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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 Scholars have generally neglected the combination of higher education, 

civil rights, segregation, and desegregation. Existing accounts of desegregation 

generally neglect a long-term examination of events. This thesis, then, evaluates 

how, when, and why the University of Houston (UH) began the slow process of 

debating desegregation in 1955 and further investigates the treatment of black 

students once they first enrolled in classes from 1962 to 1969. Through an 

examination of archival records, this thesis will explore how the president and 

other administrators at UH consciously excluded African-Americans and 

perpetuated “separate but equal” doctrines in order to protect its image. Even 

when enrolled, African-Americans felt unwelcomed and did not have equal access 

to campus life. In 1927, UH began as an institution open to everyone, even 

international students, except for individuals with African ancestry; and in 1969, 

although they attended UH, black Americans were still struggling to integrate UH.  
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And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a 
dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. 
 
I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning 
of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal.” 
 
I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves 
and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table 
of brotherhood. 
 
I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with 
the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed 
into an oasis of freedom and justice. 
 
I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they 
will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. 
 
I have a dream today! 
 
I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its 
governor having his lips dripping with the words of “interposition” and 
“nullification” -- one day right there in Alabama little black boys and black girls 
will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and 
brothers. 
 
I have a dream today! 
 
I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and 
mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked 
places will be made straight; “and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all 
flesh shall see it together.” 

 
-- Martin Luther King, I Have a Dream, 1963 
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BRIEF TIMELINE 

 

1927 
Houston Independent School District (HISD) creates Houston Junior 
College and Houston Colored Junior College  
 

1934 Houston Junior College becomes the University of Houston (UH) 
 

1945 UH separates from HISD and becomes a private institution 
 

1954 
The Supreme Court passes Brown v. Board and UH starts having financial 
troubles  
 

1955 UH creates a committee to study desegregation  
 

1956 
UH receives applications from African-American students and creates a 
new committee to study desegregation 
 

1957 
UH and Texas Southern University (formally Houston Colored Junior 
College) collaborate to perpetuate “separate but equal”  
 

1960 UH issues the first written order excluding African-Americans  
 

1961 UH receives notice that it will become a public institution in 1963 
 

1962 The first African-Americans enroll at UH 
 

1963 UH becomes a public institution 
 

1967 UH hires its first black faculty member 
 

1968 Lynn Eusan becomes the first African-American homecoming queen  
 

1969 
Black students issues the “Ten Black Demands,” white students attack a 
black students, black students respond  
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INTRODUCTION:  
 

“I HAVE A DREAM”: 
AFRICAN-AMERICANS AND THE UNITED STATES 

 
We believe that the pioneers who built America bequeathed to their children a 
priority right to it, the control of it, and of its future….We believe that 
ours…should remain the same kind that was “brought forth upon this continent.” 
Also, we believe that races of men are as distinct as breeds of animals; that any 
mixture between races of any great divergences is evil; that the American 
stock…has proved its value.1 
 

-- Hiram Wesley Evans, Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, 1925 
 
It’s really a wonder that I haven’t dropped all my ideals, because they seem so 
absurd and impossible to carry out. Yet I keep them, because in spite of everything 
I still believe that people are really good at heart. I simply can’t build up my 
hopes on a foundation consisting of confusion, misery, and death. I see the world 
gradually being turned into a wilderness, I hear the ever approaching thunder, 
which will destroy us too, I can feel the sufferings of millions and yet, if I look up 
into the heavens, I think that it will all come right, that this cruelty too will end, 
and that peace and tranquility will return again.2 
 

-- Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl, 1944 
 
 
Historical Overview 

Freedom and liberty, proclaimed as rights for everyone by the United 

States’s founding documents and principles, remain ideals that the government 

and its people have never fully implemented. Despite on-going resistance, this 

great paradox has continued to affect African-Americans more than any other 

                                                
1 Stanly Frost, “The Klan: Defender of Americanism,” in The Forum 74, no. 6 (1925). 
 
2 Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl (New York: Bantam Books, 1952), 263. 
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group in the United States, except for Native-Americans. The cultural, economic, 

political, and social development of the entire United States was built, maintained, 

and expanded with the exploitation of enslaved African-Americans for 246 years. 

This disparity pushed many individuals toward actively fighting for their 

inalienable rights. Even the Modern Civil Rights Movement of the 1940s, 1950s, 

and 1960s did not completely solve these problems.3  

Enslaved by Europeans beginning in the early 1400s on the Canary and 

Madeira Islands, Africans first arrived in Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619 on the 

Dutch slave ship called The White Lyon. Although various African nations had 

been enslaving each other’s people for centuries, Europeans practiced chattel 

slavery. Under chattel slavery, Africans became the property of other humans. 

Additionally, unlike slavery practiced in other countries around the world, 

Europeans and then Americans slowly made enslavement based only on race. The 

Africans who survived being kidnapped and marched across Africa, had to endure 

life in barracoons, then in the middle passage, and finally life in the so-called New 

                                                
3 Historians, of course, always debate the beginning and ending of events, and in reality, 

exact defining years can almost never be established. The Civil Rights Movement is best 
understood when scholars recognize that it was not a brief event of the 1960s exclusively for 
African-Americans. For purposes of the United States, this author holds the position that the Civil 
Rights Movement essentially began with the beginning of British colonization in the 1500s. 
Europeans uniformly sought rights for their families and friends, but these Europeans exploited 
the labor and generosity of Native-Americans and African-Americans, for example. These 
individuals always exercised their agency. The Civil Rights Movement, then, encompasses 
struggles by women, African-Americans, Native-Americans, Mexican-Americans, and many 
other minority ethnic groups who lived in British North America and then the United States. 
Although the use of “Modern Civil Rights Movement” poses its own difficulties, it does 
explicitly recognize a few important and unusually energetic years.   
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World, some four thousand miles from their home. Only 30 percent of any given 

group of Africans was still alive one year after reaching their destination in the 

Americas. When the United States abolished slavery in 1865, it was the third to 

last country to do so: Cuba abolished slavery in 1886, and Brazil abolished slavery 

in 1888.4 

Africans and African-Americans, however, invariably exercised their 

agency. That is to say, they were never docile about their positions. Through both 

small and large acts (the Stono Rebellion in 1739 and Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 

1831, for example), these Africans and African-Americans resisted their 

enslavement in order to gain degrees of freedom. Because these open rebellions 

were often deadly, African-Americans were more likely to resist their enslavement 

by purposely working slower, breaking tools, or creating fictive kin networks, to 

name just a few of the strategies they used successfully.  

                                                
4 Frequently historians, Joseph R. Colin for instance, argue that these first twenty 

Africans were indentured servants, not slaves. Considering the succeeding decades and that 
slavery was a new institution in British North America, historians know that slavery and racism in 
the 1620s, for example, were very different from slavery and racism in the 1820s. Nonetheless, as 
Ira Berlin argues, this first group of Africans arrived at Jamestown on a Dutch slave ship and 
were purchased from Dutch slave traders. Likewise, these Africans were not given indentured 
papers or “freedom dues,” if they bought their freedom. 

Both Cuba and Brazil adopted gradual abolition plans.     
Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America 

(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998), 386; Joseph R. Conlin, The 
American Past: A Survey of American History (Belmont: Thomson and Wadsworth, 2009), 82; 
Herbert S. Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 13-
15; Benjamin Woolley, Savage Kingdom: The True Story of Jamestown, 1607, and the Settlement 
of America (New York: Harper Perennial, 2007). 
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Nonetheless, throughout much of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth 

centuries the United States government and society continued to curtail the rights 

of African-Americans. After the American Revolution (1775-1783) when the 

North started to abolish slavery, the South developed proslavery arguments using 

pseudoscience and ultimately became more entrenched in the enslavement of 

Africans. After the Civil War (1861-1865), African-Americans enjoyed a brief 

period of increased freedom until the end of Reconstruction in 1877. At this point 

Black Codes and the Mississippi Plan became common throughout the South. The 

Mississippi Plan collectively refers to all methods put in place by Southerners to 

prevent African-Americans from voting.5  

As white southerners continually retracted the rights of black Americans, 

local governments and state legislatures started requiring that whites and blacks 

have separate facilities. With the abolition of slavery, segregation became 

necessary because white Americans wanted to maintain the inequalities that 

enslavement had created and maintained. Florida was the first state to legally and 

officially enact segregation in 1889. Other states followed.6   

In 1890, the Louisiana state legislature passed laws mandating segregation 

on railroad cars. Homer Plessy, a man with one-eighth black ancestry--in 

conjunction with local police, railroad officials, and other local whites and blacks-
                                                

5 David M. Oshinsky, “Worse than Slavery”: Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim Crow 
Justice (New York: Free Press Paperbacks, 1996). 

