 

discrimination showed up in agriculture as the number of 

tenant farmers increased rapidly between 1900 and 1930 
I 

while black ownership of land declined. In addition to 

agricultural pursuits, blacks were accepted as domestic 

servants, the second most prevalent employment for blacks 

in Texas. More black women were employed as domestic 

servants than white women in all fields of employment. 1 

The black middle class did not fare much better. 

Composed mostly of doctors, lawyers, ministers, and 

teachers, the black middle class had problems acquiring 

a good education, finding employment commensurate with 

1Bruce A. Glasrud, "Black Texans, 1900-1930: A 
History" (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Texas Tech 
University, 1968), p. 106. 

1 
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its members' abilities, and maintaining relations with 

the lower class blacks. These problems indirectly re

flected racial discrimination; instances where prejudice 

was directly applied produced various results. Because 

doctors were able to maintain a clientele completely 

segregated from the white population, they had opportuni

ties to organize medical associations for greater effici

ency. Lawyers, on the other hand, had to compete in white 

courtrooms against white adversaries, and strong prejudice 

could drive a black lawyer into other fields. 2 

With the political and social environment hostile 

to blacks, it is understandable that black business got a 

slow start in Texas. An opportunity to get a close look 

at the origin of black enterprise is afforded by observing 

Houston's black community beginning in 1919 when the 

Houston Informer was established. In only a few years it 

was the leading black newspaper in Texas, and the editor, 

c. F. Richardson, had a philosophy similar to Booker T. 

washington's, except that he emphasized business develop

ment rather than vocational skills, and often printed 

business news on the front page. The Informer had sub

scribers across Texas and reported news events that were 

national and statewide concerns, but the real value of the 

paper was its reporting of Houston activities. Editorials 

2 Glasrud, pp. 126-128. 
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frequently appeared on business topics such as a new enter

prise getting underway, the need for business cooperation, 

and general encouragement for businessmen to make further 

strides in the name of race solidarity. The 1920's is of 

interest because it was generally a decade of growing 

prosperity for everyone, and black businessmen took the 

opportunity to develop in areas where white business did 

not desire to compete, or where segregation established 

monopolies for blacks who provided services and products 

the black community demanded. 

Segregation had a role 1n the first maJor effort 

of black business in the United States--the 1nsurance 

field. Black families were often unable to pay funeral 

expenses, and it was characteristic of black communities 

to "pass the hat" to collect enough to cover burial costs. 

It was natural for fraternal organizations, which were 

originally set up for social goals and fellowship, to 

begin offering a form of insurance to their membership in 

return for their dues. Whether due to racial prejudice, 

or the fact that blacks were considered poor investments, 

white insurance companies did not generally desire black 

business. Fraternal organizations began to pay funeral 

and health care expenses, and were primarily known for 

these programs by the 1920's. They did not base their 

rates on actuarial tables, but simply charged a membership 

fee of each member, regardless of age or physical condition. 



4 

This proved to be the major undermining factor for £rater-

nal organizations. After the initial influx of membership 

dues, growth subsided, and payments quickly destroyed the 

reserves; the result was bankruptcy. Another method 

adopted to meet expenses was to assess each surviving mem-

ber a small fee to pay for the burial of a fellow member, 

but this was not always satisfactory because without taking 

age and physical condition into account, the healthy members 

inevitably paid more for expenses of older and less healthy 

members. 3 

Texas had her share of black fraternal organiza-

tions. Some were regional with members extending over 

several states; some were found only in Texas. At Christ-

mas time the Informer carried advertisements of holiday 

greetings from the major fraternal organizations. A typi-

cal list in the 1920's included the Ancient Order of 

Pilgrims, Odd Fellows of Texas, Colored Knights of Pythias, 

and True Love Purity Mutual Benefit Association. 4 Some-

times taking an entire page of newspaper, the advertise-

rnents included a picture of the officers, a picture of 

the home office building, and a list of their assets. 

This method of advertising not only encouraged membership, 

3carter G. Woodson, "Insurance Business Among 
Negroes," Journal of Negro History, XIV (April, 1929), 
208-209. 

4 Houston Informer, June 9, 1928, pp. 1, 12, 13, 
16. 
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but it also served to impress the readers with the strength 

and stability of their organization. 

By far the largest fraternal organization in Texas 

was the Colored Knights of Pythias, headed by w. s. Willis 

after 1922. Making its home in Waco, Texas, the Knights 

provided both life and burial insurance. It also favored 

churches with excess reserves which were invested in mort-

gages. When Willis took control, the organization was 

nearly bankrupt, and relied on extensive membership drives 

to meet its obligations. For example, in 1923 the Knights 

launched a campaign to enlist 1,000 more members and 

showed so much success that by the end of the year they 

laid the cornerstone for their new building and claimed 

close to $500,000 in assets. In less than three more 

years the organization was boasting of assets over 

5 
$1,000,000.00. 

With the Colored Knights of Pythias in the fore-

front of black business, it was natural for its leader 

to receive widespread publicity. From his position of 

prominence, Willis took it upon himself to give advice 

to other businesses as he saw the need. He told blacks 

to stop begging and begin employing the methods of sue-

cessful businessmen, no matter what race, in order to 

command the same economic success. Upon his death on 

5Houston Informer, November 24, 1923, p. 1; 
June 19, 1926, p. 7. 
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August 7, 1929, he was eulogized in glowing terms as a 

business genius who led a failing organization to finan-

cial success. To substantiate the claim, his salary of 

$7,200 per year was quoted as the highest paid among 

black fraternities in America. 6 

During the 1920's, fraternal organizations began 

to feel the competition of black insurance companies which 

provided a wider variety of service with more efficiency 

and lower costs. After the initial investment was sub-

scribed, an insurance company operated with a reserve 

that gave stability which fraternal organizations lacked. 

Although they began with rate schedules based more on 

intuition than anything else, by the 1920's many of the 

larger companies adopted scientifically derived actuarial 

tables to determine rates. The new insurance companies 

did not drive fraternal organizations out of business, 

because there was enough for all. Black fraternal orga-

nizations and insurance companies together carried only 

one eighth of all the black insurance in force in March, 

1927. 7 

Texas was dominated by two insurance companies 

during the 1920's, both of which were from out of state. 

6Houston Informer, June 6, 1925, p. 1; August 10, 
1929, p. 1. 

7Houston Informer, March 26, 1927, p. 3. 
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The first one to make important strides in Texas was 

Standard Life Insurance Company, founded by Herman Perry 

in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1913. Perry was an inspiration 

to blacks throughout the United States as to what one 

could do if he applied himself. After learning the busi-

ness while representing a white company among the blacks, 

he branched out and applied for his own charter under 

Georgia laws. The most difficult requirement was raising 

$100,000 for reserves. When his first effo~t failed to 

reach the goal, Perry returned the money with interest to 

those who subscribed to the venture. This inspired confi-

dence in him, and the next subscription offer met necessary 

requirements. In 1921 Perry extended his investments into 

the banking business, and chartered the Citizens Trust 

Company. He offered Houston investors an opportunity to 

subscribe to $20,000 of the $250,000 needed, in return for 

which he promised to open a branch in the city. Since 

the money was not raised, blacks in Houston did not get 

the branch, but the bank opened and began making cornmer-

cial loans. This was a break from the normally conserva-

tive policy of black banks to provide merely a savings 

institution. With no experience, the bank officers in-

vested unwisely; and the entire organization, including 

Standard Insurance Company, went bankrupt and was sold to 
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its white creditors. 8 This blow to black policyholders 

was somewhat rectified when the second important insurance 

company in Texas, National Benefit Life Insurance Company, 

bought what was left of Standard Life. 

National Benefit Life Insurance Company was founded 

by Samuel W. Rutherford, a living legend in the 1920's. 

With only $6.00 he started business in 1898 from a small 

office furnished with a desk and chair. He sold lnsurance 

all over Washington, D.C., riding an old bicycle for 

transportation. Aiming sales toward poor blacks, his 

business prospered and became the largest insurance company 

owned by blacks after Standard Life floundered. Rutherford 

became a hero among black Americans when he reinsured 

Perry's defunct company and returned it to the domain of 

a "race" enterprise. It continued to be the largest black

owned insurance company until the early 1930's.
9 

Heralded by its unique servlce and opportunity for 

employment of blacks, National Benefit announced plans to 

enter Texas in the fall of 1923. The company hired Hobart 

Taylor, later known as the first black millionaire in 

Texas, to take charge of Houston and the southern region 

of Texas. When the company was thirty years old it was 

8woodson, p. 224: Houston Informer, March 5, 1921, 
p. 1. 

9moodson, 225 226 H PP• - • 



held up as proof that blacks could lead progressive, 

stable businesses. During its life, National Benefit 

paid out nearly $6,000,000 in benefits and had net 

10 assets of $6,100,000. 

In contrast to the biggest insurance companies, 

which made success look easy, there were other examples 

in the Houston area of insurance companies that never 

made it. The Modern Americans received a charter in 

early 1919, but was never heard of afterward. A more 

9 

formidable effort was put forth by J. B. Grigsby, head of 

the Mutual Benefit Association, and a partner, N. Dudley, 

Jr. In 1926 they attempted to sell stock in a full re-

serve life insurance company with the name Beacon Life 

Insurance. 11 Since Grigsby was a friend of the editor of 

the Informer, it was not surprising to see this business 

mentioned frequently in the newspaper, both in paid ad-

vertisements, and free publicity, such as an editorial. 

In spite of strong admonitions to subscribe to the stock 

issue, and Grigsby's public avowal to retain all benefits 

for the black community, including employment, Beacon 

Life failed to meet the necessary subscription goals. 

Similar to the example set by Standard Life in 

10Houston I'nformer, September 8, 1923, p. 1; 
April 20, 1929, p. 3. 

11Houston Informer, March 13, 1920, p. 1; June 
12, 1926, p. 1. 
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establishing a bank, a common practice was for fraternal 

organizations to charter banks, with the latter relying 

heavily on the mother organization to provide substantial 

deposits. Most were savings institutions set up to pro-

mote thrift and make mortgage loans to blacks. Other 

investments were generally reserved for securities instead 

of commercial loans, which put the bank at a competitive 

disadvantage with white banks. 12 The normal procedure was 

for a bank to make short-term loans to businesses, which 

in turn opened checking accounts giving the bank addi-

tional deposits with which to make loans. Since commercial 

loans often went to white borrowers, who took the money to 

white banks, the black banks were less able to expand their 

credit. Furthermore, investments by black banks were often 

concentrated in highly illiquid assets, such as mortgages, 

and a strong demand on the part of depositors could easily 

close them. 

Between 1900 and 1928 five banks were organized 

ln Texas by blacks, one in each of the following towns: 

Palestine, Waco, Tyler, Fort Worth, and Galveston. A 

well-known attorney in Houston, J. Vance Lewis, led an 

attempt in 1919 to establish a black bank in Houston by 

offering $2,000 to buy stock. A small group of business-

men went so far as to give the proposed bank a name, 

12Arnett G. Lindsay, "The Negro in Banking," 
Journal of Negro History, XIV (April, 1929), 129. 



Twentieth Century State Bank and Trust, before it died 

from lack of investment capital and experienced leader

ship.13 

11 

While insurance companies and banks were the elite 

of the black businesses of Texas, they were not the most 

numerous. Not unlike the distinction made between house 

slaves and field slaves in the antebellum South, and 

E. Franklin Frazier's assessment that black society was 

generally divided between the black masses and a black 

"bourgeoisie," there were two levels of business. The 

lower class was composed of the many small, single pro-

prietorships that rarely outlived the entrepreneur who 

established them. Stores were mostly retail outlets such 

as grocery stores, which in 1929 comprised 25.9 percent 
I 

of black enterprise in Texas. The other significant cate-

gories were restaurants, cafes, and lunch rooms, which 

numbered 19.6 percent, and drug stores, which were 8.2 

percent. The remaining 46.3 percent fell into a wide 

. f b . 14 var1ety o us1nesses. 

With its large black population, Houston had a 

highly developed service sector, including physicians, 

13Lindsay, p. 183; Hous·ton Informer, November 1, 
1919, p. 1. 

14u.s. Department of Commerce, Department of the 
Census, Negroes in the United States, 1.920-1932 (Washing
ton, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1935), p. 501; 
E. Franklin Frazier, Black Bourgeoisie (New York: The 
Free Press, 1957), pp. 45, 47. 
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dentists, lawyers, educators, undertakers, and pharmacists. 

However important the professionals were, the diversity of 

retail stores gave the best indication of Houston's devel-

opment. Movie theatres always had a variety of programs 

available to the public--those owned by black proprietors, 

and those owned by whites who offered a limited number of 

• seats, always in the balcony, and usually only on specified 

nights, to blacks. Ice cream could be bought from black 

proprietors. A variety of other business services, such 

as shoe reoair, tailoring and dry cleaners, wood and ice 

dealers, were available with front door service. One auto 

repair shop boasted five trained mechanics, the only fire-

proof "colored" garage, and twenty-four hour service for 

nighttime 15 travelers. If a new entrepreneur put in a 

store during the 1920's, he could expect a full report, 

often including pictures, and certainly including address 

and names, in the next edition of the Informer. 
\ 

Those businesses which offered the greatest poten-

tial in financial return~ received the most attention. 

Retrieve Oil Company, a drilling firm, was chartered and 

made stock available in Houston in the fall of 1923. The 

company's ·managers hoped to have their first well in by 

summer, 1923, but due to slow sales of stock, it was the 

summer of 1925 before any drilling took place. The last 

15Houston Informer, January 8, 1921, p. 1. 

--\ 
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report on the progress of this company was late summer, 

1925, when the drillers saw signs of oil, and were pre

paring to ream the hole for heavy castings, so they could 

reach greater depth. 16 Their effort was apparently unsuc

cessful. Compared to other potential oil companies that 

never got past the initial offer of stock, Retrieve Oil 

was something of a success. 

Another company that often got attention from the 

Informer was the N. A. Franklin System of Beauty Work. 

Beginning in Fort Worth with only ten dollars, Mrs. Franklin 

established a shop for black women where they could get 

hair and skin treatments. Her business flourished, and 

she opened branches in Houston and Chicago. By 1921 she 

employed over 150 cosmetologists. Frequent advertisements 

announced schools for women interested in this field of 

employment, and upon graduation their names were always 

listed in the paper. Like so many other leaders in the 

business community, Mrs. Franklin was regarded as an out-

standing Christian who could give expert advice on 

1 1
. . 17 persona ~v~ng. 

In a "letter to the editor" dated January 20, 

1923, E. M. Griggs, black president of Farmers and Citi-

zens Savings Bank in Palestine and a subscriber to the 

16Houston Informer, April 21, 1923, p. 1; August 
29, 1925, p. 1. 

17Houston Informer, January 8, 1921, p. 1. 
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Informer, clearly presented the role the business community 

should take. In self-defense blacks had to look to their 

own race by becoming economically self-sufficient. Since 

the black population was quickly becoming urbanized, future 

generations would need employment opportunities in the 

cities rather than rural areas. He admonished blacks to 

organize businesses and patronize those already in opera-

tion. Businessmen were to take responsibility for social 

goals as defined by the black leadership, much like large 

corporations of the 1970's are forced into responsibility 

f th . t d . 18 or e env~ronmen , poverty, an cr~e. 

The Griggs letter stimulated immediate response 

in Houston. Within one month after it was printed, blacks 

interested in the development of the business community met 

and organized the Colored Commercial Club. Complete with 

a constitution and a $2,000 sustaining fund, the Cammer-

cial Club hoped to encourage business enterprise and pro-

vide a forum for the discussion of mutual problems. The 

involvement of lawyer J. Vance Lewis, oil man H. L. Mims, 

and newspaper owner C. F. Richardson gave the Commercial 

Club an air of respectability. Each week a full report 

of what took place in the Commercial Club meeting appeared 

in the Informer, generally on the front page. The first 

goal members decided to work for was Houston's own black 

18Houston Informer, January 20, 1923, p. 1. 
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bank. Committee reports were often g~ven as to the feasi-

bility of such a project, and how it could be accomplished. 

Membership drives also occupied much of their attention. 

After one such drive, the Commercial Club gave a banquet 

to honor new members; that night the secretary announced 

19 that membership was over 260 strong. The next step was 

to inform the black public of its existence and goals. 

To get the entire black community involved, the 

Commercial Club sponsored "Negro Trade Week" in October, 

1923. The idea was that each black person in Houston 

would purchase at least one item from a black proprietor 

during the week. Businesses were asked to advertise and 

offer special prices and products for consumers. The 

hallowed nature of "Negro Trade Week" came out in an edi-

torial asking pastors to give representatives of the Com-

mercia! Club time to speak to their congregations. After-

wards, pastors were to follow up the speaker's co~~ents by 

insisting that their members cooperate. The Informer did 

its part by offering nominal rates where businesses com-

bined their advertising efforts in a spirit of cooperation. 

Advertisements increased so much that the newspaper had 

to double its size to accommodate them all. Other busi-

nesses also dropped their prices. Editorial co~~ent 

lauded the example of leadership given by the Commercial 

19Houston Informer, February 17, 1923, p. 1; April 
28, 1923, p. 1. 



16 

Club, and the unparalleled cooperation exhibited by the 

business community. In a final note of admonition, 

Richardson declared it a good start, but emphasized that 

the futu e ld . t 'f' 20 r wou requ1re grea er sacr1 1ces. It was as 

if he feared there would be no future. 

Richardson's editorial turned out to be almost 

prophetic, because "NegroTrade Week" was the height of 

success achieved by the Commercial Club. In the weeks 

following, attendance at the Monday night meetings 

dwindled until no one showed up. The major reason was 

lack of interest. Since the men involved were also pro-

prietors, a weekly meeting placed stress on their limited 

time, and, after almost a year, they were getting only 

marginal value from the meetings. Also there were some 

discouraging meetings when white political leaders who 

were to speak did not show up. The only white person to 

make a presentation on a Monday night was the v1ce-

president of the Houston Chamber of Commerce. Neverthe-

less, the Commercial Club set a precedent that was alluded 

to for the rest of the decade. In January, 1926, the New 

Year's wish of Richardson was that the businessmen of 

Houston reorganize a league or club to encourage new 

enterprise. When Dallas and Waco organized a Colored 

Chamber of Commerce in the fall of 1926, Richardson 

20Houston Informer, October 6, 1923, p. 4; October 
13, 1923, p. 4; October 20, 1923, p. 8. 
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lamented that Houston could not see the need to follow 
.. 

their example. It was not until early 1929 that another 

organization, called the Business Men's Luncheon Club, 

appeared. Although the leadership included James B. 

Grigsby and Hobart Taylor, the club did not get beyond a 

social gathering once a week. Editorials in the Informer 

placed the blame on the businessmen for not arranging 

their priorities properly. While .. they could spend several 

dollars to join social organizations and attend gatherings 

more than once a week, they could not pay dues of $.50 and 

meet only one time a week for a business club. 21 Business, 

because it was related to racial progress, was to come 

before pleasure. 

The sentiment in Houston for businessmen to coop-

erate was a reflection of a national organization begun 

by Booker T. Washington in the early 1900's, the National 

Negrc Business League. Washington's goal was to make 

blacks racially conscious through economic development. 

By the 1920's the League was going beyond rhetoric to 

direct aid of black businesses in need. One example 

occurred when the League acted as liaison between Herman 

Perry and New York bankers just before Standard Insurance 

21Houston Informer, June 9, 1923, p. 1; January 2, 
1926, p. 8; October 23, 1926, p. 8; January 26, 1929, p. 
1; February 19, 1927, p. · 8. 
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Company went bankrupt. The basic goals of encouraging 

blacks to enter the field of business and making America 

aware of their progress were often adopted by local busi-

ness cooperatives such as the Colored Commercial Club. 

It is not surprising that the National Negro 

Business League received excellent coverage in Houston's 

Informer. In 1925 the NNBL announced plans to organize 

Texas by providing leadership for local business groups to 

get started, and the Informer asked for blacks all over 

Texas to cooperate. The NNBL met for its annual conven-

tion of 1927 in Dallas. Nothing less than Richardson's 

personal reporting brought the events before readers of 

the Informer. And when the NNBL sponsored research into 

black business in twenty-seven American cities, including 

Houston, the Informer participated by asking those surveyed 

to respond. After the statistics were compiled they \vere 

printed in the Informer, along with the comment that train-

ing and courage were required to meet future challenges 

. 23 
of econorn1c progress. 

Richardson's effort to stimulate racial progress 

went further than simply reporting on others' activities. 

22Albon L. Holsey, "The National Negro Business 
League--Forty Years in Review," Crisis, XLVIII (April, 
1941), 104-106. 

23 Houston Informer, August 29, 1925, p. 8; June 
8, 1929, p. 8. 
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His newspaper was itself a thriving enterprise that em

ployed ten persons, and made a living for himself from the 

profits. From a small beginning in 1919 the Informer had 

grown into several thousand issues weekly by the late 

1920's. Whether motivated by a desire for more prestige, 

greater profits, or by a sense of obligation to the black 

race, Richardson did not stop with the Informer, but 

attempted to establish a printing firm, a building and 

loan, and an insurance company. Although none was as sue-

cessful as his newspaper, he did apparently make profits 

in several of his ventures. 

A friend of Richardson's, George H. Webster, 

established a printing business in 1918 which had grown 

large enough to enable him to buy the most efficient 

presses available. In the fall of 1927 Webster and 

Richardson became partners in a consolidation of the 

Webster Printing Company and the Informer. Richardson 

was the president, and Webster the manager of the print-

ing end of the business. In addition to printing the 

Informer, the Webster-Richardson Publishing Company was 

to provide a general printing business with high quality 

service, and sell incidental merchandise such as paper, 

. d d 24 stat1onery, an car s. 

The joint venture with Webster was hardly 

24 Houston Informer, April 16, 1927, pp. 1, 5. 
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completed when Richardson took another step by obtaining 

a charter for the Real Building and Loan Association in 

April, l927. Capital stock of $10,000 was authorized and 

presented to the public. Falling into the typical mold 

of a black financial institution, the Association adver-

tised high rates of interest on savings accounts and 

mortgage loans for Houston blacks. Of course, with Rich-

ardson as the president, emphasis was placed on the sta-

bility and safety of all deposits. That same month another 

business, related to the loan association and comprised of 

the same board of directors, was begun. Safety Loan and 

Brokerage Company was set up to manage property, broker 

real estate, and provide industrial loans. In addition, 

this company was to provide investment counseling on the 

25 
personal and corporate levels. 

Real Building and Loan was in operation within a 

month, taking deposits and applications for loans. 

By late summer the Informer printed pictures of houses 

that were built with money borrowed from the building and 

loan. Another step toward prestige and stability came in 

January, 1928, when Hobart Taylor was added to the board 

r 26 
of directors. Little mention was made of the Safety 

25Houston In£ormer, April 2, 1927, pp. 1, 8; 
April 9, 1927, p. 1. 

26Houston Informer, January 14, 1928, p. 4. 
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Loan and Brokerage Company. No doubt there were few de-

mands for brokerage services, since not many blacks owned 

property, including their homes. And with no black-owned 

industries in Houston, the desire for capital loans was 

nonexistent. 

Richardson's final attempt to branch out came in 

1929 when he joined J. B. Grigsby on the board of trustees 

of a new insurance company in Houston. It was chartered 

under the name of Gibraltar Life Insurance Company, and 

was allowed to issue $100,000 in stock. Still in the 

organizational phase when the Great Depression hit Texas, 

the company was unable to raise the capital necessary to 

b 
. . 27 egl.n operatl.ons. 

While Richardson's business activities implicitly 

reflected his philosophy, it was explicitly stated in his 

editorials: business should have a strong impact on lead-

ing the black race in America to full rights as citizens. 

Thus, the difficulties faced by the black businessmen of 

Houston were the topics of Richardson's editorials. He 

gave advice on what sort of enterprises would profit, how 

they could be organized, and often pointed out specific 

concerns that black consumers should patronize. 

In February, 1921, Richardson called on Houston 

blacks to organize a department store. The white-owned 

27 Houston Informer, February 16, 1929, pp. 1, 5. 
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stores did not cater to blacks; indeed, some made it clear 

that they did not wish to serve black patrons. It was 

not uncommon for white owners to belong to secret organi

zations that were anti-black. Furthermore, many refused 

to advertise 1n black newspapers. So Richardson took it 

upon himself to extend his advice on ho\'l a department 

store could be started. By raising $100,000 in small par-

eels, an excellent store would not fail from lack of 

patrons, even if stockholders were the only customers. 

Everything was ready, Richardson said, if someone would 

simply provide the necessary leadership. 28 Nobody did. 

Two other specific businesses received Richardson's 

attention. With many black families moving into Houston, 

Richardson proposed that some black realtors begin opera-

tions. White realtors dominated real estate, and when 

plenty of whites were buying houses, there was little in-

centive for white realtors to work with blacks. Filling 

this need would not only provide homes for blacks, but 

employment and experience opportunities where it was 

badly needed. On another occasion Richardson had just 

returned from a vacation trip to Marlin, Texas, where he 

enjoyed mineral \vaters "unsurpassed anywhere, and only 

rarely matched." The problem was that Marlin had neither 

28 Houston Informer, February 26, 1921, p. 4; March 
5, 19 21, p. 4; May 2 8, 19 21, p. 4. 
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facilities for spending the night, nor a clinic. Richard-

son's suggestion was that Houston businessmen invest some 

money in Marlin to develop a resort similar to that at 

Hot Springs, Arkansas: a hospital-bath house-hotel. 29 No 

doubt Richardson was willing to commit his patronage as 

partial reassurance that the business would succeed. 

If a business enterprise were making progress 

economically, it was pointed out in the Informer as an 

appropriate place for blacks to patronize. Smith's Cafe 

was one such exemplary business since it had a weekly pay-

roll of several hundred dollars, and the employees were 

all blacks. Another business mentioned was R. T. Andrews' 

grocery store, with its modern interior; there was a place 

blacks could always expect the best of service along with 

. h d' 30 quallty mere an 1se. 

What Richardson basically tried to encourage was 

a unity within the segregated black community, so that 

black businesses would provide all goods and services 

needed, and black consumers would shop at businesses owned 

by blacks. Even when costs were higher, blacks were in

structed to patronize a black-owned store before any 

others. Richardson used the analogy of the progress 

29Houston Informer, June 14, 1919; September 11, 
1926, p. 8. 

30Houston Informer, November 10, 1923, p. 1; 
September 15, 1923, p. 1. 
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blacks had made in education after they dedicated them

selves to the task, and he implored his readers to apply 

the same attention to business development. The natural 

result of an economically solid community was high employ-

ment rates. With students in the process of training for 

a future by investing time and money into education, there 

was a demand for employment opportunities. Too many stu-

dents were coming home from school only to find no busi-

ness in the black community that could use their skills. 

Nor was there any organization available to aid and en-

courage them to begin with their own business. Richardson 

commented on the great strides taken to eliminate illiter-

acy, but that literacy was little used to improve the 

corr~ercial, economic, and business status. In addition, 

blacks could use the economic power they already had avail-

able to improve employment by boycotting businesses that 

did not hire blacks. Richardson lambasted a fraternal 

organization for using a white establis~~ent to get its 

printing done, when that shop employed only one black, 

and he was the janitor. As he frequently did, Richardson 

lifted a verse from the Bible, and instructed his readers 

to look after their onw household; apparently the entire 

black citizenship of Houston was the household, and the 

unemployed were its children.
31 

31Houston Informer, September 18, 1926, p. 8; 
October 5, 1929, p. 8. 
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However difficult the problems of organizing 

specific businesses and providing employment, there were 

deeper problems reflected in the attitudes of the black 

community as a whole. Black businessmen tended to give 

less than their best service to their black customers, 

reserving it for whites. This tended to undermine the 

faith of black consumers in the ability of black businesses 

to deliver quality merchandise and service. Another atti

tude was the tendency for blacks to become jealous of 

another's success. While not overlooking the fact that 

Richardson had a personal business interest in solving 

these problems, his editorials were directed at them. 

Richardson editorialized on the poor jobs that 

skilled craftsmen, such as contractors, carpenters, and 

painters, were providing for those who hired them. When 

the customer was black, less precaution was taken to do 

a good job, they took more time, and often charged higher 

pr1ces than whites in the same business. To really corn

pete, the editor said, "we must take the color out of 

our dealings \vi th one another and deliver the goods." 

And "until blacks become businessmen, minus the adjective 

describing color, they will not skim the surface of big 

business." In another case Richardson directed his edi

torial at a drug store that did not provide competitive 

services. Whereas a nearby white drug store allowed free 

use of a telephone, such as when a husband needed to confer 
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with his wife about what merchandise to buy, this black-

owned drug store had a pay phone. Until these vagaries 

were eliminated, and though it might cost more, black 

customers were asked to continue going to black businesses 

So the 0 ld t 11 b bl t h . . 32 y w u even ua y e a e o meet t e competition. 