 
6 Conlin, The American Past, 542.  
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-sought to challenge the continuality of this law. On June 7, 1892, Plessy boarded 

the white section on the train, sat down, announced his mixed ancestry, refused to 

move to the black section, and was arrested--as specifically planned by local 

whites and blacks. Eventually this legal battle reached the Supreme Court in 1896 

as Plessy vs. Ferguson.7 The Court ruled that: 

A statute which implies merely a legal distinction between the white and 
colored races, a distinction which is founded in the color of the two races, 
and which must always exist so long as white men are distinguished from 
the other race by color, has no tendency to destroy the legal equality of the 
two races, or re-establish a state of involuntary servitude.8 

 

Although the Court did not specifically use the wording “separate but equal” as it 

is conceived by many, the creation and perpetuation of “separate but equal” 

resulted. Under “separate but equal” doctrines, segregation was legal as long as the 

separate white and black institutions were allegedly equal; however, they were 

rarely--if ever--actually equal. In addition to providing an impetus to all states 

throughout the North and the South to enact segregation, Plessy also furthered the 

United States’s one-drop rule, which has always been unique to the United States 

                                                
7 Robert J. Cottrol, Raymond T. Diamond, and Leland B. Ware, Brown v. Board of 

Education: Caste, Culture, and the Constitution (Lawrence, K.S.: University Press of Kansas, 
2003), 28-33.  

 
8 Contrary to common belief, the majority opinion in Plessy did not directly and 

specifically include a “separate but equal” clause. Local courts, mores, and even scholars today, 
however, have interpreted the decision to have specifically meant “separate but equal” and 
“separate but equal,” of course, became the official practice in theory, if not in reality because 
separate was never equal. 

 Plessy vs. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896) 
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when compared to other nations that have recognized mixed ancestries.9 The one-

drop rule says that any individual with any African ancestor is black. In 1899, the 

Court’s Cummings vs. County Board of Education confirmed that segregation was 

indeed also legal in educational institutions.10 

The Plessy v. Ferguson decision did not go unchallenged. African-

Americans fought it from almost the minute it was issued.11 Beginning with the 

1938 Missouri ex rel Gaines v. Canada Supreme Court decision, de jure and de 

facto segregation within institutions of higher education saw the beginning of 

Plessy v. Ferguson’s final legal dismissal.12 The groundbreaking Brown v. Board 

of Education decision in 1954 held that “in the field of public education, the 

doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place.”13 

                                                
 

9 James F. Davis, Who is Black? One Nation’s Definition (Pennsylvania, MA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991). 

  
10 Cummings v. Richmond County Board of Education, 175 U.S. 528 (1899).  
 
11 Linda Reed, “The Brown Decision: Its Long Anticipation and Lasting Influence,” The 

Journal of Southern History 70, no. 2 (2004): 337-42. 
 

12 Missouri held that Missouri could not continue giving out-of-state scholarships to 
African-Americans in order to avoid creating a black law school.  In 1950, Sweatt v. Painter 
extended this decision requiring that separate facilities actually be “separate but equal.” The 
Court ruled that the makeshift law school created in Houston, Texas, was not equal and thus, the 
University of Texas had to admit Hemon Marion Sweatt to its law school. Also in 1950, 
McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education outlawed segregation within an 
institution.  

Missouri ex rel Gaines v. Canada, 305 U.S. 337 (1938). Sweatt v. Painter, 339 U.S. 629 
(1950). McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education, 339 U.S. 637 (1950). 

 
13 Brown et al. v. Board of Education et al. I, 347 U.S. 483 (1954); Robert J. Cottrol, 

Raymond T. Diamond, and Leland B. Ware, Brown v. Board of Education: Caste, Culture, and 
the Constitution. (Lawrence: The University Press of Kansas, 2003), 190-93; Charles J. Ogletree, 
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Old Directions, New Directions 

Segregation and desegregation are only two of the legacies of slavery that 

historians study. While scholars have spent a great amount of time investigating 

segregation and desegregation in primary and secondary schools, especially the 

long-term consequences of Brown v. Board of Education, scholars have generally 

neglected extending this to college and universities. As of 2010, there were only 

eight scholarly monographs that trace the intersection of segregation, 

desegregation, civil rights, and higher education. Authors who write on this topic 

do not have many studies to draw on; therefore, contextualization and comparison 

across higher education is difficult. Likewise, well over half of these books trace 

events at the Universities of Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi where outbursts of 

violence captured the nation’s attention. These stories, therefore, are not 

representative of the entire United States because physical violence in response to 

desegregation was not the norm at colleges and universities.      

E. Culpepper Clark's The Schoolhouse Door: Segregation's Last Stand at 

the University of Alabama (1993) primarily provides a detailed and moralistic 

examination of events on June 11, 1963, when the governor of Alabama, George 

Wallace, stood in the “schoolhouse door” and symbolically blocked the admission 

                                                                                                                                            
Jr., All Deliberate Speed: Reflections on the First Half Century of Brown V. Board of Education 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2004), 128-30. 
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of African-Americans and attacked any efforts toward desegregation. Clark also 

briefly traces events leading to the June 11 incident. In We Shall Not Be Moved: 

The Desegregation of the University of Georgia (2002), Robert A. Pratt briefly 

discusses the intersection of the three individuals he describes as triumphant--

Horace Ward, Charlayne Hunter, and Hamilton Holmes--who became the first 

African-American students to attend the University of Georgia. He also argues that 

it is false to claim that Georgia desegregated without violent tensions. Amilcar 

Shabazz’s Advancing Democracy: African Americans and the Struggle for Access 

and Equality in Higher Education in Texas (2004) provides a detailed and 

insightful account of higher education and opportunity in Texas from the 1880s to 

the 1960s. He aims to expand the story of how African-Americans increasingly 

fought for equality. In her Integrating the 40 Acres: The 50-Year Struggle for 

Racial Equality at the University of Texas (2006), Dwonna Goldstone provides a 

detailed examination of how desegregation began at the University of Texas and 

how it progressed in the University of Texas’s various educational facilities, in the 

dormitories, in athletics, and in the surrounding community. Unlike the other 

monographs to this point, Goldstone also gives a brief overview of what happened 

after the 1950s and 1960s. Katherine Lopez’s Cougars of Any Color: The 

Integration of University of Houston Athletics, 1964-1968 (2008) argues that the 

University of Houston accomplished desegregation without any struggles, while 

only focusing on a few years and using a very narrow focus. Melissa Kean's 



 
 

9 

Desegregating Private Higher Education in the South: Duke, Emory, Rice, Tulane, 

and Vanderbilt (2008) is the first attempt to do a multi-university study. Unlike 

public colleges and universities, private institutions of higher education were not 

under direct federal orders to desegregate. Because of their elite status, presidents 

and administrators at these universities proceeded with more caution than public 

institutions funded largely by tax dollars. In The Price of Defiance: James 

Meredith and the Integration of Ole Miss (2009) by Charles W. Eagles provides a 

rich and detailed account of the extreme violence, including murders, that broke 

out in Mississippi. Frank Lambert’s The Battle for Ole Miss: Civil Rights v. States’ 

Rights (2009) continues this analysis with an inclusion of social history. In 

addition, Lambert contextualizes events with broader social and cultural tensions 

of the era.14  

                                                
14 Shabazz’s account has very little information on the University of Houston, the focus 

of this work, because when he conducted his research UH had yet to organize and make its 
archives public.  

E. Culpepper Clark, The Schoolhouse Door: Segregation’s Last Stand at the University of 
Alabama (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); Charles W. Eagles, The Price of Defiance: 
James Meredith and the Integration of Ole Miss (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 2009); Dwonna Goldstone, Integrating the 40 Acres: The 50-Year Struggle for Racial 
Equality at the University of Texas (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2006); Melissa 
Kean, Desegregating Private Higher Education in the South: Duke, Emory, Rice, Tulane, and 
Vanderbilt (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2008); Frank Lambert, The Battle of 
Ole Miss: Civil Rights v. States' Rights (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Katherine 
Lopez, Cougars of Any Color: The Integration of University of Houston Athletics, 1964-1968 
(Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2008); Robert A. Pratt, We Shall Not Be Moved: The 
Desegregation of the University of Georgia (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2002); 
Amilcar Shabazz, Advancing Democracy: African Americans and the Struggle for Access and 
Equality in Higher Education in Texas (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2004) 

 
 



 
 

10 

As evident, there are very few studies on higher education and 

desegregation. This thesis, “Watchful Eyes: An Examination of the Struggle for 

African-Americans to Receive Admission and Equality at the University of 

Houston, 1927-1969,” is the first part of a case study that will trace the 

intersection of higher education, desegregation, and minorities, especially African-

Americans, at the University of Houston (UH) from its creation in 1927 to the 

present.  

Starting in 1955 and continuing to 1962, UH monitored events throughout 

the nation, the South, and in Houston, Texas. Its watchful eyes sought a balance 

between what was happening throughout the United States, its image, and its 

students. UH only desegregated in 1962 because it was on the verge of 

bankruptcy, and becoming a state-supported institution a year later was the only 

solution to avoid closing. Until 1962, the University of Houston’s administration 

stalled, delayed, and resisted the entrance of African-Americans. UH admitted its 

first black student in June 1962 and hired its first black faculty member in 1967. 

Throughout the 1960s, and especially in 1969, students and the administration 

often disagreed. The administration’s first priority remained closely tied to its 

image, surrounding events, and the mores of white society. The educational and 

psychological needs of black students were not necessarily a priority of the white 

employees at UH.  
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The evidence used in this study came from the University of Houston’s 

Archives and Special Collections. A significant amount of time will focus on an 

examination of existing letters and applications from black students in the 1950s 

and 1960s. Although such use of evidence might be different, it is significant 

because existing secondary works do not always draw upon this kind of evidence, 

and these students deserve to have their voice preserved by the annals of history. 