One of the major barriers to business progress was 

petty jealousy when blacks began to see other blacks en-

joying too much success. Richardson wrote that even if 

a store owner were making good profits, the long-run bene-

fits were shared by all. His reasoning was that if a 

black businessman's wealth did increase, he would certainly 

pass it on to his children. At best they would use it to 

further benefit the race; at worst they would squander it 

within the black community. In any case, black consumer 

expenditures would not go into the pockets of whites, and 

33 
thereby be lost to the black community permanently. 

Both Richardson's philosophy and the business 

development of Texas ~:Jere small parts of a vlhole. As the 

nation enjoyed economic growth and expansion, the bene-

fits filtered down to the black community as expanded 

opportunity. Along with the growth of black business 

32Houston Informer, September 29, 1923, p. 4; 
June 2, 1923, p. 4; February 16, 1924, p. 4; October 19, 
1926, p. 8. 

33I-Iouston Informer, December 8, 1923, p. 4. 
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came hope in the future for more prosperity plus the 

gradual easing of racial relations. This hope, however, 

was undermined in the next decade. The Great Depression 

reversed trends in Texas toward business growth and 

replaced the economic emphasis with seeds of political 

power that were to come to fruition by the mid-1950's. 



CHAPTER II 

THE 1930'S: THE GREAT DEPRESSION 

The growth of business among blacks in Texas 

during the 1930's continued to reflect nationwide condi-

tions just as it had during the 1920's. If the Depression 

caused hardship for white businesses in the nation, it was 

devastating for black businessmen. w~ile the number of 

black retail stores increased from 25,700 1n 1929 to just 

under 30,000 1n 1939, the total sales declined by 13 per-

cent across the u.s. 1 The average black-owned store in 

1929 had annual gross sales of $3,935 compared to white-

owned stores of $31,827, but handled less than one fourth 

of one percent of the retail sales. And with black invest-

ment in expendable consumer goods and services, the Depres-

sion blaced black business in a relatively poorer position 

as the decade continued. Twenty-one percent of black 

retail stores were in the restaurant business compared to 

white investment of only four percent. In contrast, whites 

concentrated nine percent in clothing while blacks had only 

1Gunnar ~1yrdal, An Ainer ican Dilemma: The Negro 
Problem and Modern Democracy (New York: Harper and Row, 
1944) I P· 307. 

28 
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three percent of their investments in a staple good. 2 

In comparison to the national figures for blacks, 

those in Texas had relatively higher standards of living 

in 1930. Texas had the fifth largest black population of 

any state with 854,964 inhabitants, but ranked fourth in 

the nation in the number of retail stores. Thirty percent 

of Texas blacks owned homes against a national average of 

24 percent. This was an increase of 28 percent between 

1920 and 1930 compared to a national average increase of 

only 15 percent. Also, blacks owned more nonfarm homes 

valued above $10,000 than any other Southern state. Other 

positive indicators showed up in the occupations of pro-

fessionals. Texas led all states in the number of clergy-

men, college presidents, and professors. Only North 

Carolina, with over 63,000 greater·population of blacks, 

had more school teachers. Of course the larger the popu-

lation, the more poverty tended to show up, thus bringing 

averages down. For example, the net sales per capita 

placed Texas thirty-eighth and average sales per store at 
.., 

thirty-sixth compared to the rest of the nation.~ 

sus, 
D. C. : 

The largest negative statistics surrounded the 

2u.s., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Cen
Negroes in the United States, 1920-1932 (Washington, 

Gover~~ent Printing Office, 1935), pp. 495-496. 

3u.s., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Cen
sus, Progress of the Negro in Texas, by Charles E. Hall 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1932), 
PP· 2-5. 
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retail trade and agriculture. Although black-owned retail 

stores in Texas outstripped all other states in gross sales, 

the average net sales of Texas stores was $3,821 as opposed 

to a national average of $3,935. Sales per capita of black 

population was $7.76 in Texas, below the national figure 

of $8.51. The number of employees in Texas was highest 

among the states, but Texas ranked third in total payroll. 

In agriculture there was a decrease of 2,941 black-owned 

farms between 1920 and 1930, with a corresponding decrease 

in land and building investments of $22,876, 466.' In per-

centage terms, black ownership of farms diminished 8 per-

cent while overall investments 1n agriculture declined 34 

percent. 4 The indication is, even after taking deflation 

into account, that it was the larger farmer who went out 

of business. 

Within Texas the black population was diversified 

throughout the state. More than half still lived in rural 

areas, but there was a definite trend to move toward the 

cities. In 1930 Houston and Dallas had the largest urban 

concentrations of blacks with 63,337 and 38,742 respec-

. 1 5 t1ve y. Since there were only 15 cities in the U.S. with 

a black population of more than 50,000, Houston represented 

4Hall, p. 6. 

5Hall, p. 2. 
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a significant portion of the black population in Texas. 6 

As of 1930 Houston's black retail establishments 

generally fit the average across the nation, but reflected 

Texas even closer. Nationally food was 22.07 percent of 

all retail sales, in Texas it was 25.85 percent, and in 

Houston 17.75 percent. The same statistic for restaurant 

facilities and eating places was 4.33 percent nationally, 

26.18 percent in Texas, and 22.75 percent in Houston. 

Drug stores were 3.44 percent nationally, 8.2 percent 1n 

Texas, and 7.9 percent in Houston. The final statistic 

demonstrates Houston's relatively high development of the 

black service sector since there was a demand for speciali-

zation in women's apparel. As the business leaders in 

Texas, Houston blacks had 15 percent of all the black-owned 

stores, 20 percent of the sales, and paid out 27 percent of . 
h d . '1 7 t e wages earne 1n reta1 stores. There can be no ques-

tion that a proper understanding of Texas black business 

development must include Houston because there was a good 

cross section of business activity from the single propri-

etor grocery store to large insurance companies. 

Grocery stores that were exemplary to Houston 

blacks, either as successful operations, or in providing 

a service, occasionally received support through 

6Negroes in the United States, p. 518. 

7Negroes in the United States, pp. 496, 515, 523. 
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editorials in the Informer. The story of Robert Haines-

worth was particularly worthy of print. Despite a college 

degree, Hainesworth was unable to find employment, and 

turned to his own creativity for a living. He established 

a new grocery store in the midst of the Depression that 

provided him with a stable income and added to the overall 

. f 8 prosper~ty o Houston blacks. A white-owned store that 

welcomed blacks, Henke and Pillet, Inc., was highly touted 

because they always offered competitive prices, treated 

black patrons courteously, and hired a large number of 

9 black employees. 

An effort of the National Negro Business League 

to aid grocery stores across the nation gained considerable 

attention in the Informer despite its failure to attract 

any Houston blacks. In 1929 the League inaugurated the 

Colored Merchants' Association to provide a competitive 

edge for black grocers. Each member was to buy C.M.A. 

brands in return for bulk rates and national advertising 

that were to draw customers into members' stores even 

though the C.M.A. brand was new on the market.
10 

In addi-

tion to providing new competition for white-owned grocers, 

250,000 jobs would switch from white to black 

8Houston 'Informer, November 24, 1937, p. 6. 

9Houston Informer, .Harch 4 1 1933, D • .. 2. 

10Myrdal, p. 815. 
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emplov ..... ees. 11 C ~1 A t . r~ 1 . d h .~ .. sores 1n ~ar em rece1ve sue ser-

vices as merchandising aid, 200 handbills weekly, lower 

wholesale prices, help in setting up efficient bookkeeping, 

and a confidential analysis of how to make the store bet-

ter profits. The closest thing to an association in Texas 

was a proposal from Port Arthur to unite all the black 

'th' th . 12 grocers w1 ln e c1ty. 

Another effort that gained attention in Houston 

was the establishment of a new shoe store for women. This 

store, named Taylor Shoe Company after the president and 

general manager, Josie Taylor, was backed by a group of 

50 women who subscribed to $2,500 in stock at $25.00 per 

share. A well-known clerk who had served blacks for 

eighteen years in a white-owned store was hired, and his 

clientele was invited to move their patronage to Taylor's. 

Controversy arose when a local pastor advised his "flock" 

not to buy at Taylor's, despite being black-owned, because 

the store did not offer competitive priees. The Informer 

editor lambasted this pastor for his ignorance and he was 

told to stay in his own field. After all, it was efforts 

such as this that would bring the black race one step 

closer to equality, and it was the duty of black consumers 

11Houston Informer, April 11, 1931, p. 8. 

12Houston Informer, January 2, 1932, p. 7~ June 3, 
1933, p. 1. 
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to support it. When white enterprises recognized they no 

longer had blacks for customers they would lower their 

prices and solicit black patrons. 13 

To complement shoes available at Taylor's, Anna's 

Hat Shop provided the appropriate head dress. Under owner 

Anna Belle Robinson, who originally established the store 

in 1925, and continued as owner-manager, the shop enjoyed 

success through the Depression. In addition to a complete 

line of hats, Anna's carried clothes, lingerie, hose, and 

other accessories. According to advertisements the woman 

of distinction could find the latest styles, and prices 

were accessible to the average person. 14 

A miscellaneous array of businesses was publicized 

through the pages of the Informer. When Maud M. DeWalt's 

husband died she took over the operation of the business 

he had begun, the Lincoln Theater. She provided an example 

of the dedication to racial progress by hiring black em-

ployees, providing a quality service at reasonable prices, 

and most of all, succeeding in the business world.
15 

Paul 

Jones and Harold Woodruff proved that men were willing to 

face the rigors of the business world by opening a modern 

13Houston Informer, March 12, 1932; March 19, 1932, 
p. 1; April 9, 1932, p. 2. 

14Houston Informer, December 17, 1932, p. 1; 
February 4, 1939, p. 6. 

15Houston Info·rmer, December 10, 1932, p. 6. 



35 

appliance store in 1935. It was unique l.n Houston for a 

black-owned enterprise, and the Informer proudly confirmed 

l.. t as a ft t f · 16 success a er wo years o operatl.on. As an 

example that blacks in cities other than Houston could 

also enjoy business success, the In£ormer reported on the 

thriving shoe shine operation in Beaumont known as Dummy's 

Shoe Shine Parlor. Interestingly, it was located in the 

center of the black section of town but most of the cus-

tomers were white. The owner kept an abundance of polish 

on hand, and boasted of the only electric shoe polisher in 

the city. 

living for 

His reputation was wide enough to provide a 

17 himself and two hired employees. 

Although the principal retailers throughout black 

business in Texas and Houston were grocery stores, restau-

rants, drug stores, and women's apparel, they were not in-

sulated from competition like some others. An obvious 

example was the undertaking business. With segregation 

stricter for the dead than the living, black undertakers 

. . . . 18 H t th often enjoyed a monopolJ.stJ.c posJ.tJ.on. ous on was e 

location of Tears Funeral Home, a successful enterprise 

that continued to operate into the second generation of 

ownership. Another black undertaker boasted the latest in 

16Houston Informer, January 16, 1937, p. 6. 

17Houston Informer, February 5, 1938, p. 5. 

18Myrdal, P- 317. 
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equipment and offered the services of a lady attendant to 

19 prepare the female corpses. More significant was the 

existence of the Texas Funeral Directors' Association for 

black morticians. It began in the 1920's and continued 

to thrive in the 1930's. The members held a conference 

every summer that was attended by directors from all over 

the state. T. M. Fairchild, a Houston native, was active 

in the organization and was once chosen to serve on the 

. . 20 execut1ve comm1ttee. 

Closely associated with the funeral business, if 

not in reality at least in the mind of the public, was the 

insurance business. One company that was strong in Texas 

during the 1920's was unable to weather depression and 

deflation and di~d as new ones were begun. In early 1930, 

National Benefit Life Insurance Company vvas bought by a 

group of whites, after going through a period of financial 

strain. The earlier acquisition of Standard Life over-

burdened National Benefit with frozen assets tied up in 

real estate and trusts, and deflation forced the company 

to default on its loans. In the fall of 1930 National 

Benefit went into receivership. A three million dollar 

deficit was discovered in the company's assets, which cut 

19Houston Informer, October 28, 1933, p. 2; 
November 4, 1939, p. 3. 

20Houston Informer, August 26, 1933, pp. 1, 5. 
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~n half the value of each policy outstanding. Finally the 

company went out of business and defaulted on outstanding 

obligations, and the Rutherford name, long associated with 

success since Samuel Rutherford founded National Benefit, 

was no 1 . d 21 onger ment~one . 

Another company, Atlanta Life Insurance, entered 

Texas in the spring of 1930 behind a $5,000 ad campaign. 

It was apparently successful because eighteen months later 

the company bought American Mutual Benefit Association, the 

insurance company originated by J. B. Grigsby. Unlike the 

case of National Benefit, Atlanta Life thrived on mergers, 

and in 1938 the company absorbed Universal Relief, a small 

Texas establishment of eleven years. The Informer called 

Atlanta Life the outstanding black insurance company ~n 

America. Its reputation was enhanced because it was begun 

by an ex-slave, A. F. Herndon.
22 

Texas was not without her own insurance companies. 

In 1932 H. (Pop) Strickland chartered Excelsior Mutual 

Life Insurance Company out of Dallas. A specified goal 

of the company was to keep premiums in Texas since two 

thirds of the premiums paid out-of-state never got back 

into Texas. The company prospered, and by 1937 it was 

21 -·Houston Informer, June 27, 1931, p. 1, 8; 
November 21, 1931, p. 8; September 9, 1933, pp. 1, 5. 

22Houston Informer, April 26, 1930, p. 1; August 
27, 1932, p. 7; August 27, 1938, p. 7. 

\ 
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transferred from a mutual into a capital stock insurance 

company. It was a major effort to find investors, and the 

accomplishment received acclaL~ in the Informer as the 

first black-owned capital stock insurance company in Texas 

s1nce the Civil War. Blacks were encouraged to patronize 

Excelsior with the assurances that the management was 

. d 23 conservat1ve, soun , and safe. 

However impressive the success of Excelsior to 

Texas blacks, it was Watchtower Mutual Life Insurance 

Company that drew the most attention from the Informer. 

It was Houston's first business of this kind, and it was 

founded by T. ~1. Fairchild, a well-known funeral home 

operator. Furthermore, Hobart Taylor was hired as the 

general manager. By the first annual meeting of managers 

in January, 1931, the company was able to report progress 

toward its five major goals: 1) furnish life insurance 

that was dependable, 2) offer the lowest prices, and best 

values, 3) keep the money in Texas, 4) provide employment 

for blacks, 5) make cheaper mortgage loans. An editorial 

in the Informer praised the leadership of Fairchild for 

'd 24 making Texans less dependent on outs1 ers. 

The early years of Watchtower demonstrated progress 

23 Houston Informer, August 13, 1932, p. 1; June 5, 
1937, p. 1. 

24Houston Informer, February 22, 1930, p. 1; 
January 31, 1931, p. 1; February 7, 1931, p. 8. 
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with a growing clientele, plus a variety of new services. 