The sheer quantity adds power in itself. Additionally, none of the applications, 

letters, or replies from administrators were typical. Each one is unique and has 

something special that will ultimately enhance the historian’s understanding of the 

era. Other primary sources used here range from press releases and newspaper 

clippings to Daily Cougar articles and Board of Regent minutes, internal memos 

and reports. 

This thesis seeks to contribute to the historiographies of Texas history, 

Houston history, Southern history, Educational history, and African-American 

history. The study is also important because previous histories of UH have gotten 

the story wrong. In his In Time: An Anecdotal History of the First Fifty Years of 

the University of Houston (1977), Patrick J. Nicholson does not make any mention 

of African-Americans or of the racial struggles that existed during his tenure. He 

served UH beginning in 1951 as a lecturer but became an administrator beginning 
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in 1956. A year later Nicholson became Vice President of University 

Development, a position he kept until his retirement in 1981.15  

“Desegregation was accomplished with little fanfare and even less trauma,” 

according to Wendy Adair and Oscar Gutierrez’s general, institutional history, 

Our Time: Celebrating 75 Years of Learning and Leading (2001).16 Although their 

purpose is obviously not celebrating the University of Houston’s past racial 

struggles, what they do incorporate is problematic and thus, continues the 

University of Houston’s tradition of not discussing its discriminatory past. UH, 

indeed, accomplished desegregation and eventually integration with great trauma. 

Adair and Gutierrez even incorrectly state that UH desegregated in 1961.  

In Katherine Lopez’s 2007 dissertation turned monograph, as already 

briefly mentioned above, she focuses specifically on the desegregation of athletics 

at UH from 1964 to 1968. On the note of general desegregation at UH, she writes, 

for example, “The University of Houston was finally integrated because it was the 

correct moral choice,” and “[u]nlike those motivated to integrate by economic or 

legal factors, [Philip G.] Hoffman acted on his conscience and because of that 

deserves history’s praise.”17  

                                                
 
15 Patrick J. Nicholson, In Time: An Anecdotal History of the First Fifty Years of the 

University of Houston (Houston, Texas: Pacesetter Press, 1977). 
  
16 Wendy Adair and Oscar Gutiérrez, Our Time; Celebrating 75 Years of Learning and 

Leading (Virginia Beach: The Donning Company Publishers, 2001), 48. 
 
17 Katherine Lopez, Cougars of Any Color: The Integration of University of Houston 
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The information in this examination reveals a different version of events 

that, ultimately, makes the University of Houston’s history rich and unique.18  

Unlike the Universities of Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, and Texas, for example, 

the University of Houston ultimately desegregated without physical confrontation 

or violence, judicial order, or significant pressure from the press but because of its 

financial crisis. In 1964, UH took a surprising lead by desegregating athletics. And 

                                                                                                                                            
Athletics, 1964-1968 (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2008), 24. McFarland 
& Company, Inc. is not an academic, peer-reviewed press.   

 
18 While studying the University of Houston and its history, it is absolutely essential to 

remember that Texas, like Alabama, Mississippi, or South Carolina, is a Southern state. Society 
and historians alike have all too frequently studied Texas as a Western state, ignoring a 
significant part of its history. For this reason, historians frequently do not look at Texas for 
information about the struggle for civil rights or enslavement or they downplay these essential 
events; therefore, this work also seeks to push Texas more toward a Southern paradigm.  

In their past, for example, Texans kept African-Americans as enslaved chattel, fought 
both the Texas Revolution (1835-1836) and the Civil War (1861-1865) to maintain this property, 
and prohibited non-enslaved and non-white peoples from residing in the state under its first 
Constitution. Texas, therefore, behaved as a Southern state.  

During the Modern Civil Rights Movement, at least two important cases originated in 
Texas. Smith v. Allwright (1944) outlawed the white primary. Sweatt v. Painter (1950) 
desegregated the University of Texas’s law school, providing one more legal precedent toward 
the landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954.   

Likewise, Texas had protests and demonstrations by people who advocated rights for 
African-Americans and people who wanted to maintain a segregated society. Although frequently 
uprisings and/or desegregation/integration in Texas did not involve physical violence or deaths as 
happened in Mississippi, for example, these events are equally important. One violent incident, 
the Mansfield School Desegregation Incident, actually inspired events in 1957 involving the so-
called “Little Rock Nine.” The local school board in Mansfield, Texas, responded to requests by 
the National Association of the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and orders by federal 
courts and planned to desegregate on August 30 and 31, 1956. This did not happen because 300 
angry whites blocked and did not allow black students access to their school. Moreover, Governor 
Allan Shivers and the Texas Rangers supported this protest. Mansfield schools did not 
desegregate until 1965.  

David G. McComb even suggests that the University of Houston’s sponsorship of the 
Frontier Fiesta throughout the 1940s and 1950s contributed to why Houstonians saw themselves 
as “Western” even though history does not support such a claim.  

George Green, “Mansfield School Desegregation Incident,” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/MM/jcm2.html (accessed February 6, 2010); 
David G. McComb, Houston: A History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 186. 
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in 2008 and 2009, UH ranked as the second most diverse public research 

university in the nation.19  

Finally, a few notes on terminology must be established. I will use “black” 

and “African-American” to describe people who have been historically called such 

by society. Dated and/or racist diction will occasionally appear in quotations as 

used by its original author(s) when it reveals a deeper understanding of the topics 

under study. “Negro” and “negro” are frequently present in these primary 

documents from the 1950s and 1960s. When possible “ethnicity” will be used in 

place of “race” because “race” is nothing more than a social construction that 

varies according to time and place. Additionally, there are not any scientific 

examinations or measurements that can “test” one’s “race” according to any 

contemporary definitions or evidence. Lastly, this work hopes to establish a 

distinction between “desegregation” and “integration.” Desegregation simply 

refers to the point at which an institution has opened the door to at least one 

African-American. It is a beginning, not an end. Integration, on the other hand, 

refers to when people of any ancestry are welcome and interact in a relatively 

equal atmosphere.        

                                                
 

19 “Which Colleges Have the Most Student Diversity?,” 
http://www.usnews.com/blogs/college-rankings-blog/2009/08/27/which-colleges-have-the-most-
student-diversity.html (accessed October 10, 2009); “Best Colleges: Racial Diversity: National 
Universities,” http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-colleges/national-campus-
ethnic-diversity (accessed October 10, 2009); “Facts and Figures,” http://uh.edu/about/uh-
glance/facts-figures/index.php (accessed September 6, 2009).  
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 Chapter One, “‘The Problem of the Twentieth Century is the Problem of 

the Color Line’: African-Americans at the University of Houston, 1927-1956,” 

begins with a brief history of UH and its sister campus, Texas Southern University 

(TSU), from their creation in 1927. This chapter argues that campus officials 

perpetuated inequality in the face of Brown v. Board of Education (1954), rising 

numbers of applications from black students, and through its committees designed 

to study the problems at hand. Beginning in 1955, if only behind the scenes, UH 

was ripe with tension and action, including a short-lived order to desegregate.  

 Chapter Two, “‘Ku Klux, Ku Klux, Fight, Fight, Fight!’: Continuous 

Stalling at the University of Houston, 1957-1959,” traces the rest of the 1950s. 

Throughout the Modern Civil Rights Movement generally and calls for 

desegregation and integration specifically, the United States as a nation waited and 

watched as the first schools actually tried to or began desegregating their 

campuses. In some instances, the Southern white population reacted by lashing 

out. Nothing happened at UH from 1957 to 1959 toward a solution that would 

provide equality for everyone, regardless of the color of his or her skin.   

 Chapter Three, “‘Free at Last, Free at Last / I Thank God I’m Free at Last’: 

Years of Change at the University of Houston, 1960-1969” explains how the 

1960s represent a decade of change from a new president to becoming an 

institution supported by state taxes and finally admitting its first African-American 

students.  
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 Chapter Four, “‘Our Endurance is Exhausted’: Tensions Explode at the 

University of Houston, 1969,” demonstrates that the entry of black students in 

1962 and 1963 did not mean that African-American students automatically had 

equality, and it did not mean that UH had integrated. In 1969, the “Ten Black 

Demands” were issued, eventually resulting in violence. African-Americans did 

not stop fighting for equality and access. African-Americans continued to struggle 

for equality at the University of Houston. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

“THE PROBLEM OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY IS THE PROBLEM 
OF THE COLOR LINE” 20: 

AFRICAN-AMERICANS AND THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON, 
1927-1956 

 
 
I recommend that the University of Houston continue its study on the subject, 
following the same policies we have observed in the past. If and when Houston 
becomes integrated, it is not my belief that the University should be the first to do 
so. This matter is not for publication.21 
 

-- General A. D. Bruce, The University of Houston, 1956 
 
 
Introduction 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954) was only one of more than twenty 

rulings handed down by the Supreme Court beginning in 1935 that worked toward 

overturning de jure and de facto segregation throughout the United States as 

established in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).22 Justices ruling in Brown, the most 

                                                
20 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicano: A. C. McClurg & Co., 1907), vii. 
  
21 “Excerpts from the Minutes of the Executive Session of the Board of Regents of the 

University of Houston on June 12, 1956,” Box 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, 
University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 

 
22 This is not, however, to say that Brown v. Board overturned Plessy v. Ferguson, as is 

commonly held. Specifically, Brown overturned the Court’s Cumming v. Richmond County Board 
of Education (1899). This case upheld the “separate but equal” doctrine and applied it to 
educational settings. Considering the historiography of Brown’s consequences, the distinction is 
significant. Frequently, people hold Brown to unreasonable expectations. On another note, Brown 
neither specifically applied to public transportation, nor to colleges and universities, as discussed 
in this chapter. The University of Houston, however, responded to the Brown ruling.  

Some of the cases preceding Brown include: Missouri ex rel Gaines v. Canada (1938) 
said that if a state offers a white school, it must also offer a black school. Mills v. Board of 
Education of Anne Arundel County (1939) outlawed using race as the determination for a 
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important of their rulings, said, “We conclude that in the field of public education 

the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are 

inherently unequal.”23 Not unexpectedly, individuals and groups throughout the 

nation had strong reactions to this decision, which challenged existing cultural 

mores. One day after the Brown decision, for example, South Carolina’s Florence 

Morning News announced, “HIGH COURT BARS SEGREGATION: Lengthy 

Delay Still Likely.” In addition, below the headline editors placed a picture 

showing a group of white students and a white teacher with the caption, “Court’s 

Order Would End This.”  

African-Americans, on the other hand, celebrated. They also recognized the 

fight had just begun and continued their grassroots movements and demands for 

equality.24  As W.E.B. Du Bois stated, “the problem of the Twentieth Century is 

                                                                                                                                            
teacher’s salary. Mitchell v. U.S. (1941) outlawed segregation on trains traveling between more 
than one state. Smith v. Allwright (1944) outlawed the all white primary. Morgan v. 
Commonwealth of Virginia (1946) outlawed interstate segregation on buses. Sweatt v. Painter 
(1950) ultimately outlawed segregation in graduate schools. McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents 
for Higher Education (1950) outlawed segregation within an institution.     

Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896); Cumming v. Richmond County Board of 
Education, 175 U.S. 528 (1899); Missouri ex rel Gaines v. Canada, 305 U.S. 337 (1938); Mills v. 
Board of Education of Anne Arundel County, 30 F. Supp. 245 (1939); Mitchell v. U.S., 313 U.S. 
80 (1941); Smith v. Allwright, 321 U.S. 666 (1944); Morgan v. Commonwealth of Virginia, 328 
U.S. 373 (1946); Sweatt v. Painter, 339 U.S. 629 (1950); McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents 
for Higher Education, 339 U.S. 637 (1950); and Brown et al. v. Board of Education et al. I, 347 
U.S. 483 (1954). 
 

23 Brown et al. v. Board of Education et al. I, 347 U.S. 483 (1954). 
 
24 National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, “The Atlanta 

Declaration,” in The Eyes on The Prize Civil Rights Reader: Documents, Speeches, and Firsthand 
Accounts from the Black Struggle for Freedom, eds., Clayborne Carson, et al. (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1987), 82. 
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the problem of the color line.” Throughout the 1900s, African-Americans 

continually fought against racist policies.  

 

Establishing the University of Houston 

 Like other institutions throughout the entire United States, the University of 

Houston (UH) was open to everyone except black individuals.25 In contrast to 

other institutions of the early- and mid-twentieth century that did not always 

welcome female students and certainly not female professors, UH had female 

students and female professors since its beginning in 1927. For example, the 

University of North Carolina refused to admit Pauli Murray because of her race, 

and Harvard also refused to admit her but because of her sex.26 Although some of 

these female professors at UH held what some people might consider stereotypical 

positions, such as “Instructor of Beauty and Charm,” Mildred Sullivan was a 

female professor of mathematics, a stereotypically male position, in 1935.27 

                                                
25 In his A History of American Higher Education (2004), John R. Thelin argues, “racial 

exclusion in higher education was a national rather than a regional phenomenon.” Colleges and 
universities throughout the nation, in the North, South, and West, refused to admit black 
individuals or greatly curtained their freedom of movement and opportunity. For example, 
Antioch University of Ohio a so-called progressive school refused to enroll African-Americans. 
Likewise, Jesse Owens of the Ohio State University had to live off campus because of racially 
discriminating dorm policies, and he only received a small scholarship.   

John R. Thelin, A History of American Higher Education (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2004), 233.  

 
26 Clayborne Carson, Emma J. Lapsansky-Werner, and Gary B. Nash, The Struggle for 

Freedom: A History of African Americans (New York: Pearson, 2007), 405.  
 
27 Houstonian, 1935, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 

Houston Libraries.   
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While women as a group always received admission and international 

students usually received admission, UH specifically began as an institution that 

remained closed to African-American students and instructors. Administrators 

carefully and continually monitored the situation, but ultimately perpetuated 

inequality throughout the 1950s, while also watching their image or how the 

community viewed them.  

Originally created during a local economic boom as Houston Junior 

College in 1927 by the Houston Independent School District (HISD) under the 

leadership of E. E. Oberholtzer, UH began in 1934 with the purpose of increasing 

the opportunities Houstonians and other Texans living in nearby cities had to 

obtain college degrees without having to relocate. Administrators at UH had less 

difficulty excluding African-Americans than other institutions of higher education 

in the South because HISD actually created two colleges at the same time. They 

also established Houston Colored Junior College at the same time as Houston 

Junior College.  Houston Colored Junior College eventually became Texas 

Southern University (TSU) in 1951 after several name changes. Although 

available documentation does not clearly illustrate the relationship, some of the 

University of Houston’s officials had occasional administrative and/or teaching 

responsibilities at their neighboring institution. Anecdotal evidence even holds that 

Houston College for Negroes, formerly Houston Colored Junior College, was 

                                                                                                                                            
 



 
 

21 

originally going to be located on a portion of the permanent University of Houston 

campus established in 1937 with donations from Houston’s wealthy families.28 

Tradition further holds that Hugh Roy (H. R.) Cullen, the University of Houston’s 

most noteworthy and generous philanthropist, was a racist who never wanted 

African-Americans to attend UH. In order to maintain segregation, he donated 

land a block away for the University of Houston’s sister college, TSU. 29 The 

University of Houston, therefore, used the continued development of TSU from 

1927 to maintain and continue segregation and discrimination against African-

Americans. The presence of TSU became especially important as it and UH often 

had “separate but equal” courses. Hopes of maintaining “separate but equal” 

continued after Brown v. Board of Education and well into the 1960s.30       

                                                
28 “The University of Houston, 1950,” Box 20, Folder 15, Professor Patrick J. Nicholson 

Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries. 

 
29 Bobby Marlin, formerly of the University of Houston’s Special Collections, shared this 

information with me between July and December 2009.  
On another note, Katherine Lopez’s work incorrectly quotes Cullen as having said, “No 

nigger will ever set foot on this campus.” Lopez cites Elvin Hayes’s autobiography for this 
information. In his work, Hayes says, “So I headed for the University of Houston where--just five 
years earlier--one on the cofounders had said, ‘No nigger will ever set foot on this campus’.” We 
do not know, therefore, who Hayes is referring to, and it is not conventional practice for a 
historian to attribute a direct quote to someone based on a secondary source, especially on a topic 
of this nature. 

Elvin Hayes and Bill Gilbert, They Call Me the Big E: The Elvin Hayes Story 
(Englewood Cliffs, Prentice-Hall, 1978), 33; Katherine Lopez, Cougars of Any Color: The 
Integration of University of Houston Athletics, 1964-1968 (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, 
Inc., 2008), 11, 184. 

 
30 Although the Cullen Foundation denies having any archival records on Cullen, they did 

supply a list of its donations. To date, the Cullen Foundation has donated over seventy million 
dollars primarily to the University of Houston, but some of these funds have gone to the 
University of Houston Clear Lake, the University of Houston Downtown, or to the University of 
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Maintaining the Status Quo  

Although the University of Houston did not admit African-American 

students until 1962 and did not hire an African-American professor for five 

additional years, ironically or perhaps expected, the institution did employee some 

African-Americans in service positions. The existence of these employees proves 

that segregation per se was not the issue; African-Americans trying to move 

beyond their place, on the other hand, was the issue and was absolutely forbidden. 