In 1932 industrial policies were added to appeal to the 

low income families, and in 1933 a recruitment program was 

begun in which a six week course in insurance was offered 

to the general public. Of particular interest was the 

company's timely suggestion that those unemployed take 

advantage of this training because it was free. The offer 

was not purely magnanimous since Watchtower was in the 

business to make a profit, but it was an opportunity for 

those with the ability and determination to make a living.
25 

Progress was interrupted in 1934 when a small fire 

in the office safe of Watchtower inspired a number of un-

comfortable questions for the company. The fire destroyed 

a book of receipts, and was originally blamed on some 

prankster. Then accusations were made that the fire was 

set by an employee who tried to cover some theft records 

and the Informer suggested that the Watchtower management 

was trying to hush the story. The controversy never 

cleared up for Informer readers, although a few weeks 

afterward Hobart Taylor began a vacation and did not 

26 
return to the Watchtower. 

Watchtower hit the news once again in 1938 when 

25Houston Informer, April 23, 1932, p. 1; June 17, 
1933, p. 1. 

26 Houston Informer, June 30, 1934 1 pp. 1 1 5; July 
7 1 19 3 4 1 PP • l1 5 • 
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Fairchild solicited investors to change the company from 

a mutual to a capital stock company thus providing a larger 

foundation for growth. His first attempt failed, but 

Fairchild retained his honor and confidence with Houstonians 

when he returned every penny subscribed by potential in-

vestors. A second attempt was made in 1939, this time sue-

cessfully. Along with reiterating the goals of providing 

a stable insurance company plus an opportunity for black 

employment, Fairchild further appealed to blacks by moving 

the Watchtower home offices into the central section of 

the black business district. 27 

While insurance companies enjoyed some success, 

the organizations that spawned them, fraternal societies, 

took their last gasps. In 1938 the Odd Fellows transferred 

ownership of their temple to a Houston realtor, and the 

last great structure of its kind in Houston was gone. A 

mortgage on the building taken out the previous year to pay 

past-due insurance claims only put the organization deeper 

in debt, and when the note came due, the building was sold 

to pay it. Although some managers were criticized for 

continuing high salaries during the Depression, the fra

ternal organizations as a whole were praised for providing 

a step necessary for later progress. Their d~~ise began 

as early as 1925 when the older members began to predominate 

27 Houston Informer, July 16, 1938, p. 1; September 
2, 1939, p. 2. 
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ln numbers, and higher death rates drained reserves. Fur-

thermore, the heavy investments in expensive buildings by 

many of them proved faulty when deflation made it impossible 

for them to recover their money, and the fraternal societies 

28 eventually went bankrupt when claims became too heavy. 

Another industry among blacks in Texas was news-

papers. Several papers were in operation in the 1930's, 

some of which were decades old. The Texas Freeman, under 

editor and originator, C. N. Love, was begun in 1893. 

Others included the Houston Sentinel, Negro Labor News, 

and the Houston Light, all begun between 1927 and 1933. 29 

By far the most influential paper of 1930 in Texas was the 

Houston Informer. Under the leadership of C. F. Richardson 

it had gained the reputation of supporting race issues in 

its reporting and by participating in the community. Offi-

cers on the paper served in various capacities for other 

businesses: for instance J. Alston Atkins, secretary of 

the Informer, was treasurer of Safety Investment Company, 

and C. F. Richardson was the president. 

A short article on the front page of the Informer 

in 1930, signed by C. F. Richardson, announced that he had 

been relieved of all editorial and executive responsibilities 

28Houston Informer, June 4, 1938, p. 1; June 11, 
1938, p. 4. 

29Houston Informer, September 4, 1937, sec. 2, 
p. 3. 
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by the board of directors. 30 The stoyy behind the shake-up 

unfolded in small pieces as articles were printed over the 

next several months. When Richardson reorganized the 

Informer and changed his single proprietorship into a 

corporation that included George Webster, he also made 

stock available to other men. Carter Wesley and J. Alston 

Atkins invested heavily in the Informer where they were 

also staff members responsible for finance and editorial 

work respectively. Apparently there was a personality con

flict between Webster and Richardson. Both of them held 

principle amounts of stock, but the other stockholders 

sided with Webster in pushing Richardson out. Richardson 

immediately set about starting another paper, the Houston 

Defender, and little was reported afterward in the columns 

of the Informer concerning Richardson. There was litiga

tion initiated by the Informer in 1931 against Richardson 

accusing him of embezzlement, but the charges were dropped 

before trial. A second case of litigation against Richard

son in 1932 accused him of breaking a contract agreement 

when Webster Richardson Publishing Company was begun in 

1927 in which Richardson promised not to start another 

newspaper within five years of the date the corporation 

began. The court did not decide against Richardson until 

February 13, 1932,.when he was ordered to stop publication 

30Houston Informer, August 23, 1930, p. 1. 
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of his Houston Defender until the five year waiting period 

passed. Consequently, the injunction closed Richardson's 

paper until April 4, 1932, a full two weeks. 31 

The next surprise took place in September, 1932, 

when George Webster was asked to resign from the board of 

the Informer. The new board, including Wesley and Atkins 

as officers, made a short announcement to the effect that 

a period of individualism was over, and the future was to 

be dedicated to mutual cooperation. One week later police 

arrested Webster for possession of a counterfeit plate 

used to print traveler's checks. Webster was charged with 

32 
a minor offense and allowed to go free. 

A final effort to wrest ovvnership from the new 

board members took place in February, 1933, when Webster 

filed a petition in court requesting that the Informer be 

put under the direction of a receiver for poor management. 

Richardson joined Webster in his petition, but the court 
• 

did not accept the allegations as legitimate and receiver-

ship was not granted. 
33 

In the midst of the ownership controversy the 

31Houston Informer, October 25, 1930, pp. 1, 8; 
February 14, 1931, p. 1; February 13, 1932, pp. 1, 6. 

32Houston Informer, September 17, 1932, p. 1; 
September 24, 1932, pp. 1, 8. 

33Houston Informer, February 18, 1933, p. 1; 
February 25, 1933, pp. 1, 4. 
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Informer joined other newspapers in Texas in an effort to 

solve mutual problems. The Informer officers called a 

meeting with three other newspaper owners: those of the 

Hous·ton Defender, Dallas Expr·ess, and the San Antonio 

Register. They discussed common problems, such as sharing 

news stories and generally maintaining better relations 

between themselves. The result of their discussions was 

the formation of the Association of Texas Negro Newspapers. 

The Informer ownership continued to demonstrate its busi-

ness acumen by consolidating the Informer and the Texas 

Freeman. C. N. Love, manager and editor of the Freeman 

for thirty-seven years, was added to the staff as a con-

tributing editor. Born in 1862 as a slave, Love provided 

a new dimension of wisdom to the editorial columns--wisdom 

h b d . 34 
t at was ase on exper1ence. 

The 1930's continued to see efforts at organization 

of the black community by business leaders. Houston's 

Business Men's Club sponsored prominent speakers, took on 

charity responsibilities, and generally attempted to provide 

Houston blacks with race leadership. Their most active 

service came early in the Depression when unemployment was 

hurting Houston blacks. A committee· of men, including 

J. Alston Atkins and Hobart Taylor, was set up to help 

those in financial need. The first step was to raise 

34Houston Informer, November 22, 1930, p. 4; 
December 17, 1932, p. 1; January 10, o. 3. 
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funds to be dispersed as the committee saw needs, while 
. 

encouraging local businessmen and professionals to assume 

some responsibility also, rather than leave it all to the 

Business Men's Club. The Club also attempted to aid 

families with under-privileged children during Christmas, 

but was unable to fulfill this goal before the organization 

stopped functioning. An attempt was made in early 1932 to 

revitalize the Club by electing a new slate of officers 

who rededicated themselves to the goals, but when the Club 

received criticism for improperly using funds, along with 

rumors that some officers had dishonestly used their 

authority for personal gain, the Club lost all support. 

Little was heard from theClub after spring, 1932. 35 

Not long after the demise of the Business Men's 

Club, a similar organization, the Negro Chamber of Commerce, 

was established. By 1938 the Chamber had grown substanti-

ally, having a budget of close to $2,000 annually. Contro-

versy flourished, however, between one group which wanted 

to maintain a permanent office, and another which believed 

there was not adequate demand for it. The leader of the 

former group, w. M. Drake, a physician,raised funds for a 

budget, which proved there was a demand, and was elected 

as Chamber president. The first major endeavor was to 

35Houston Informer, December 20, 1930, p. 1; 
February 20, 1932, p. 7; January 2, 1932, p. 1; March 5, 
1932, p. 2. 
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sponsor a "Negro Trade t'Jeek" for early January, 1939. To 

appeal to the largest section of black Houston, the Chamber 

designated speakers for most black churches on several 

Sundays prior to the week. At the end of "Trade Week" 

there was to be a program to award prizes to patrons who 

purchased goods from black-owned stores. Over 200 retail 

stores signed up to pass out tickets along with purchases. 

The tickets were used by buy prizes at the program at the 

end of the week. The week was such a success that the 

Chamber planned to continue it the next year. In addition 

the Chamber hoped to improve business by encouraging bet-

ter management, increasing advertising, and fostering 

. b b . 36 cooperatlon etween uslnessmen. 

Related to the Black Chamber of Commerce was the 

National Negro Business League \vhich organized Chambers 

across the U.S., including the one in Houston. Although 

not a new organization, the Business League adopted a more 

practical policy in the 1930's than it had earlier. It 

took responsibility for C.M.E. grocery cooperatives, con-

ducted nationwide surveys to gather statistical data of 

use to black enterprisers, and maintained liaison between 

large commercial organizations. Each year the Business 

League held a conference that drew black leaders from 

36Houston Informer, November 26,· 1938, sec. 2, p. 
2; January 7, 1939, pp. 1-2; January 14, 1939, pp. 1, 3; 
August 5, 1939, pp. 1-2. 
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across the nation to promote business development. In 

August, 1938, the Business League held its convention in 

Houston, under the sponsorship of the Houston Negro Chamber 

of Commerce. The usual speeches were made encouraging 

development of business for the sake of racial progress, 

including a speech from Governor James Allred, c. F. 

Richardson, Sr., founder of the Tnformer, was the master 

f . 37 o ceremonJ.es. 

Since the 1930's were not years of business growth 

for blacks, the rhetoric from business leaders focused on 

the need for blacks to organize as consumers. Where black 

customers were discriminated against by stores, they should 

boycott them. If an establishment refused to hire black 

employees, black consumers should not spend their money 

there. And where a store was owned by blacks, consumers 

should gJ.ve their support, even at the expense of some 

inconvenience, and even higher prices. 

The first challenge for a strong black consumer 

organization occurred in January, 1930, when the Houston 

City Hall disallowed black employees from serving as clerks 

in the City Market, even though they had for many years 

prior. The Informer accused some fish dealers who did 

not employ blacks of pressuring the Houston city government 

37Houston Informer, September 13, 1930, p; 8; 
August 20, 1938, p. 1. 
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into discriminating against blacks. Since black employees 

served a significant black clientele, and those without 

black employees were hurt by the competition. There were 

two options open to the black community: stop patronizing 

the white-owned fish markets, or open a black-owned fish 

market to provide this service. Apparently neither was 

done since the Informer editorialized later about the dis-

loyalty of those who continued to buy fish at the City 

38 Market. 

The necessity of organizing the entire black com-

munity around black enterprises, and using consumer power 

against white discrimination continued throughout the 

1930's. In 1934 an editorial accused blacks of giving too 

little attention to business and civic organizations while 

spending fortunes on pleasure and amusements. Mexican-

Americans in south Texas were cited as examples of how a 

minority could demand and get respect for its rights by 

organizing consumers. If blacks demanded jobs, advertis

ing in black newspapers, and courteous treatment in ex

change for patronage, they would get it. Another editorial 

encouraged black readers to ''sop their own gravy" by pro

viding for their ovm business success rather than looking 

to whites for help. This was the only hope for racial 

38Houston Informer, January 18, 1930, p. 1; 
January 18, 1930, p. 8~ February 1, 1930, p. 8; April 
26, 1930, p. 8. 
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progress in the 1930's when business growth was stifled by 

th D . 39 e epress~on. 

In summary, the 1930's were not years of business 

opportunity for blacks in Texas. As economic pressures 

bore down on the entire nation, the plight of blacks got 

worse also. Despite the sympathy shown blacks by the 

Roosevelt administration politically, the ratio of black 

income to white income actually fell during the 1930's.
40 

World War II intervened and renewed a sense of pride in 

black servicemen who proved they were loyal, brave soldiers. 

The morale of black leadership got a boost and came back 

with support of black enterprise in the mid-1940's. 

39Houston Informer, December 15, 1934, p. 8; May 
25, 1935, p. 12; February 6, 1937, sec. 2, p. 4. 

4 0Thomas Sowell, Race and Economics (Ne\v York: 
David McKay Company, 1975), p. 53. 



CHAPTER III 

THE 1940'S: WORLD WAR II AND 

ECONOMIC BOOM 

As far as black leadership was concerned World 

War II eclipsed all other domestic issues until its end 

in 1945, and the potential for race progress shifted from 

business enterprise to excellence on the field of battle. 

Black newspapers dedicated much of their reporting to the 

exposure of discrimination in the military rather than 

within the u.s. economy. Throughout the war blacks con

tended with segregation of troops, poor field assignments, 

lack of adequate training, and limited opportunity for 

promotions. Nevertheless, black soldiers took every 

chance offered them to prov~ they were equal to any 

soldier in uniform. 

Individually, blacks showed extraordinary courage, 

from Pearl Harbor, where mess steward Dorie Miller re

ceived the Navy Cross for dragging his captain to safety 

and shooting down four Japanese planes, to an air attack 

on Berlin in which Benjamin 0. Davis led his fighter group 

to the distinguished Unit Citation by destroying several 

enemy aircraft in the air and on the ground. In small 

50 
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groups 5,000 blacks volunteered to join all white units in 

January 1945, and helped repel the German counterattack 

known as the Battle of the Bulge. During the battle blacks 

manned artillery and tank units that were often under 

heavy fire while they supported the infantry. They were 

later praised for their efforts by Major General Maxwell 

1 Taylor. 

With America's attention focused on the war, there 

was little opportunity for business growth; black enter-

prise was restricted to what was established prior to the 

1940's. One area of business that continued to develop, 

despite the war, was 1nsurance. Houston's Watchtower Life 

Insurance Company experienced healthy growth and by 1944 

showed assets of $223,347 compared to $7,620 in 1932. In 

addition the staff of employees grew from 25 to 125 during 

the same period. The business was stable enough that it 

endured the death of President and founder, T. M. Fairchild 

in 1942. His wife was elected to fill the vacancy at the 

next board meeting, and the business continued to prosper. 

By 1947 the board of Watchtower announced intentions of 

increasing the capital stock of the company to $100,000. 

Plans were made to expand services and provide insurance 

for a wider number of people. This move reflected a public 

1Editors of Ebony, Ebony Pictorial History of Black 
America, vol. III (3 vols.; Chicago: Johnson Publishing 
Co., 1971), pp. 53-62. 
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demand for insurance s1nce a part of the additional capital 

was to be used for reserves against more insurance policies. 

Assets were up to $300,000 in 1946, and the black community 

2 took perennial reports of growth for granted. 

The other black-owned insurance company that had 

home offices in Texas, Excelsior Life Insurance Company, 

had to overcome greater difficulties than Watchtower, but 

profited in the long run with growth that far exceeded the 

Houston company. Henry "Pop" Strickland, founder and 

president of Excelsior, died in 1942. Since the founding 

of the company in 1911 in Dallas, he had been the individual 

responsible for holding the company together. His death 

was the catalyst that brought about a long battle for 

ownership between his wife and an officer who had been in 

the company for many years, Dr. Ward, the company physician. 

Strickland left his stock, which was the majority of owner-

ship, to his wife, but Dr. Ward immediately presented Mrs. 

Strickland with a past due $9,000 note that included a 

lien against a majority of the stock she owned. The agree

ment between Dr. Ward and the late owner stipulated that 

upon default the doctor would take ownership of the col

lateral stock. Mrs. Strickland attempted to pay him the 

$9,000 due him, but he refused even though the market value 

2Houston Informer, May 5, 1945, p. 15; January 31, 
1942, p. 1, sec. 2; April 12, 1947, p. 8. 
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of the stock did not exceed $9,000. His interest was ln 

taking control of the company which he had given stability, 

first by setting up crude actuarial tables, and later by 

establishing medical guidelines. The additional stock 

would ma~e him the majority owner. 3 

Dr. Ward immediately took over the operation of 

Excelsior, but Mrs. Strickland brought suit in the state 

district court in an attempt to force him to accept pay-

ment of $9,000 so she could keep ownership of the stock. 

A court injunction prevented the stockholders from voting 

while the suit was pending, and the public became con-

cerned about the stability of the company. The Informer 

noted that Mrs. Strickland hired the services of a white 

lawyer, while Dr. Ward hired a black lawyer. At this 

point sympathy on the part of the Informer seemed to shift 

away from 1'-irs. Strickland. The court found in favor of 

Dr. Ward and he maintained majority control although Mrs. 

Strickland did attempt further court action to reverse 

the district court's decision. Almost a year after the 

death of "Pop" Strickland, the annual stockholders meeting 
J 

of Excelsior formally elected the officers of the company: 

Dr. ward was the president and Mrs. Strickland was the 

3Houston Informer, Harch 21, 1942, p. 1; April 16, 
19 4 2 , pp . 1 , 12 • 
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first vice president. 4 

With the ownership controversy settled, Excelsior 

was able to make substantial gains throughout the remainder 

of the decade. Additional stock was issued to make Excel-

sior one of the leading black-owned insurance companies in 

the United States. Furthermore, the company was advertised 

as one of the best managed since 94 percent of reserves 

were in cash and highly liquid securities. Although it 

is unlikely the company kept investments as convertible 

into cash as was reported, an emphasis on stability rather 

than profits showed a lack of faith among blacks in black-

owned businesses. By 1947 Excelsior reached the milestone 

of its first $1,000,000 in assets. In the same year the 

company added a department for public relations to serve 

the black community with educational programs designed to 

help its members make sound financial decisions, the most 

d b b . 5 
important of which woul e to uy 1nsurance. The company 

was far beyond a hand-to-mouth existence. 

Two other insurance companies that operated in 

Texas continued to grow during the war years. Universal 

Life Insurance Company bought a small Texas company, Old 

Faithful Insurance Company, in 1941. Policyholders were 

4Houston Informer, 1'-1ay 16, 1942, p. 10; January 
16, 1943, p. 14; March 27, 1943, p. 10. 

5Houston Informer, Harch 17, 1945, p. 1; April 13, 
1946, p. 19; March 15, 1947, p. 1, sec. 2; July 5, 1947, 
p. 15. 
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assured that their policies were still safe, that Old 

Faithful had maintained sound reserves, and that Universal 

6 was more secure than ever. Another strong insurance com-

pany that did a large amount of business in Texas during 

the war was Atlanta Life Insurance Company. It received 

public attention in the Informer when the management an-

nounced the purchase of $400,000 ln war bonds; $200,000 

were bought in Dallas, and $200,000 in Houston. This 

gesture along with the $30,000,000 in life insurance the 

company held on Texas blacks caused many to consider 

Atlanta Life a part of Texas. 7 

In the early 1940's the last of the fraternal 

organizations in Texas that included insurance, the Knights 

of Pythias, incurred bankruptcy. When the leaders of the 

organization admitted to being insolvent there was $80,000 

in outstanding obligations. Several suggestions were made 

to perpetuate the organization, including dropping those 

over fifty years old and making an attempt to obtain an 

insurance license with the help of the black community. 

Neither suggestion was feasible, and the Knights went into 

receivership on December 2, 1939. Early audits showed 

$90,000 in ~laims outstanding, and all assets were tied 

up in real estate of questionable value. Rumors spread 

6 Houston Informer, September 20, 1941, p. 2. 

7 Houston Informer, July 7, 1945, p. 2. 



that officers made loans to get large commissions with 

little regard given for the collateral. The clean-up 

operation of receiver, W. G. Knox, involved more than 
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simply paying off debt on a prorated basis--the local orga

nizations fought for ownership of their lodges. An ensuing 

court battle was won by the local lodges, and Knox had to 

remove the lodge buildings from the list of assets in re-

. h' 8 ce1vers 1p. This was a moral victory more than an economic 

one since the buildings traditionally represented pride in 

the race and they were retained by black owners. The re-

demption of other fraternal buildings later in the decade 

may have been inspired by this effort on the part of local 

Knights. 

Aside from insurance companies which made limited 

gains during austere war years, other businesses did well 

to maintain their existence. However, with the end of the 

war and the stimulation of the economy by long repressed 

demands for consumer goods, the business climate changed 

across the U.S., and black business began to enjoy more 

opportunity in Texas. 

At least three new companies entered the Texas 

scene after mid 1945. In Dallas eighteen stockholders met 

together to celebrate receiving a charter for their new 

8Houston Informer, November 11, 1939, p. 1; 
December 2, 1939, p. 1; December 23, 1939, pp. 1-2; 
August 3, 1940, p. 1. 
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company, Peoples Life Insurance. The proposed capital base 

was $25,000, and the directors and officers were all promi-

nent businessmen or professionals who would give policy-

holders a sense of security. Mack Hanna, a black man well-

known for his funeral home in Port Arthur, was chosen as 

chairman of the board. Another company, Lone Stare Insur-

ance opened for business in Texas as one of the first to 

handle a full line of both life insurance and health and 

accident ~nsurance. The most important company to extend 

its operations into Texas was the California-based Golden 

State Insurance Company. Co-founded by a native Texan and 

one-time employee of the defunct k~erican Mutual Benefit 

Association, William Nickerson, the company was the largest 

black-owned business in the western states. Golden State 

had offices in Fort Worth, Dallas, and Houston by late 

1948. 9 

To meet the grow~ng needs of black businesses, a 

related serv~ce developed in providing office buildings. 

Along this line Dr. Covington opened a building that not 

only housed his office but an additional four retail busi

nesses with space available for eleven offices. Another 

office facility, the Robinson Building, provided space for 

black offices in downtown Houston. It became popular to 

9Houston Informer, October 13, 1945, p. 8; Novem
ber 13, 1948, p. 2; December 4, 1948, p. 6. 
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buy old fraternal buildings that had been sold to white 

owners, renovate them, and offer them as office buildings 

for blacks. Such was the case when the Pilgrim Building 

Corporation began soliciting capital of $250,000 to buy 

and rejuvenate the old Ancient Order of Pilgrims building. 

The same thing happened with the Odd Fellows building and 

the Taborian building. The latter was bought by Mrs. Ann 

Robinson, owner of Ann's Hat Shop, which was successfully 

established during the 1920's. All of these efforts were 

acclaimed for "renewing pride" and "inspiring" the black 

race because the buildings were tangible evidence that 

blacks had enjoyed some success 1n the business world. 10 

Even though the economy of the U.S. was in a post-

war boom, the prosperity did not filter down to blacks in 

the form of capital, so most black enterprises were involved 

in retailing or providing a service. A wide variety of such 

businesses was established in the mid-1940's in Houston. 

The Eldorado Shopping Center opened for black patrons with 

a drug store, men's shop, appliance store, and a paint 

store. For those who were not tired after a day's shopping, 

there was also a night club. Another enterprising black 

who successfully operated a cafeteria for 22 years in 

Houston sold his business to invest in a chain of hotels 

10Houston Informer, August 10, 1946, p. 15; April 
26, 1947, p. 15; March 10, 1945, p. 1; August 17, 1946, 
p. 15. 
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throughout the Southwest. This chain was to begin in Hous

ton with a 1,000 room facility for the use of traveling 

blacks. Later he planned to provide relaxing facilities 

for blacks on vacations or business trips all over the U.S. 

A completely new service to blacks in the Houston area and 

a reflection of the technological changes that war often 

brings was an airfield just outside the Houston city limits 

where blacks could learn aviation and navigation. Finally, 

as if to make sure blacks had every type, if not quality, 

of service, F. M. Brooks opened a detective agency to offer 

protection from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M. from prowlers or 

"suspicious characters." 11 

In the more traditional areas of black enterprise, 

a black woman in San Antonio, Miss Jessie Mae Hicks, put 

in a modern beauty school that included the comforts of 

air conditioning plus the newest instruction facilities 

available. And to show that men were interested in im-

proving their physical appearance, H. M. Morgan established 

a chain of barber colleges that extended outside of Texas . 
as far away as New York City. Another traditional area, 

tailoring, showed growth in Texas. The Julia Ann Shoppe 

in San Antonio employed five persons by 1945 after begin

ning as a small shop a few years before. This shop provided 

black ladies a quality service that was unavailable anywhere 

11Houston Informer, April 6, 1946, p. 15; June 1, 
1946, p. 4; May 24, 1947, p. 15; January 20, 1945, p. 2. 
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else in the city. Finally, the largest black owned mortu-

ary in Houston, the Fairchild Funeral Home, announced the 

opening of its newly renovated building after spending 

$15,000. After 35 years of operation, Fairchild boasted 

perhaps the largest business of its kind in the state. 

The owners were proud of the reputation they had built of 

providing services for low and middle income families. 12 

The technological changes attending the 1940's was 

seen in Houston in the taxicab companies that began in the 

1930's and were an important part of the black community 

by the early 1940's. As the war made petroleum products 

harder to acquire, and rubber products scarce, the rates 

taxicabs charged in Houston went up. And since black cabs 

had a strong monopoly in the black community, due to the 

inability of most blacks to buy their own automobile, they 

began to charge from 50 percent to 200 percent more than 

white cab companies. 

Editor and owner of the Informer, Carter Wesley, 

took it upon himself to aid the entire community by ex

posing this exploitation. He first checked with the Office 

of Price Administration which was enforcing price controls 

applied by the federal government during the war. When it 

clarified that black cab companies had no authority to 

12Houston Informer, January 13, 1945, p. 13~ Sep
tember 6, 1947, p. 15~ August 11, 1945, p. 15~ October 22, 
1949, pp. 6-7. 
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charge higher rates than white companies, Wesley went to 

the owner of an offending company, Hobart Taylor. Taylor 

was sympathetic with Wesley and accused individual drivers 

of charging extraordinary rates, reporting the correct 

charge, and pocketing the difference. Furthermore, he 
I 

promised to reimburse any customer the amount they were 

overcharged if they would bring him a receipt showing the 

amount paid and distance traveled. Apparently drivers 

were hard to find, because there was no mention of firing 

cab drivers who did not comply with company policy and 

rates. 13 

Houston black businessmen, led by Wesley, appealed 

to the Houston Chamber of Commerce to mediate between the 

public and the black-owned taxi companies as they discussed 

the issue of overcharging. The companies agreed to fix 

prices and place a copy of the list in each taxi. If cus-

tamers got receipts that showed they were overcharged each 

company agreed to rebate overpayments; customers were asked 

not to take their complaints to the Office of Price Admin-

istration. Individual reports phoned into the Informer 

showed that while some companies complied with their agree-

ment, exhorbitant prices did continue. In addition, many 

k d f 
. 14 

taxi drivers were uncooperative when as e or rece1pts. 

13 Houston Informer, October 22, 1949, pp. 6-7. 

14 Houston Informer, Oc~ober 9, 1943, pp. 1, 8; 
october 23, 1943, p. 1. 
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With rates still out of hand the city determined 

to review the situation in a hearing and set appropriate 

rates. Taxi companies, however, hired lawyers who success-

fully delayed any action by the city council for several 

years. Not until 1946 did the council vote to begin uni

form rates for black and white companies. The schedule 

they adopted reduced black taxi rates by 50 percent and 

white taxi rates by 33 percent. Regulation of the estab-

lished rates was given to the Public Utilities Commission, 

and complaints were directed to it. Also, the exemption 

that black taxi companies had enjoyed from meters was re-

scinded. The exemption was first allowed when the companies 

began because the capital expense was too high for them to 

b . . h 1 . d 15 ear, a cond1t1on t at no onger ex1ste . Apparently the 

difficulties were not dealt with, since criticism of rates 

charged by black cabbies persisted throughout the 1940's. 

The only other controversy within the black busi-

ness community of Houston involved the Informer. After 

taking pride in a liberal philosophy that encouraged gov

ernment aid to blacks, desegregation of public schools, and 

unions for the blue collar worker, the response of Wesley 

to a strike on the part of Informer workers is interesting. 

The Congress of Industrial Organizations helped form a 

union of all the non-management employees of the Tnformer, 

15
Houston Informer, January 26, 1945, pp. 1, 8; 

May 18, 1946, p. 1; February 19, 1946, pp. 1, 8. 
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and before the union had been officially approved, it de

clared a strike. Pickets were removed after a few hours 

under pressure from the CIO since this was a maverick 

strike, but the Informer ownership announced intentions 

of immediately hiring replacements for the forty-five 

strikers. vllien the strikers attempted to intimidate the 

newly hired "scabs" with threats, Wesley filed charges 

against the union members. He defended his action by 

stating that non-union employees had a right to work, and 

deserved the full protection of the law. Furthermore, he 

felt that he was "stabbed in the back" since he did not 

discourage the union in the first place, and that it was 

an illegal strike designed to cripple the company.
16 

Since there was no further mention of the strike, and no 

issues were missed, the new employees were apparently sue-

cessful ln breaking the strike. 