Written laws and unwritten cultural mores throughout the nation, not just in the 

South, forbade or greatly curtailed the contact blacks and whites could have with 

each other. In other words, for example, the “color line” existed inside UH. A 

Board report from October 1969, further said that “The University of Houston has 

always had minority employees outside the faculty; the number and relative 

responsibility of these men and women has grown over the years.”31  

                                                                                                                                            
Houston Victoria. Sue A. Alexander, e-mail message to author, October 1, 2009; Rita Crabbe, 
Hugh Roy Cullen, Handbook of Texas 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/fcu6.html (accessed February 20, 2010); 
Joseph C. Graf, “Cullen Foundation,” Handbook of Texas 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/vrc2.html (accessed November 29, 
2009); Cary D. Wintz, “Texas Southern University,” Handbook of Texas 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/ online/articles/TT/kct27.html (accessed November 29, 
2009) 

 
31 “Summary Statement RE: Desegregating the University of Houston,” Box 29, Folder 

19, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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Segregation became so entrenched throughout the South that “it became 

virtually illegal for blacks to be in the same room as whites except as servants or 

customers in white-owned stores.”32 Records specifically indicate that there were 

at least two African-Americans employed in October 1944, a bus driver and a 

maid--albeit these were stereotypical positions and may well have been the main 

or only types of positions available to black individuals. Additionally, if there 

were two black employees, there were likely many more, but documentation is not 

available to verify this hypothesis. That UH had black employees is not to say that 

they received equal treatment. For example, this black maid discovered and 

returned a wallet. When Walter Kemmerer, Senior Vice President for Academic 

Affairs, returned it to its owner, he suggested someone, the maid, might have 

tampered with its contents. Did they treat this black maid, with suspicion, like the 

wallet? Why did a high-ranking administrator rather than a secretary handle this 

seemingly small and everyday matter? As they did with African-American student 

applicants, the University of Houston’s administrators specifically handled what 

would normally be regarded as commonplace situations when they involved a 

black individual. Interestingly, we do not know the names or identities of these 

African-American workers outside of their job titles and their ethnicity.33  

                                                
32 John Beck, Wendy Frandsen, and Aaron Randall, Southern Culture: An Introduction 

(Durham: Carolina Academic Press, 2007), 157.  
 
33 S.B. Burke to Dr. Kemmerer on October 9, 1944; Dr. Kemmerer to Mr. Gleen Brewer 

on October 11, 1944; Mr. Gleen Brewer to Dr. Kemmerer on October 28, 1944, Box 28, Folder 
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When it came to African-Americans, University of Houston officials 

perpetuated inequality and hoped to continue existing apartheid conditions. 

Responding to Brown v. Board of Education’s call for erasing the color line, 

African-Americans seeking to take courses for professional development or 

personal enrichment continually applied at UH, beginning in at least 1956. 

Frequently, TSU did not offer courses in the areas these African-American 

students wished to study; and in many cases, these desired courses, especially 

optometry courses, were not offered at other colleges throughout the South. 

Conditions, therefore, forced UH to be concerned and to consider if it would be in 

violation of “separate but equal” mores by not admitting African-Americans. 

Rather than comply with the Court’s rulings, establishments throughout the nation, 

including UH, chose to continue stalling. Even embarrassing press coverage and 

threats of lawsuits would not change the University of Houston’s policy in regard 

to its grip on segregation.  

To begin, UH not only delayed action, but when it came to African-

Americans the University of Houston’s leading officials followed Jim Crow, not 

its official written policies for everyone. This practice, however, was not unique to 

UH. The University of Houston’s official charter of 1934, for example, stated: 

We believe that the responsibilities of the UNIVERSITY OF 
HOUSTON, shared with the citizens of the community, are: 

                                                                                                                                            
29, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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1. To provide an educational program which will serve public welfare 
constructively. 

2. To cultivate within individuals a better understanding of the richness 
of our physical, social, and spiritual inheritance, to the end that 
more intelligent leadership and co-operative effort may be 
assured. 

3. To promote greater individual self-realization and personal 
satisfaction through a better adjustment of the individual to his 
work in some worthy service for the betterment of society. 

4. To assist modern industry in obtaining more intelligent leaders and 
workers. 

5. To encourage the constructive use of leisure time. 
6. To promulgate social integration through openminded inquiry and 

public discussion in order to prevent or to overcome apathy, 
prejudice, and selfish aggrandizement.34     

 

The exclusion of African-Americans, then, was so ingrained in the historical 

unconsciousness of individuals throughout the North and South that the 

forbiddance of African-Americans was frequently not an official, written policy.35 

Unlike historical memory, historical unconsciousness refers to the hidden or 

indirect layers of meaning; historical unconsciousness is something of an umbrella 

term for all of the cultural identities and constructions of any given society that are 

not directly acknowledgeable, definable, inheritable, or tangible.36 Not making 

                                                
34 “The University of Houston: A Brief Statement of Policy, Scope and Future Plans” in 

June 1934, Box 20, Folder 13, Professor Patrick J. Nicholson Papers, 1933-1979, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.  

 
35 Thelin also addresses this issue. He says, “although racial exclusion was a matter of 

both law and custom at state universities in the South, its expression was often implicit.” At 
Louisiana State University the only official and stated admission requirement was having 
graduated from an accredited high school.   

Thelin, A History of American Higher Education, 232-33.  
 
36 Timothy J. Zeddies, “Behind, Beneath, Above, and Beyond: The Historical 

Unconscious,” Journal of The American Academy of Psychoanalysis 30, no. 2 (2002): 211-29 
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segregation an official policy likely made it much harder to fight because it did not 

officially exist.  

Furthermore, all of the University of Houston’s other mission statements, 

lists of accomplishments, and outlines of goals were all-inclusive without regard to 

any individual differences. In writing, UH said it served all citizens and had high 

admission requirements to benefit all qualified students.37 Unconsciously, of 

course, these written aims did not apply to individuals who were born with what 

many white individuals considered the “wrong” skin color. Official written 

policies did not exclude African-Americans. Simply, while UH, of course, 

consciously denied admission to African-Americans, it unconsciously did not 

exclude them in official public policy because administrators, faculty, staff, 

students, and the public assumed that such exclusion was normal and natural. On 

another note, UH did not include anything about African-Americans generally or 

anything about slavery specifically in its official syllabus and curriculum guide for 

the freshmen survey courses in United States history in 1951.38 Omission, then, is 

at least the equivalent of denial—denial of the United States’s long mistreatment 

                                                
 
37 “Objectives of the University of Houston,” Box 20, Folder 20, President’s Office 

Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries. 

 
38 “American history syllabus and related problems: student guide for History, 135-136,” 

Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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of African-Americans. It is not known when this policy was revised, but in 2010, 

every syllabus for the survey course included slavery.39 

Because UH operated as a private institution from 1945 to 1963, it was not 

required to keep all of its records documenting Jim Crow’s slow demise or 

anything else for that matter. For unexplained reasons, records prior to 1945, even 

though Houston Junior College/University of Houston was public, are 

unavailable.40 Extant evidence exhibits some gaps; however, considering the long-

term recording-keeping policies of UH, researchers are fortunate to have so much 

material left to review.  

UH clearly knew what was happening throughout the nation, in Texas, and 

in Houston concerning desegregation. Likewise, it knew the then-contemporary 

rights of African-Americans. We know that UH tracked events involving African-

Americans and their civil rights because someone kept clippings of relevant 

articles. Yet, administrators continued to resist any notions of change and 

ultimately continued stalling. These clippings, presented here, suggest that 

desegregation was inevitable throughout the South and that some schools, such as 

                                                
39 Department of History, University of Houston, 

http://www.class.uh.edu/hist/undergrad_course.asp (accessed February 20, 2010).  
 
40 Prior to 1945, UH was a public institution under the authority of the HISD. If these 

records exist, the University of Houston does not have them. Theoretically, HISD is supposed to 
have these records; however, they do not claim to have anything on the University of Houston 
except for one old student catalog from when UH was exclusively a community college. 
Additionally, Marlin reported that HISD has always said they do not have archive sources on the 
University of Houston’s early days. Louise A. Johnson, e-mail message to author, September 15, 
2009; Kerry Reynolds, e-mail message to author, September 15, 2009; Louise A. Johnson, e-mail 
message to author, September 21, 2009.   
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the University of Texas, challenged the constitutionality of not having 

segregation.41 (The state of Texas created the University of Texas in 1839, a 

southern university, specifically as an institution closed to non-whites as per 

constitutional amendment.42) An article on July 28, 1956, announced that the 

University of Texas would be enrolling 104 black students that fall.43 Three days 

later, an article in the Houston Post proclaimed that courts ordered the Lamar 

Institute of Technology (Lamar University) to admit African-American students. 

Someone attached a memo to this article addressed to General A. D. Bruce, 

president of UH, saying, “One thing I fear: Court action would force us to take 

undergraduates in unlimited numbers.”44 This, of course, meant unlimited numbers 

                                                
 

41 “Times Study in South Finds Desegregation Is Inevitable,” New York Times, undated; 
“U.T. Desegregation Fight Before Court,” undated, Box 29, Folder 17, President’s Office 
Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries. 

 
42 Peter Wallenstein makes a distinction not always recognized. Some institutions only 

admitted white people, excluding African-Americans, Mexican-Americans, and any other ethnic 
group. Other institutions admitted everyone who was non-black. UH originally admitted everyone 
who was not black; UT originally admitted only those it considered white.  

Wallenstein also makes the interesting argument that segregation and higher education 
were very different because both originated in the 1880s and 1890s.  

Peter Wallenstein, ed., Higher Education and the Civil Rights Movement: White 
Supremacy, Black Southerners, and College Campuses (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 
2008), 4-7.    