As in previous years, black businessmen met to-

gether in the 1940's to promote black enterprise for the 

sake of racial prosperity. The most active group in Texas 

was the Negro Chamber of Commerce. Houston's Chamber led 

the state in establishing the first building specifically 

17 h . . for the Chamber of Co~~erce. Each year t e organ~zat~on 

16Houston Informer, June 14, 1947, p. 1; June 21, 
1947, p. 1. 

17Houston Informer, February 22, 1941, p. 2. 
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planned large membership drives, which later evolved into 

a contest among blacks for the title of "black mayor." 

The person who collected the most contributions during the 

drive was the winner. 

It was after the war that the Chamber revitalized 

its plans to make the public aware of black business and 

improve the service the black enterpriser offered to his 

customers. In 1948 the Chamber conducted practical demon-

strations on merchandising, advertising, and bookkeeping. 

This goal was coupled with an attempt to harness black 

consumer power for the good of the entire race. Other 

activities included a forum on business problems. Local 

businessmen from the black community and business instruc-

tors from Texas State University were invited to meet 

together and discuss problems relating to organization and 

management. The forum was an attempt to focus on princi-

ples rather than stories of personal success; scientific 

methods were stressed instead of individual success. Of 

course, Negro "Trade Heek" became an annual affair after 

1945 in a continuing effort to utilize the black buying 

public more effectively. 18 

Similar to, but independent of the Negro Chamber 

of Commerce was the Business and Professional Men's Club 

18Houston Informer, May 1, 1948, pp. 1, 8; May 15, 
1948, p. 1; November 20, 1948, p. 1. 
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which met weekly over lunch to hear speakers from the 

business and education communities. This was primarily a 

social activity with emphasis on stimulating interest in 

business leadership. The club invited such men as Norman 

Houston, president of Golden State Life Insurance Company, 

and Melvin Wilson, Dean of Business Administration at Texas 

State University, to speak. The topics extended from such 

broad issues as how blacks could operate within a capital

istic economic system to specifics such as how a black 

bank could be established in Houston. 19 

Dallas also had organizations designed to aid the 

business sector. A Noonday Luncheon Club similar to Hous-

ton's Business and Professional Men's Club met and members 

discussed possibilities for business advancement. In 1946 

there was much consideration given to the idea of a black 

department store in the black section of Dallas. Blacks 

were to be stockholders, employees, officers, and most 

importantly, the customers. As the discussion progressed 

the vision widened, and a department store in Dallas was 

a nucleus from which other stores in surrounding areas 

would be started. In the same vein, the most practical 

organization in Dallas was the Housewives League which 

stressed action rather than rhetoric. The members spon-

sored a "merchant's day" in Dallas to promote black 

19 Houston Informer, October 8, 1949, pp. 1, 8; 
March 26, 1949, p. 1. 
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business. They enlisted the support of ministers, and ad

vertised the need to enlarge and improve black business. 20 

The philosophy of the business leadership in Hous

ton continued to reflect that throughout the nation. When 

there were no specific problems, there were two areas that 

got attention through the editorial columns of the Informer: 

black consumers needed to mobilize their influence by con

sistently buying in such a way as to get competitive prices 

and service, and black businessmen needed to expand in 

order to command more attention from a white-dominated 

society. Both of these goals were closely related with 

emphasis placed on consumers supporting black enterprise. 

A specific problem faced by blacks in Houston was 

a shortage in the housing market, late in the 1940's. With 

low unemployment and the black community larger than ever, 

home building for blacks was almost non-existent. White 

real estate developers had all the business they could 

handle and had little incentive to give attention to blacks. 

Here was an opportunity for blacks to demonstrate their 

ability to meet their own needs rather than depend on 

whites. When there was no immediate response, the Informer 

began giving examples of how land and housing investment 

prought good financial returns. A development in a white 

20 
Houston Informer, February 24, 1946, p. 2; March 

23, 1946, p. 19; July 6, 1946, p. 15. 



residential section of Houston of 300 small, low priced 

homes almost doubled profits for the investor. Another 
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example was cited of how a woman in Los Angeles invested 

$100,000 in housing for blacks and enjoyed a return of 

$250,000. Obviously this was a much greater return on 

investment than a savings account or a safety deposit 

21 
box. Blacks with capital were implored to invest. 

The housing shortage was finally relieved, but 

not because of black investments. In the summer of 1949 

a residential addition of several hundred houses was begun 

by a white contractor in the black section of Houston. 

This, coupled with lower costs, plus the availability of 

G.I. loans for ex-servicemen, relieved the housing shortage 

until the mid-1950's. 22 

The Informer did not criticize the fact that this 

residential section was being built, but editorials la-

mented the fact that whites got the benefit of employment, 

and the investment opportunity for large profits was lost 

to blacks. The Informer did not excuse the black business 

leaders for lack of foresight and aggressiveness, although 

several obstacles unique to the black community were noted. 

For one thing community growth patterns established over 

21Houston Informer, October 23, 1948, p. 12; 
January 22, 1949, p. 12; July 30, 1949, p. 17. 

22Houston Informer, June 11, 1949, p. 18; Septem
ber 24, 1949, p. 17. 
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several decades were hard to break. Also, with a shortage 

of housing, landlords who owned property in the black com

munity could charge higher prices. This made demand in-

elastic, and higher prices resulted in a comparatively 

higher gross income even though the number of rental un~ts 

was minimal. In other words, to add more rental units 

would have driven rent so low that gross income would have 

gone down despite more units being rented. Furthermore, 

capital had to come from the black community since white 

lending institutions were not interested in loaning to 

blacks, generally considered a higher risk, and they had 

all the business they could handle from white customers. 

With no financial backing, black businesses had to rely on 

immediate cash turnover, and, in turn, could not serve 

customers who needed credit. Last of all, black business 

had to depend on a generally poor black community that 

23 could hardly support a large, prosperous company. 

To make sure that black customers did not forget 

their responsibilities, editorials reminded them of the 

need to buy from black entrepreneurs, or at least at a· 

store that encouraged black patronage. An interview with 

a black grocery store owner in Dallas reported that most 

grocery stores in black neighborhoods were operated by 

23 Houston Informer, October 23, 1948, p. 12; 
E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro in the United States (New 
York: Macmillan Co., 1949), p. 410. 
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persons of other races. Many did not employ black clerks 

or advertise in black newspapers, and the funds they made 

did not flow back into black communities. Therefore, it 

was imperative that blacks buy where the race as a whole 

would receive the most benefit. Roscoe Dunjee, president 

of the National Negro Business League brought this point 

out clearly when he showed that blacks controlled eleven 

billion dollars of consumer spending, and black businesses 

got only 110 million of it. 24 

To complement black buying power, black entrepre-

neurs were encouraged to provide a wider variety of goods 

and services. Even during World War II Houston blacks 

expressed optimism about the future of the black race led 

by businessmen. It was readily admitted, however, that 

black business was still in its infancy. Furthermore, the 

Depression and war years brought business growth to a 

standstill; businessmen were encouraged to be more aggres-

sive, adopt the latest methods for greater efficiency, and 

. . . 25 
provide compet~t~ve pr~ces. 

After the war, editorials concern~ng business 

progress became more frequent, although, with the emphasis 

on politics, the fervor for black enterprise did not reach 

24Houston Informer, October 2, 1943, p. 15; June 1, 
1946, p. 13. 

25Houston Informer, January 4, 1941, pp. 1, 4; 
February 14, 1942, p. 16, sec. 2. 
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the peak it had during the 1920's. Editorials stated that 

blacks needed businesses of every kind, and that anyone 

who applied himself to the study and hard work of starting 

a new business could be successful. The opening of a 

Chicago department store for blacks was an occasion to hold 

up the feasibility of such an effort for Texans, especially 
. 
~n Houston where there was the largest concentration of 

blacks in the state. Indeed, there did not appear a more 

fertile field or opportunity than the booming economy after 

World War II for blacks to make strides in establishing new 

b . 26 
us~nesses. 

Despite the potential for black business, the 

philosophy of leadership shifted emphasis to the courts 

for race progress. As the Supreme Court declared segre-

gation illegal, first in schools, and later in all areas 

of society, black leaders left behind the philosophy of 

Booker T. Washington, and took up a more militant stand 

in the tradition of w. E. B. DuBois. The next generation 

relegated business to a position of secondary importance 

since politics seemed more conducive to immediate results. 

26Houston Informer, February 28, 1948, p. 15; 
October 30, 1948, p. 21; April 21, 1945, p. 15. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE 1950'S AND 1960'S: EMPHASIS ON POLITICS 

An era climaxed in the 1950's and a new one began 

for blacks in America. Years of work on the part of the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

resulted in a key decision when the Supreme Court, in 

Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, outlawed 

school segregation. This landmark case in 1954 marked the 

beginning of the end for all legal segregation, and the 

next two decades were dedicated to making integration a 

reality throughout the U.S. In 1955 a black woman refused 

to move to the back of a bus ~n Montgomery, Alabama. After 

several months a boycott by blacks brought them equal 

recognition in public transportation, a concept that free

dom riders pushed throughout the South. The 1960's ~naugu

rated a new protest technique--the sit-in. For the next 

several years this method initiated the opening of restau

rants, shopping centers, and other merchandising estab-

lishments. 

As the emphasis on civil rights moved into the 

courtroom, black business receded from prominence. Even 

after several decades, business had not had as much impact 

71 
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as one court case, Brown vs. Board of Education, 1n pro

viding equality for the black masses. Consequently, the 

singular interest of establishing businesses and supporting 

them through consumer cooperation slackened. Furthermore, 

the emphasis on desegregation affected the black community, 

making it less homogeneous. And if blacks had given little 

attention to black-owned businesses in prior decades, after 

1950 they gave even less. The traditional areas of black 

enterprise continued, and there was some expansion into 

new areas. Both, however, were more than offset by the 

increased competition from white business. Integration, 

a two-edged sword that sliced through both the white and 

black communities, allowed whites to enter previously segre

gated parts of the black community just as blacks were doing 

on a wider and more publicized degree in the white community. 

Houston showed the effects of integration: a large number 

of small businesses developed as new opportunities arose, 

but the additional conpetition provided by white-owned 

chain stores kept businesses small. 

Typical of the white-owned chain stores, Gordon's 

Quality Jewelers purchased a store on Main Street, the 

central portion of black Houston in 1951 to cater to black 

buyers. Traditionally, jewelry was a luxury that low in

come families could not afford, but credit and volume 

merchandising provided a new market of black consumers. 

Gordon's provided low priced watches and jewelry and 
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pioneered easy credit plans so successfully that their 

store on Main Street, although the only one in the black 

section of Houston, was their seventh. Another example 

of a chain store that utilized credit was Davis Credit, a 

clothing store that stocked clothes for all ages with a 

variety of major brands available. The owner, Dave Stein-

berg, hired an all black work force, and even provided a 

convenient, free parking lot for his customers, another 

relatively uncommon service for blacks. 1 

A variety of small businesses were established 

throughout the 1950's and 1960's. Dave's Appliance store, 

owned by a black, sold appliances. The Dixon Tire Company, 

a franchise operation that offered General Tires, was 

housed in an expensive building that reflected the influ-

ence of the franchiser. Jones Store Company, a unique 

business for blacks in Houston, provided one-stop shopping 

convenience for home improvement products. The store 

stocked furniture, appliances, rugs, drapes, building 

materials, and employed salesmen who could give accurate 

advice on how their products could be used. For those 

who did not want to do it themselves, they had plumbing 

. d . h 2 
and contracting services ava1lable ay or n1g t. 

1Houston Informer, February 17, 1951, p. 1; 
December 1, 1951, p. 2. 

2Houston Informer, April 16, 1955, p. 20; 
october 6, 1956, p. 3; December 8, 1962, pp. 1, 9. 

Each 
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of these, while not owned by whites, showed the influence 

of the white merchandizing techniques. 

As in earlier decades, blacks were interested in 

establishing businesses that gained reputations for pro

viding large returns on investment, which is exactly what 

the Slim Hole Oil Drilling Company hoped. The owners of 

this company discovered oil reserves under a residential 

section of the outskirts of Houston. Drilling diagonally 

from outside the residential area was the only way to 

reach the oil, so the company solicited leases at the rate 

of $10 per lot plus one-eighth of the royalty rights for 

drilling under the resident's land. The company set up 

its headquarters in the rear of a well-known local Baptist 

church where they also held community meetings to inform 

property owners of their intentions.
3 

After a meeting 

that included the church pastor's endorsement of the com-

pany, the company was not mentioned again in the Informer. 

Another attempt to establish a big name business, 

one which did not appear nearly as suspicious as the Slim 

Hole Oil Company, was the Baker-Jones Investment Company. 

The oromoters obtained a charter that authorized them to 
• 

sell up to $500,000 in stock. They intended to provide 

general investment brokerage services in the stock market. 

3 Houston Informer, January 21, 1956, pp. 1, 8; 
February 11, 1956, p. 11. 
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This was a one-of-a-kind business for Texas blacks. 4 

An interesting enterprise in Texas' black community 

and one which appeared unlikely to succeed, especially when 

the average business did not exist past the life of its 

founder, was the Franklin Beauty School. In addition to 

providing a service that many considered a luxury in aus-

tere years, a single black woman established this company. 

Furthermore, she did so before 1920 and weathered the 

Great Depression and war years with such strength that 

the 1950's and 1960's were years of expansion. The company 

had a large school in Houston, and as late as 1951, its 

graduates enjoyed virtually the same prestige as a student 

who graduated from college. There were even baccalaureate 

services at local churches where well-known community mem-

bers addressed the students. In 1962 the School had to 

move into expanded, modern facilities to meet the demand 

in Houston. In 1964 it celebrated its fiftieth anniversary 

with an open house for the public, and a three day insti

tute that included demonstrations on hair care and beauty 

'd 5 aJ. s. 

Of course, many of the traditional areas of busi-

ness such as funeral homes and insurance companies 

4Houston Informer, February 28, 1958, pp. 1, 10; 
December 19, 1959, pp. 1, 10. 

5 Houston 'Informer, February 10, 1951, p. 2; May 
19, 1962, pp. 1, 8; May 1, 1965, p. 7. 
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continued to operate. Several new funeral homes opened 

after 1950, and the competition stiffened. There was an 

accusation that C. F. Sparks, director of Peoples Funeral 

Home in Dallas, solicited dead bodies through an agent. 