 
43 “104 Negroes Expected to Enroll at UT,” The Houston Post July 28, 1956, Box 29, 

Folders 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special 
Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
 

44 General A. D. Bruce served as the University of Houston’s president from 1954-1956 
and chancellor from 1956-1961. Prior to this term he severed in World War I (1914-1918), World 
War II (1939-1945), and he Korean War (1950-1953). He only ever had a basic four-year degree. 
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of black students. An article in 1956 announced that the Texas chapter of the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) had 

targeted UH and HISD for lawsuits.45 Clearly, these University of Houston 

officials were fighting for the continuation of segregation because they feared 

change and did not believe African-Americans were equal. The University did not 

block all social and political minority students, including those students from 

outside the United States and women. Only African-Americans were excluded. At 

this point, evidence from the 1950s does not specifically speak to University of 

Houston’s attitude toward Mexican-American or Native-American students. We 

do know that they were admitted without the numerous dilemmas African-

Americans faced.46  

Although many in the twenty-first century frequently assume Brown 

immediately applied to all public places, this was not the case. The High Court 

directly ordered the desegregation of institutions of higher learning in Frasier v. 

                                                                                                                                            
 Unsigned memo to President Bruce on August 2, 1956, Box 29, Folders 29, Folder 17, 

President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries.  

 
45 “Big-Scale NAACP Lawsuit Program in 1956 Revealed: UH, Other Schools on Slate” 

in Houston Post, undated, Box 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
 

46 Cougars of Any Color incorrectly states that the University of Houston’s “desire to 
educate did not extend to the minority populations of Houston.” Women, international students, 
and other social and political minorities were an important part of the study body since HISD 
created UH in the late 1920s. 

Lopez, Cougars of Any Color, 11.  
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Board of Trustees of the University of North Carolina on March 5, 1956.47 UH, 

likewise, was fully aware of this case, and for a short time, Frasier created 

momentum toward desegregating in the fall of 1956.48 This new decision 

immediately prompted Bruce to expedite reports from the committee studying 

problems related to desegregation that was established in August 1955, shortly 

after the Brown v. Board of Education ruling. Furthermore, when Bruce spoke to 

the Houston Chronicle he did not comment except to say that UH was studying the 

current problem of segregation and desegregation and was not in legal violation 

because the state funding it received went directly to students.49   

On the other hand, some colleges and universities throughout the South 

were slightly ahead of the times. In 1948, Silas Hunt became the first black 

American to enroll at the University of Arkansas, a historically white college, as a 

law student. Later that year, Edith Mae Irby also received admission to the 

                                                
 
47 Frasier v. Board of Trustees of the University of North Carolina, 350 U.S. 979 (1956). 
 
48 “Anti-Segregation Decision Is Extended to Universities,” Houston Post, March 6, 

1956, Box 29, Folders 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 

 
49 Technically, UH operated as two colleges at once from 1934 to 1963. The freshmen 

and sophomore levels of education were part of a separate college than junior and senior levels. 
By means of the state, students at the freshmen and sophomore levels received rebates applied 
directly to their tuition; therefore, UH was already in part a public institution, but everyone 
considered it a private university. Regardless, this could easily represent a creative legal 
maneuver to maintain existing social structures.  

President A. D. Bruce to Members of the Board of Regents on March 8, 1956, Box 29, 
Folder 17; President A. D. Bruce to Clanton W. Williams on February 27, 1956, Box 29, Folder 
27, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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University of Arkansas as a medical student. Responding to the state’s written 

laws, the school’s authorities dictated that she must have her own restroom and 

dining area. Because she was the only black student and had these quiet facilities 

all to herself, white students quietly and quickly joined her, without any 

intervention from the administration and without violence. Upon desegregation, 

violence, in fact, only had a noticeable effect at three institutions of higher 

education: Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia.50  

 

The “Problem” of African-Americans 

UH, however, did begin discussing university desegregation before the 

Supreme Court delivered its opinion in Frasier. On August 31, 1955, General and 

President Bruce created a small committee to study how and if UH should react to 

recent desegregation events around the nation because local African-American 

organizations were approaching UH. This committee consisted of D. R. 

MacLaury, Ramon Vitulli (registrar), and Clanton Ware Williams (vice president 

until December 1956 then president until 1961). Everyone on this committee, as 

the report carefully points out, was a white southerner. It was as if they thought a 

committee of southerners would surely maintain segregation and the white status 

                                                
 
50 Peter Wallenstein, “Black Southerners and Nonblack Universities: The Process of 

Desegregating Southern Higher Education, 1935-1965” in Higher Education, 24. 



 
 

32 

quo. Throughout this new struggle they evaluated the proper procedure for 

handling black applications, and Williams was the official go-to person.51  

On February 27, 1956, this committee delivered its first report addressing 

UH and desegregation. This report is one of the first that dealt with issues of 

segregation. Additionally, it established two fundamental aspects of the University 

of Houston’s unofficial practices. First, the University of Houston wanted African-

Americans to remain in what it determined to be their socially predetermined 

place. When noting that at least forty blacks had made contact with UH, Williams 

stated as follows: “some simply asked for catalogs; others asked whether or not 

Negroes are admitted. A few actually sought admission.”52 In light of the entire 

memo and as will be argued based on many archival documents, Williams’s 

choice of the words “actually sought” indicated that he viewed this additional 

request as an extremely urgent and unusual situation with black applicants 

stepping beyond what was socially acceptable.  

In the existing archival documents a student would occasionally write 

asking for a catalog; the registrar or someone would reply enclosing the requested 

information; the student would write back expressing thanks, further interest, and 

                                                
 
51 Clanton Ware Williams, a southerner, attended the University of Alabama and later 

returned there to teach for over twenty-five years. He received his doctorate in History from 
Vanderbilt University, and served in the army. From January 1955 to December 1956, Williams 
was the vice-president for academic affairs at UH From December 1956 to September 1961, 
Williams was president.   

 
52 Ibid.  
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revealing that he or she was black; and then an administrator, almost always 

Williams, would respond indicating that UH had never admitted an African-

American student. For example, on June 28, 1956, veteran Sawyer Bynam, III. 

wrote UH with one simply request, admission. Assistant Registrar James A. Allen 

replied in early July extending a warm welcome, including all of the information 

Bynam requested. The situation changed, however, when UH received his 

application on July 20 because Bynam’s response to “What is your race and 

color?” did not meet the unwritten admission requirement that excluded African-

Americans.53 Vice President Williams began overseeing the situation. On July 24, 

only four days later, Williams wrote Bynam: 

To date no Negro has been admitted to the University of Houston. The 
matter of such admissions is under serious study. When a final decision has 
been reached, you will doubtless see press notices as to how integration 
will be approached. My guess is that integration at the graduate level would 
be preliminary to admission of undergraduate Negro students.54   

 

                                                
53 Although not directly relevant, in an interesting and obvious response to the Cold War 

(1945-1991) context, the University of Houston’s application required applicants to pledge their 
loyalty to the United States. Applicants swore they believed in the Constitution, the principles of 
democracy, and that they had never been affiliated with any anti-democracy or anti-United States 
group, for example.  

Additionally, the Cold War provided important context for the Modern Civil Rights 
Movement. This movement did not have as much support from the national government because 
its attention was focused overseas. On the other hand, decisions such as Brown happened in part 
so that other countries would not accuse the United States of being hypocritical.    

 
54 Sawyer Bynam III to Director of Admissions on June 28, 1956; James S. Allen to Mr. 

Sawyer Bynam on July 3, 1956; Sawyer Bynam’s Application received on July 20, 1956; Alfred 
R. Newman to President A. D. Bruce on July 24, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Sawyer Lee 
Bynam, III on July 24, 1956, Box 29, Folder 22, President’s Office Collection, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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Second, although not completely separate from the first, the University 

continually advocated inequality, even though the faculty and staff at UH knew 

this practice put their future in additional jeopardy. UH was by no means the only 

educational establishment to practice risky behavior, considering the context of the 

1950s. Everyone was always watchful. Reagan Cartwright, the University of 

Houston’s lawyer, told officials the only possible way to avoid desegregation 

would be if TSU offered similar courses in regard to what African-American-

applicants sought. With the help of TSU, UH would continue to perpetuate 

“separate but equal” philosophies until the 1960s. Williams informed Bruce that, 

according to Cartwright, “a decision favorable to us would be highly doubtful.”55 

On another note, the committee did not actually complete its assigned task. 

Bruce had asked the members “to study problems relative to integration.” Their 

report did not mention any problems except that African-Americans were actually 

applying and their entrance seemed inevitable. The committee noted that three 

black applicants--Freda Celestine Gooden Richardson, Clarence W. Mangham, 

and Rachael D. Gardner--could not be dismissed without careful examination.56 

      

                                                
55 President A. D. Bruce to Members of the Board of Regents on March 8, 1956, Box 29, 

Folder 17; President A. D. Bruce to Clanton W. Williams on February 27, 1956, Box 29, Folder 
27, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries.  

 
56 President A.D. Bruce to Clanton W. Williams on February 27, 1956, Box 29, Folder 

27, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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Challenging the Status Quo 

Saved from the deterioration of time and place, the voice of Richardson is 

the most complete. On January 18, 1956, Richardson wrote to UH because she 

was looking to take some refresher courses in Optometry.57 After graduating from 

Wiley College (located in Marshall, Texas) in 1949 with her Bachelor of Science 

degree, she enrolled in the Chicago College of Optometry. In 1953, she graduated 

with her Doctorate of Optometry and returned to her home in Galveston, Texas. At 

some point during August 1954, Charles M. Babb contacted Richardson because 

she had failed the exam given by the Texas State Board of Examiners in 

Optometry for the second time. Babb told her that in order to take the exam again 

she would be required to present evidence of having taken additional course work 

in Optometry. Babb also informed her that if she did not successfully pass the 

exam on a third try, she would never be able to take the exam again and, therefore, 

would not be able to practice in the state of Texas.58  

                                                
57 UH created its College of Optometry in 1952. In 2010, it remained one of nineteen 

schools of optometry in the United States.  
“About UHCO,” http://www.opt.uh.edu/about/ (accessed March 6, 2010). 
 
 
58 Charles M. Babb to Freda G. Gooden on August 1954; Dr. Freda G. Richardson to 

Registrar of Optometry on January 18, 1956; Charles R. Stewart to Dr. Richardson on January 27, 
1956; Dr. Freda G. Richardson’s Application to the University of Houston on February 10, 1956; 
Unsigned interoffice memo to Dr. Williams on February 15, 1956; Unsigned interoffice memo to 
Mr. Vitulli on February 24, 1956; B. L.  Horton to Dr. Charles R. Stewart on April 19, 1956; 
Unsigned interoffice memo to Dr. Williams on April 20, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Dr. Freda 
Gooden Richardson on April 26, 1956; Unsigned interoffice memo to Dr. Williams on April 29, 
1956; Dr. Freda G. Richardson to Mr. Clanton W. Williams on May 22, 1956; Unsigned 
interoffice memo to Dean Stewart on May 26, 1956; Unsigned interoffice memo to Dean Stewart 
on June 3, 1956; Charles R. Stewart to Dr. Freda G. Richardson on June 5, 1956; Clanton W. 
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In addition to the actually quality of the education Richardson received, the 

Board’s standards remain unknown. Considering the general attitudes of the 

1950s, it is safe to consider that the Board’s true requirements in order to pass the 

examination included not being an African-American or female, especially 

because there was not a school for black optometry students in Texas at this 

time.59  

In her first letter to the registrar, without making any mention of her race or 

of having failed the Board’s exam twice, Richardson requested a catalog of 

courses and provided her credentials. A little more than one week later, Charles R. 

Stewart, Dean for the College of Optometry, replied. He thanked Richardson for 

her interests, apologized for not responding sooner, and indicated how she could 

proceed to take the necessary classes. Following this correspondence, Richardson 

completed her application to UH on February 10, 1956, hoping to begin 

coursework in the summer. One question on every application, however, presented 

difficulty to Richardson and others. The applications asked, with two separate 

                                                                                                                                            
Williams to Dr. Freda G. Richardson on July 5, 1956; Freda G. Richardson to Dr. Charles R. 
Stewart on June 7, 1956; Eva K. Robertson to Dr. Freda G. Richardson on June 8, 1956; Dr. 
Freda Gooden Richardson to Dr. Charles R. Stewart on June 27, 1956 Box 29 Folder 20; and 
“University of Houston Application for Admission to the Junior College and Senior College,” 
Box 29, Folders 17- 24, President’s Office Collection, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 

 
59 Ibid. 
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spaces for the answers, “What is your race and color?” For race, she responded 

“Negro,” and for color, “Colored.”60  

After staff members exchanged several internal memos, including one 

specifically noting the applicant’s race and another one drafting part of a reply, on 

April 26, Williams finally replied, over two months after the last correspondence 

with Richardson. Williams informed Richardson that issues related to 

desegregation were currently under study but that UH had never admitted a black 

individual. Although Richardson supplied all of her background information in her 

application, Williams requested that she provide the information again. In this 

reply, he also said he was looking for several “highly qualified” black candidates 

who might be interested in helping UH quietly desegregate that fall semester. As 

UH did not desegregate in 1956, perhaps Williams was simply stalling and really 

never thought that UH would desegregate that year. Richardson replied with all of 

the requested information but did not make any mention of helping UH achieve 

the first steps toward desegregation. Richardson also indicated for the first time 

that she needed to take classes in an effort to pass the state’s exam and receive her 

license.61  

Stewart’s reply on June 5, 1956, was full of subtle and not so subtle racism. 

First, Stewart lambasted other schools and their graduates. He indicated that UH 

                                                
60 Ibid.  
 
61 Ibid.  
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had its own method of teaching and training and that professors wasted their time 

because newcomers had always been slow to adjust. Second, Stewart singled out 

black patients and students. He said that UH did not see black patients and that 

some white patients would not approve of being examined by an African-

American student. (The word choice “student” is interesting because, after all, she 

would not exactly have been a student in the typical connotation of the word since 

she already had a professional degree.)  Stewart felt this possibility would be 

embarrassing to everyone, assuming Richardson had encountered similar 

difficulties in Chicago. Finally, Stewart indicated that Richardson might have 

great difficulty passing a course at UH because of its higher standards. Although 

not acknowledged, Richardson’s past grades, as indicated by her transcripts, 

reflected that she would have been perfectly capable of passing a course at UH or 

anywhere else. Stewart further suggested that Richardson retake basic courses in 

Optometry. Richardson replied back in her usual positive outlook on June 27, 

1956, agreeing that a review of the basic courses would be helpful, that while 

earning her doctorate she had worked with whites and blacks without any 

embarrassing situations, and that she understood the concerns about working with 

a non-white individual. Perhaps there were sharp differences in Chicago and 

Houston for African-Americans in many other ways, too.62   

                                                
62 Ibid.  
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On July 5, the final exchange of letters between Richardson and officials at 

the University of Houston occurred. Williams wrote Richardson to inform her that 

the Board of Regents had decided to wait at least one additional year before 

addressing the issue of desegregation again. In reality, the Board waited six more 

years, when UH was completely out of money and had a great amount of debt, 

before it approved to admit the first African-Americans, as discussed in chapter 

three.63 Williams said, “I shall keep you informed of subsequent developments.” 

Historian Katherine Lopez fairly suggests that tactics such as this, along with the 

University of Houston’s continued practice of saying that they were studying 

issues related to desegregation or that desegregation would happen soon was 

nothing more than an effort to mislead African-Americans.64 If Williams followed 

up, these records have been lost. When considering all of the African-Americans 

who applied to the University of Houston during the 1950s, we have the greatest 

amount of material on Richardson.65 

                                                
63 Lopez says that the board only desegregated because H. R. Cullen had died a few years 

earlier. While this is plausible, the evidence to support such an accretion is absent. Evidence 
draws numerous direct connections between the University of Houston’s financial situation and 
desegregation. This will be discussed in some detail in chapter three. Later on, in passing, Lopez 
says, “we must consider that Bruce acted out of monetary necessity.” But, again she draws 
attention to Cullen, saying the loss of his support greatly changed the everyday situation on 
campus. Donations from Cullen did not stop with his death. In addition, in the mid-1950s, he told 
Bruce and others that he could not afford to make repeated donations as he had in the past. 
Finally, Cullen was only one of many important philanthropists. Also, many more individuals 
were involved than Bruce.  

Lopez, Cougars of Any Color, 11, 19. 
 

64 Ibid., 17. 
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In a move not typical at UH during this time, the debate on desegregation 

did not cease, at least not officially. Apparently unsatisfied with his first 

committee’s solutions, on February 28, 1956, Bruce expanded the University 

Committee on Integration to also include A. A. White, Bessie Ebaugh, Howard F. 

McGaw, Theo Hatfield, and Alfred Neumann. Like the first, this committee 

consisted of all southerners, except for the German-born Neumann. Even if the 

majority of employees at UH were southerners, that the report, an internal memo, 

specifically indicated this committee’s southern origins could well indicate that 

UH and Bruce did not actually intend for the committee to accomplish anything 

meaningful or outsides the Southern mores. But it would not have been necessary 

to document so carefully that all of the members except one were Southern if most 

of the employees at UH were southerners. In other words, perhaps Bruce and 

                                                                                                                                            
65 Charles M. Babb to Freda G. Gooden on August 1954; Dr. Freda G. Richardson to 

Registrar of Optometry on January 18, 1956; Charles R. Stewart to Dr. Richardson on January 27, 
1956; Dr. Freda G. Richardson’s Application to the University of Houston on February 10, 1956; 
Unsigned interoffice memo to Dr. Williams on February 15, 1956; Unsigned interoffice memo to 
Mr. Vitulli on February 24, 1956; B. L.  Horton to Dr. Charles R. Stewart on April 19, 1956; 
Unsigned interoffice memo to Dr. Williams on April 20, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Dr. Freda 
Gooden Richardson on April 26, 1956; Unsigned interoffice memo to Dr. Williams on April 29, 
1956; Dr. Freda G. Richardson to Mr. Clanton W. Williams on May 22, 1956; Unsigned 
interoffice memo to Dean Stewart on May 26, 1956; Unsigned interoffice memo to Dean Stewart 
on June 3, 1956; Charles R. Stewart to Dr. Freda G. Richardson on June 5, 1956; Clanton W. 
Williams to Dr. Freda G. Richardson on July 5, 1956; Freda G. Richardson to Dr. Charles R. 
Stewart on June 7, 1956; Eva K. Robertson to Dr. Freda G. Richardson on June 8, 1956; Dr. 
Freda Gooden Richardson to Dr. Charles R. Stewart on June 27, 1956 Box 29 Folder 20; and 
“University of Houston Application for Admission to the Junior College and Senior College,” 
Box 29, Folders 17- 24, President’s Office Collection, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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people in charge of these committees felt that southerners would most certainly 

maintain their status quo.  