Because such an act was unprofessional and unethical, the 

State Board of Morticians suspended his license. He denied 

the charges, but regardless of his guilt or innocence, 

another mortician got the benefit of increased business. 6 

The fierce competition locally did not preclude 

funeral directors from maintaining an association for 

mutual support. The Funeral Directors Association of Texas, 

established years earlier, continued to hold annual conven-

tions after 1950. Furthermore, in 1962, Houston directors 

and embalmers were invited to reorganize the Houston Inde-

pendent Funeral Directors Association. In 1963, as a re-

sult of an apparently successful endeavor, the Houston 

association joined the Funeral Directors Association of 

Texas in hosting the convention of the National Funeral 

Directors and Mortician's Association. It met in the 

local YMCA. 7 

Associations, although fairly popular in earlier 

years, enjoyed even more growth in the 1950's. A small 

6Houston Informer, December 3, 1955, p. 1. 

7Houston Informer, April 13, 1957, p. 2; January 
27, 1962, p. 1; March 30, 1963, p. 1. 
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group of black accountants in Houston formed the Lone Star 

Association of Public Accountants to promote the study of 

ethics and practice of public accounting. They viewed 

this group as unique in Texas and hoped to expand chapters 

over the entire state. Another association, the Houston 

Real Estate Association, held an annual banquet for instal

lation of officers and met regularly throughout the year 

to enhance cooperation between members. 8 

~1any of the companies familiar to blacks in earlier 

decades endured past 1950, but the Texas-owned insurance 

companies did not last much longer. Watchtower Life In-

surance Company, with home offices in Houston, enjoyed the 

reputation as the best known black company that originated 

in Texas. The President of Watchtower, Charles A. Shaw, 

elected vice president of the National Negro Insurance 

Organization in 1951, inspired the selection of Houston 

as the convention site for 1952. That same year Watchtower 

completed a ne\v building, costing over $100,000. The 

building easily accommodated the general offices of Watch

tower on the ground floor with eight rental spaces avail

able on the second floor. By 1954 the company served 

40,000 policyholders and had paid out $500,000 since orga

nizing in the 1930's. In addition the company had invested 

more than $250,000 in real estate mortgages for black 

8Houston Informer, January 10, 1953, p. 1; February 
5, 1966, p. 1. 
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owners. Watchtower continued its successful operation 

until 1958 when the Afro-American Life Insurance Company 

from Jacksonville, Florida, purchased the stock of Watch-

tower. All assets and liabilities were assumed and all 

policies were reinsured. Watchtower ceased to exist. 9 

The other Texas-owned firm, Excelsior Life Insur-

ance Company, followed Watchtower's pattern and·timetable. 

Late in 1950, Leo L. Walker, the company's vice president, 

died. He was the internal auditor of the company, but 

more importantly, a leader in the community. He was presi-

dent of the Noon Day Luncheon Club, a member of the Pro-

gressive Voters League, and actively involved in the Negro 

Chamber of Commerce in Dallas. His death, however, did 

not destroy the company; despi·te the loss of this key 

employee, it continued to grow. On January 1, 1958, Uni-

versal Life Insurance Company bought Excelsior, and it, 

like Watchtower, no longer existed. Both companies appar-

ently sold out for financial !easons rather than internal 

. b'l't 10 1.nsta 1. 1. y. 

The other large insurance companies that had estab-

lished business in earlier years also continued to operate 

9 Houston Informer, July 7, 1951, pp. 1, 8; June 
14, 1952, pp. 1, 6; January 30, 1954, p. 15, sec. 3; May 
16, 1959, p. 10. 

10 Houston Informer, January 6, 1951, p. 1; March 
14 1 19 59 I PP • 1 0 1 2 0 • 
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after 1950. Golden State Insurance, from California, 

established offices in all the major cities of Texas. 

Atlanta Life Insurance Company, which entered Texas in 

1930, also did well ~n the state. In 1955 the company 

had a total of $165 million in insurance policies and em

ployed 1,500 persons. Each year seemed to break the pre-

vious year's sales records, especially in Houston, the 

largest of 35 regional offices in the u.s. The company, 

in turn, invested millions of its assets in Texas real 

estate. In 1966 four employees of the Houston office went 

to the National Insurance Association convention at Durham, 

North Carolina as representatives of Atlanta Life. 11 

All of the insurance companies in Texas paused for 

a moment in 1953 in honor of a patriarch of the black in-

surance industry of Texas, James B. Grigsby,who died that 

year. He had a dominant role in building black insurance 

for over half a century. He founded American Hutual Life 

Insurance Company, trained many men in the insurance field, 

including the co-founder of Golden State Insurance Company, 

William Nickerson, and generally provided leadership and 

motivation within the black business community of Texas. 

Even in the late years of his life, working as a salesman 

for Golden State, he maintained his position as a top 

11Houston Informer, July 9, 1955, p. 2; May 1, 
1965, pp. 1, 8; July 16, 1966, p. 1. 
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producer of new sales. 12 

Another patriarch of the black business community 

of Texas was Mack Hanna who first made his fortune in the 

funeral business in his home town of Port Arthur. Ulti-

rnately, he became better known for establishing Standard 

Savings and Loan Association. This was the first major 

financial institution established by blacks despite years 

of talk about the need. Hanna began his business career 

as a salesman for the Orange Casket Company in Port Arthur. 

He acquired his own business in the 1920's and was well-

known to Houston residents by the early 1930's. When 

Hanna's son, Edwin, died of appendicitis in a Port Arthur 

hospital, the news was carried on the front page of the 

Informer. In the early 1950's Hanna was appointed to the 

board of directors of Texas Southern University and served 

as president of the board.
13 

One of Hanna's major contributions came as are-

sult of his involvement with a black Houston bank. Senti-

ment for this project grew in Houston in the early 1950's. 

This was the topic of J. B. Grigsby's address to the 

Houston Business and Professional Men's Club in 1952. He 

said that blacks in the Houston area commanded $32,000,000 

12 Houston Informer, May 16, 1953, p. 1. 

13 Houston Informer, May 2, 1931, p. 1; July 29, 
1933, p. 1; March 17, 1934, p. 1; January 16, 1954, p. 2. 
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~n deposits which should be channeled back into the black 

community in the form of sound commercial and consumer 

loans. In 1953 an appointed committee of Houston Chamber 

of Commerce members made plans for establishing a bank, 

including how the capital could be raised. vfuen Mack Hanna 

participated in a business clinic at Prairie View College, 

it was announced that he was involved in starting a bank 

for Houston. Finally, Houston blacks saw the culmination 

of their dreams with the establishment of Standard Savings 

in 1958. 14 

Standard opened with 600 depositors and $528,000 

in deposits the first day, which showed a much wider sup-

port across the community than just the business sector. 

A major goal, under the leadership of bank president Hanna, 

was to make loans more easily obtainable for blacks, even 

those outside the immediate vicinity of Houston. The idea 

was that if loans were as available for blacks as for 

whites, other institutions would be forced to ease their 

restrictions about making loans to blacks. The board of 

directors of Standard declared their first dividend on 

regular passbook savings accounts after the first quarter, 

an event that drew front page attention from the Informer. 

By 1964 the annual stockholders meeting of Standard re

ported that it represented the largest black-owned 

14 
Houston Informer, February 16, 1952, pp. 1, 12; 

April 25, 1953, p. 1; April 26, 1958, pp. 1, 10. 
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financial institution in Texas, with $2,600,000 in assets. 

This included $1,800,000 in mortgages. Since Texas did 

not have a "home-owned" insurance company for blacks within 

her borders, Standard was supplying a critical need. 15 

Hanna continued to serve as president of Standard, and his 

reputation spread. In 1963 he testified before the Federal 

Home Loan Bank Board that Houston did not need another 

black savings and loan. In 1966 Hanna went to New York 

for a special meeting with the president of Gambia, West 

Africa, Kenneth Kauda. A few months prior to this meeting 

he had attended a meeting of the Economic Commission on 

Africa that included visiting six African nations to glve 

them benefit of his financial experience. 16 

It was not until 1963 that Houston got a black-

owned commercial bank. In the spring of 1963 Riverside 

National Bank announced its opening, but his opening did 

not become a reality until August. The directors and 

stockholders included local black business and profes-

sional men in a wide variety of enterprises. The presi-

dent announced an aggressive campaign to get deposits 

above $15,000,000 by the second anniversary of the bank's 

opening. Apparently Standard Savings pioneered the 

15Houston Informer, May 2, 1958, pp. 1, 10; June 
20, 1958, p. 1; January 25, 1964, p. 2. 

16
Houston Informer, July 6, 1963, p. 1; December 

3, 1966, p. 1. 
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establishment of large financial institutions because as a 

result of its 1958 success, six banks, including Liberty 

National Bank in Dallas, were opened by blacks. 17 

In an environment that encouraged individual 

leaders, Hobart Taylor emerged as the most revered in 

Houston. His name was first mentioned in the Informer ~n 

1923 when he attended a birthday party for c. F. Richardson. 

This occurred early in the business career of Taylor when 

he was a salesman for National Benefit Life Insurance Com-

pany. Three years later, he was National Benefit's leading 

salesman from the Southwest region and gained recognition 

as the winner of a trip to Chicago and the east coast. 

Soon afterward he became manager of ordinary life for South 

Texas and won another trip, this time to Philadelphia. 

About this time the Informer frequently mentioned Taylor, 

often praising his accomplishments while at Prairie View 

College: his athletic ability and his success as a student 

body leader. In 1930 he resigned his position with National 

Benefit, but did not tell anyone his future plans. Within 

a month after leaving, the owner of Watchtower Life Insur-

ance Company, T. M. Fairchild, announced that Taylor would 

18 
be the manager of the new company. 

17Houston Informer, January 12, 196~p. 8; August 17, 
1963, p. 1; July 4, 1964, pp. 1, 8; June 13, 1964, p. 1. 

18 Houston Informer, November 6, 1923, p. 1; Novem-
ber 20, 1926, p. 1; December 18, 1926, p. 1; March 8, 1930, 
p. 1; March 29, 1930, pp. 1, 4. 
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During the early 1930's Taylor began developing 

his leadership within the community and eventually proved 

to be the most important black political figure in Houston. 

He became the poll tax collector for Harris County and 

issued tax receipts and exemption certificates. In 1931 

Taylor· held the position of chief deputy poll tax collector 

for blacks in Harris County, and he attempted to make pay-

ment of the tax as convenient as possible to encourage more 

political activity among blacks. He continued in this job 

through 1933. It was not surprising that in the early 

1930's the Houston Busines Men's Club appointed Taylor to 

a committee for public benevolence. The Club's purpose 

was twofold: to raise money for the needy and locate jobs 

for the unemployed. Such a prominent man in the civic 

arenas of Houston was a natural for president of the Alumni 

and Ex-students Association of Prairie View College, which 

he became in 1930.19 

Taylor was released from Watchtower ~n the middle 

of 1934. The management explained that his services were 

too expensive, but friends of Taylor said that he was 

maneuvered out by c. A. Shaw who had influence with the 

owner and wanted to run the company alone. Taylor imme-

diately turned his full attention toward a taxi business 

19 Houston Informer, February 1, 1930, p. 4; January 
17, 1931, p. 1; January 14, 1933, p. 1; December 20, 1930, 
p. 1; May 24, 1930, p. 1. 
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'! which he and a partner, Tom Farrell, had bought during 

1933. The company prospered, and in 1936 Taylor bought 

Farrell's share of the company, renaming it H. T. Cab 

Company. He innovated the installation of telephone lines 

throughout the city so that his cabbies could call into the 

dispatcher to get their next assignment.20 H. T. Cab did 

so well that within two decades Taylor became one of the 

first black millionaires in Texas. 

With financial security established in the 1940's, 

Taylor took an active role in politics. In support of a 

candidate for Harris County sheriff, Taylor spent substan-

tial time and $10,000 of his own money with the result 

that a large block of black citizens voted for Taylor's 

candidate. This was one of the first instances where 

blacks had shown any organization at the ballot box, and 

Taylor was given the credit. He expected to wield influ-

ence with the newly elected candidate, and he hoped to 

use the organization again in the future. An article 

disparaging J. B. Grigsby enhanced his political position. 

The article accused Grigsby of saying that he could de-

liver the black vote in a Houston sheriff's election, and 

that he had attempted to sell his influence. Black voters 

were indignant. Taylor benefited because he was contrasted 

with Grigsby as an organizer who worked for a candidate, 

20Houston Informer, July 7, 1934, p. 5; November 
16, 1940, p. 6. 
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but never took any money and did not make prom1ses concern

ing black voters. 21 

Taylor appeared on the scene again 1n the late 

1940's when he protested discriminatory treatment by a 

professional baseball club, the Houston Eagles. Blacks 

were segregated in a poor section of the bleachers, forced 

to enter through a special gate toward the rear of the 

field, and not provided with any toilet facilities. After 

entering his protest at a booster club, Taylor proposed 

that blacks boycott the games until the Eagles corrected 

these problems. The practices were not changed until the 

mid 1950's; the boycott broke down after a few months. 22 

Taylor confined his actions throughout the 1950's and 

1960's primarily to civic activities, although he con-

tinued to participate in the Democratic Party and attended 

its National Convention in 1956 as one of eight delegates 

from the Houston area. In 1959, with his fortune made, 

Taylor sold a portion of his stock in H. T. Cab Company 

and consolidated with Checker Cab Company.
23 

Hobart Taylor's fame continued in his son, Hobart 

Taylor, Jr., who received L.L.B. and J.D. degrees from the 

21Houston Informer, August 31, 1946, pp. 1, 8; 
August 3, 1946, p. 1. 

22 Houston Informer, March 12, 1949, p. 1. 

23 Houston Informer, May 26, 1956, p. 1; February 
14, 1959, p. 1. 



University of Michigan. After a short law practice and 

time spent serving as a clerk for the Michigan State 

Supreme Court, he was appointed an assistant district 
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attorney in Wayne County, Michigan. Later he joined the 

staff of President Kennedy, and ultimately President 

Johnson promoted him to vice-chairman of the Committee 

on Equal Employment Opportunity.24 

As in previous decades, black businessmen combined 

social gatherings with business goals. In this line the 

Business and Professional Men's Noonday Luncheon Club, 

which was originally set up to provide a meeting time for 

the leaders of the business community, provided some of 

the most significant social occasions in Houston. All of 

the major names in the black community participated in the 

club: Hobart Taylor, Mack Hanna, J. B. Grigsby, Carter 

Wesley. The club elected officers for a one-year term, 

and each year's installation of officers included a ban-

quet with a prominent speaker. The list of guest speakers 

included Norman Houston, co-founder of Golden State Mutual 

of California, P. L. Prattis of the Pittsburgh Courier, 

John Connally, candidate for governor of Texas in 1962. 25 

24 
Houston Informer, January 27, 1951, p. 9; January 

1, 1949, p. 1; Editors of Ebony, Ebony Pictorial History of 
Black America (Chicago: Johnson Publishing Company, Inc., 
1971), Vol. III, p. 164. 

25 
Houston Informer, January 19, 1952, p. 1; January 

21, 1961, p. 1; February 10, 1962, p. 1; March 24, 1962, 
PP. 11 8 • 
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The emphasis of the club changed from business oriented 

goals to gaining civil rights for blacks in Houston: the 

topics of discussion revolved around areas of discrimination 

rather than the development of economic strength. 

One such civil rights problem arose in the summer 

of 1955. The Men's Club protested a Houston airport 

restaurant's discrimination against the Indian Ambassador: 

he and his secretary were not allowed service in the same 

section as whites. A committee of four was appointed, 

with Hobart Taylor as chairman, that personally delivered 

a protest to the mayor of Houston. The same tactic was 

used in 1957 to oppose the Texas Baseball League's practice 

of not admitting black players. This, plus the treatment 

given black patrons at the games, resulted in an attempt 

to lead the black community in a boycott of the games. 26 

The significance of these events is not the effect they 

had on the community, but rather that the Men's Club 

function was political, not business oriented. 

The other business organization that had roots in 

earlier decades was the Houston Negro Chamber of Commerce. 

Its activities were basically of three different kinds: 

membership drives, "trade week," and an annual convention. 

Membership drives became a contest to win the award of 

11 most valuable citizen of the year." The winner was the 

26 
Houston Informer, August 27, 1955, p. 12; 

February 9, 1957, p. 1; April 13, 1957, p. 1. 
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person who received the largest amount of contributions 

and enlisted the most new members. "Trade week" was a 

designated seven-day period late 1n the year when blacks 

were encouraged to support black businesses. Businessmen 

were asked to provide special serv1ces and prices during 

the week to hopefully attract a larger portion of the 

black buying public on a permanent basis. It also contin

ued to be common practice through the 1950's for preachers 

to use their influence to solicit aid from their congre

gations. Each summer the Chamber participated with other 

Chambers in Texas at a convention. These were often held 

in Houston where the faculty at Texas Southern University 

provided aid and organization. For instance, in 1954 the 

TSU faculty addressed meetings, provided specialized work

shops, and led small discussion groups for members attend

ing the convention.27 But with the new emphasis on civil 

rights, interest in the Chamber dropped after 1950. 

In 1958 the businessmen of Houston determined to 

reorgan1ze the Chamber and make it as responsive to the 

needs of the busines sector as it had been originally. 

This met with some success because at the Texas Negro 

Chamber of Commerce convention in 196-o, hosted by the 

Houston Chamber, the main speaker concentrated his comments 

on the support of black business and its importance to the 

27 
Houston Informer, August 14, 1954, p. 1. 
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general economic welfare of blacks. He also challenged 

businessmen to improve their services and make prices 

competitive. In 1963 the Houston Chamber sponsored the 

biggest social event of the year when the members landed 

Robert C. Weaver as a guest speaker at a banquet. Aa 

Housing Administrator of the U.S. Housing and Home Finance 

Administration, predecessor to the Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare, Weaver was the best known black 

bureaucrat in the nation. The public bought tickets, and 

the Chamber once again reest~blished itself in the community. 

In the fall of 1963 the Chamber moved into new quarters, 

justified by the fact that it was necessary to provide 

better service. 28 

However important the emphasis on individual 

leaders and political action for civil rights, the philo

sophical idea that the business sector could provide solu

tions to black's problems continued. A specific problem 

was providing adequate housing for blacks in Houston. In 

early 1954 a black contractor, Luther Helms, built a new 

subdivision of luxurious homes in the $12,000 to $20,000 

range. His plans included a motel and shopping center to 

finish the residential development. Housing, however, was 

a chronic problem that was in the critical stage again in 

28 
Houston Informer, April 12, 1958, p. 1; August 

13, 1960, o. 1; January 19, 1963, p. 1; April 6, 1963, 
P· 1. 
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1962 when black leaders supported public housing. Presented 

as the only way quality facilities would be available at 

prices the poor could afford, public housing offered a 

boon to integration because blacks and whites would live 

together in these housing projects. 29 Obviously, the phi

losophy of blacks expected government intervention rather 

than initiative from the private sector, whether black or 

white. Politics was the area where blacks could see tangi

ble evidence of progress. 

The employment of blacks to serve black consumers 

was another area of emphasis that waned during the 1950's. 

Nevertheless, there were a few instances where organized 

buying had some influence. When a Tennessee tavern owner 

notified his suppliers that he would no longer do business 

with them if they did not hire black employees, he made 

the news in Houston. Since his insistence was reported as 

successful, blacks in Houston were encouraged to make sure 

that black employees were represented in all areas of 

employment from milk routes to insurance salesmen. When 

the rumor surfaced that Mrs. Baird's Baking Company was 

anti-Negro, the loss of sales prompted the company to hire 

more black women in retail outlets to prove its good ·faith 

before the black community. An unofficial boycott by 

blacks of a convenience grocery store resulted in the 

29 
Houston Informer, February 20, 1954, pp. 1, 10; 

April 5, 1962, p. 2. 
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owner hiring a black clerk and withdrawing an offensive 

advertisement. A grocery chain that served a predominately 

black section of Houston broke its traditional policy of 

not employing blacks, and an Informer article encouraged 

customers to increase their patronage. 30 The potential 

impact of collective buying, however loosely, was clearly 

pointed out to Informer readers. 

The theme to "buy black" also continued, as ~n 

earlier decades, to benefit the race in general. Accord-

ing to this philosophy, the color bar would be lowered 

because black enterprise, if developed, would be able to 

meet competition by providing low prices, quality goods, 

and a variety of products. Even if individuals had to 

sacrifice immediately and pay higher prices in support of 

fledgling black businesses, it was the race that should 

take precedence over the individual for long term economic 

strength. Those who had insurance policies were encouraged 

to use black companies since the money not paid out in 

premiums would return in larger portions to black commu

nities. Many felt that it would not be easy to deny civil 

l 'd . 1 b . 31 rights to a group that had a so ~ cap1ta as1s. 

30Houston Informer, April 24, 1954, p. 12; January 
12, 1957, p. 12; September 20, 1958, p. 1; September 20, 
1958, p. 12. 

31
Houston Informer, April 28, 1951, p. 13; June 

13, 1953, p. 12; August 8, 1953, p. 12. 
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Occasionally the necessity of economic development 

was contrasted with a tendency to become dependent. An 

editorial in the mid-1950's pointed out the need to seek 

equality through the courts, but also recognized the need 

to demonstrate positive benefits to the entire economy. 

Otherwise the public would come to look upon blacks as 

"free-loaders." In an address before a group of white 

and black Houston businessmen, Frederic Morrow, business 

adviser for the Department of Commerce, said that black 

business did not face the segregation practices of earlier 

years, and had to meet the standards of other American 

enterprise. 32 In summary, blacks had to face the respon

sibilities of a capitalistic economy to enjoy the freedoms 

offered by the system, despite the fact that civil rights 

were restrained. 

32Houston Informer, October 30, 1954, p. 16; May 
21, 1955, p. 1. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

As in earlier decades, black business in Texas in 

1969 had to be viewed within the context of the nation. 

Across the U.S. there were 163 thousand black-owned busi-

nesses, which represented 1 percent of the 12 million 

total. Viewed from the standpoint of gross receipts, 

however, black-owned businesses garnered only $4.5 billion, 

or less than one-fourth of 1 percent of the total. Since 

blacks composed 11.3 percent of the population, the busi-

ness sector was only meagerly represented. Compared to 

the nation, Texas had 6.2 percent of the black population 

with 1,399,000 people. Despite a relatively high popula-

tion, Texas had an even higher percentage of the black 

firms in the U.S.: 7.8 percent. But with gross receipts 

of only $288,010,000, which was 6.4 percent of the entire 

nation, the average Texas black-owned firm had receipts 

below the national average. 1 

1 
U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of Census, 

Minority Owned Businesses: 1969, in The Setting for Black 
Business Development, by Roy F. Lee (New York: New York 
State School of Industrial and Labor Relations, 1973), p. 
118; Editors of Ebony, Ebony Handbook (Chicago: Johnson 
Publishing Co., 1974), pp. 50, 238. 
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Within the context of national and state figures, 

Houston compared favorably. In 1969, 19.3 percent of the 

Houston population was black citizens, although this com

posed 27 percent of the black population throughout Texas. 

With 4,326 black-owned businesses, the Houston city limits 

enclosed 33.9 percent of all the firms ln Texas. The 

gross receipts, however, amounted to only $83,530,000, or 

29 percent of the receipts in Texas. Thus, the increased 

concentration of black businesses in Houston, resulting in 

more competition between themselves and with white busi

nesses, drove the average gross receipts per store lower 

than the average black businesses enjoyed in Texas. 2 

The conclusion is that as of 1969, the black popu

lation had not developed a comparatively strong business 

sector, either on the national level or the state level. 

The stimulant to black business just after World War I led 

to a peak of activity in the 1920's in which black busi

nessmen considered and attempted a wide variety of large 

business enterprises. Of course, the Great Depression 

largely ended black business growth, and it did not revive 

again until after World War II. The post war period pro

vided opportunity for expansion and diversification, 

especially in the banking and insurance fields. The 

following decades, with a heavy emphasis on political 

2 
Ebony Handbook, p. 244. 
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action, race pride, and government intervention, did not 

see the actual business development that black leadership 

implied should "by rights" be forthcoming. But like so 

many "rights" created by government edict, such as the 

right to good jobs and decent housing, the reality of 

black business is that its significance extends only to 

the bounds that a capitalistic economy will allow.3 Con-

sequently the relationship between political "rights" and 

business progress bears some observation. 

In the history of blacks in America, the decades 

preceding the Civil War comprised a period of harsh racial 

oppression and, also, a period when "free persons of color" 

were slowly building businesses. Blacks operated a wide 

variety of enterprises, especially barbering, catering, 
.. 

and hairdressing, but also blacksmithing, plumbing, and 

shoemaking. During this period black newspapers and maga-

zines appeared in substantial numbers, and the number of 

black students attending colleges increased notably. But 
• 

immediately after the Civil War, when black political 

power reached levels never before seen in America, there 

was not an increase in business growth. Oppression of 

blacks grew slowly worse after the Reconstruction until, 

by 1890, they were in political obscurity and they remained 

3
The Setting for Black Business Development, pp. 

104-106; Thomas Sowell, Race and Economics (New York: 
David McKay Co., 1975), pp. 180-181. 
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obscure until Roosevelt's New Deal. During this period 

there was entrepreneurial progress, beginning with Booker 

T. Washington's de-emphasis of politics and continuing to 

the peak of development in the 1920's. Since the New Deal, 

which captured the black vote for the Democratic party, 

there has been a general increase in political strength of 

blacks in the U.S., with the small spurt of activity after 

World War II being the only significant advancement for 

business. 4 This does not prove that political strength 

and economic strength grow inversely, but it suggests 

that blacks have not developed the experience and confi

dence that would allow them to pursue business growth when 

they are able to lean on political power. 

In addition, E. Franklin Frazier noted a tendency 

in the late 1940's among black college students to avoid 

technical areas of study, such as engineering, and to stay 

in service areas such as teaching, medicine, and the 

ministry. New businesses concentrated in traditional 

areas such as undertaking, barber shops, and cleaners. 

Although this was partly due to discrimination, it was 

perhaps equally due to the blacks' lack of confidence 

that they would succeed in other areas. The failure of 

black enterprise was due to a lack of business activity 

rooted in tradition, according to Frazier, and the hope 

4 
Sowell, pp. 51-52. 



of the future was on a grass roots level in which small 

businesses would lay a broader foundation of experience 

and tradition. 5 
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Black business ~n Texas closely followed the 

national trends in both economics and politics. Of course, 

without a thriving national economy marginal businesses 

were completely unfeasible. Thus, Texas blacks were 

able to establish businesses during the 1920's and again 

after World War II, but were unable to make progress dur-

ing the depressed 1930's. In addition, Texas blacks were 

quick to follow up political opportunities and to encourage 

' 
activity that took advantage of court decisions, beginning 

in the late 1940's. Thus, the issue of school segregation 

replaced editorials pushing for more quality from black 

businesses; news of sit-ins took precedence over black 

businesses that opened. 

No matter what the actual economic impact of black 

business in Texas, the businessmen generally provided some 

stability by providing leadership for the black community. 

Organizations such as the Colored Commercial Club, the 

Negro Chamber of Commerce, and various businessmen's clubs 

not only encouraged the development of more black-owned 

businesses, but built morale in the communities by taking 

on civic responsibilities. The Business Men's Club 

5
E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro in the United 

States (New York: Macmillan Co., 1949), pp. 56, 411-412. 
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attempted to ease unemployment problems in Houston in the 

early 1930's by finding jobs for those who wanted them, 

and providing temporary financial assistance to meet imme

diate needs in destitute families. In later decades it 

was the Business and Professional Men's Club which for

mally objected to racial discrimination at professional 

baseball games and the Houston airport restaurant. Many 

of the social highlights of the year in black communities 

throughout Texas were sponsored by black businessmen's 

organizations. 

With all the notoriety and activity of organiza

tions it was certain individual black businessmen who 

perhaps inspired their communities the most. The ed~

torials of C. F. Richardson set the tone of the 1920's 

by upholding business growth as the hope of the black race. 

As the Informer expanded under the leadership of Carter 

Wesley from the early 1930's onward, its editorials in

fluenced wider numbers of blacks. The philosophy of the 

Informer represented the view of black leadership across 

the nation, but localized it to meet specific situations. 

Mack Hanna's activities in the business world were always 

reported through the Informer, and the black community 

took particular pride in Texas after he established 

Standard Savings and Loan and later gained international 

fame as a financier. And, of course, Hobart Taylor, who 

not only built a successful business in a non-traditional 
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field for blacks, but organized blacks in Houston for the 

first time, and was an important influence on blacks in 

Texas, especially in Houston. 

"Racial unity" and "strength" were catch words 

that whether used to supp9rt political or business goals, 

raised business leaders from the purely secular realm to 

the sacrosanct. They offered the answers to the economic 

problems of unemployment and low standards of living. But 

more than that, their position as leaders, if not saviours 

of the race, gave them the confidence that they understood 

and could solve the social and economic problems of the 

day. This was black business in Texas. 
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