This revamped committee released a revised report on March 13, 1956, 

after meeting in secret for less than one month--hardly enough time for any kind of 

meaningful study--in case any emergencies occurred. Clearly, an emergency in 

this case did not mean literal life and death. An emergency, however, could 

include court-ordered admission of African-Americans. It was during this time 

that Richardson’s application sat on Williams’s desk for two long months. 66  

This new committee addressed some issues relevant to desegregation. First, 

because it barred qualified black applicants from its law school, the College of 

Law remained unaccredited. As students were graduating from this law school, 

other colleges and agencies did not look favorably toward the prospect of 

associating with an unaccredited professional program. In this case, they expressed 

concern for non-black students. Accreditation, however, was just beginning to be 

common in the 1950s. Committee members also posed questions about whether or 

not African-Americans would be allowed to eat in dining halls or participate in 

student activities, if they desegregated at some point in the future. 

Although no mention exists anywhere else, this report discussed the 

existing presence of black students in the 1950s on the University of Houston’s 

                                                
66 A. D. Bruce to Mr. Cullen on March 16, 1956; A. D. Bruce to Mrs. Houstoun on March 

16, 1956, Box 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of 
Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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campus. According to the report, UH administered placement exams for black 

veterans and allowed black individuals to borrow books. Regardless of the validity 

of these statements, the report spoke as if these provisions were significant. These 

statements might be invalid or a stretch of reality because administrators hoped to 

appear open to African-Americans. Likewise, this is the only document indicating 

any presence of black individuals at UH before it began desegregation in June 

1962.   

Although the second committee eventually specifically recognized the 

inevitability of accepting black individuals, this realization should not imply they 

were ready to consider African-Americans as equals. First and foremost, the 

committee members were more concerned with the University of Houston’s public 

image and sought to avoid adverse publicity. This goal of avoiding emotional 

turbulence only extended to non-blacks. Likewise, the committee self-admittedly 

did not conduct the necessary research to see how other employees at UH would 

react to teaching black and white students together. Additionally, the committee’s 

report repeatedly emphasized “unique sociological circumstances” surrounding 

African-Americans, segregation, and desegregation.  

Throughout these conflicts, UH used TSU as a kind of escape valve. 

Sometimes TSU was a great sister institution, and other times TSU was one of 

many inferior predominately (or all) black institutions. Although not logical, this 

committee at UH hypothesized that because their tuition was six hundred times 
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higher than Texas Southern University’s, it did not need to worry as quickly about 

pressures from all of the black students who inquired about admission. Texas 

Southern University’s proximity to the University of Houston campus, according 

to the committee, would specifically save UH from violent situations that a few 

universities would eventually experience in the 1960s. While considering the 

possibility that Texas Southern University’s students might transfer to UH so they 

could complete their senior year of studies, administrators at UH (and elsewhere) 

considered implementing “special examinations” because accrediting agencies, 

UH argued, gave Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

considerable leeway compared to the standards expected at “white” institutions. 

Finally, as if forgetting it had just recommended desegregation begin in 

September 1956, the committee studying the possibility of desegregation said, “the 

University is faced with the immediate necessity of accepting or rejecting several 

applicants,” all of which were academically qualified. The committee, Williams, 

and the Board of Regents chose rejection, not on any tangible merits but on race, 
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and took a “calculated risk” in order to maintain their status quo.67 Nothing 

changed in their June update.68  

And yet they stalled. Bruce waited two months before sharing the 

committee’s recommendations with the Board of Regents. Regardless of its 

recommendation, UH remained uncertain about how its current students would 

react. A report to Bruce indicated that some students expressed discontent at the 

prospect of admitting or welcoming African-American students.69 Bruce and 

others worried that if black students received admission, some students or the 

surrounding communities might respond with violence. In addition, one student--

anonymous to history--threatened to leave if UH admitted black students and, 

ironically, to transfer to TSU because it would be less expensive. This student 

attracted great attention.70  

                                                
 
67 Clanton W. Williams to President A. D.  Bruce on March 13, 1956;  “Excerpts from 

preliminary minutes of the Board of Regents March 19, 1956,” Box 29, Folder 17, President’s 
Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries. 

 
68 A. D. Bruce to Dr. Williamson on May 21, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to President A. 

D. Bruce on June 1, 1956, Box 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 

 
69 Additionally, although lacking evidence, Lopez’s work posits that most of the 

University of Houston’s students held a “progressive view of race relations.” 
Lopez, Cougars of Any Color, 15. 
 
70 Although archival records only have one student voicing such behavior, Lopez states it 

was “a few.” 
J. E. Williamson to President A. D. Bruce on May 29, 1956, Box 29, Folder 17, 

President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries; Lopez, Cougars of Any Color, 15. 
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Throughout all of the evidence, UH almost exclusively worried about the 

behavior of black, not white, students at the thought of desegregation. Considering 

the environments where violence actually did coincide with desegregation, this is 

highly paradoxically because white individuals attacked blacks.   

An additional examination of some of the applications shows another part 

of the University of Houston’s aims to maintain unequal access. On March 12, 

1956, Bennie B. Savannah wrote the Director of Admissions requesting the 

necessary materials to begin taking courses at the University of Houston in the 

summer of 1956. Savannah already had two Bachelor’s degrees, one Master’s 

degree, and thirty-three additional hours in Special Education. Like many others, 

white or black, she sought to gain additional knowledge and personal enrichment. 

Like Richardson, she sent this first correspondence without making any reference 

to her race.71  

Only four days later James S. Allen replied, welcoming Savannah to UH 

and providing her with a catalog and application. On April 9, 1956, UH received 

her application and quickly, and literally, stamped it “urgent!” On this form, 

Savannah indicated that she was a “Brown” “Negro.” Williams stepped in, and on 

April 25 he sent Savannah a letter almost identical to what he addressed to 

                                                
71 Cline Thomas to Houston University received on January 27, 1956; Ramon A. Vitulli 

to Mr. Cline Thomas on February 2, 1956; Royal R. Fields to Office of Admissions on April 3, 
1956; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Royal R. Fields on April 7, 1956, Box 29, Folder 22, 
President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 
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Richardson one day later. After reiterating her qualifications, Savannah concluded 

her May 18, 1956, letter by saying, “I desire no fanfare with respect to the 

application.” Williams replied one final time on May 28, noting her positive 

attitude but indicating that she could not attend UH in the summer of 1956.72 

Rachel D. Gardner, a special education teacher, first contacted UH on 

February 16, 1956. Unlike Richardson and Savannah, she directly asked if a black 

graduate student would be welcomed. The registrar attached a note to her 

application that said, “This could be a genuine test case. I hope I’m wrong.” On 

April 26, 1956, Vice President Williams sent Gardner the same letter he had 

mailed Savannah.73  

On one occasion, a black applicant, Aubrey L. Kennard, wrote inquiring for 

information and about the University of Houston’s attitude toward African-

American students. Williams actually sent a catalog back, as requested, without 

                                                
72 Mrs. Bennie B. Savannah to Direction of Admissions on March 12, 1956; James S. 

Allen to Mrs. Bennie B. Savannah on March 16, 1956; Application received on April 9, 1956; 
Interoffice memo, Ramon A. Vitulli to Dr. Clanton Williams on April 14, 1956;  Clanton W. 
Williams to Mrs. Bennie Benton Savannah on April 25, 1956; Mrs. Bennie B. Savannah to Dr. 
Clanton W. Williams on May 18, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Mrs. Bennie B. Savannah on 
May 28, 1956, Box 29, Folder 20, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy 
of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
 

73 Rachael D. Gardener to The Registrar on February 16, 1956; Interoffice memo, Ramon 
A. Vitulli to Dr. C. W. Williams on February 21, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Miss Rachael D. 
Gardner on April 26, 1956; Mrs. Rachel D. Gardner to Dr. Clanton W. Williams on May 3, 1956, 
Box 29, Folder 20, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special 
Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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any of his usual comments about the University of Houston’s on-going study 

about the possibility of desegregation. Nothing else is recorded.74  

Edward L. Booker, Jr., Royal R. Fields, Georgia Simpson, and G. T. 

Wallace, Jr., wrote UH between April and September 1956. Booker, Fields, and 

Simpson directly asked about the University of Houston’s attitude toward African-

Americans while also inquiring about enrolling in some of its courses. In his July 

18, 1956, letter, Wallace did not indicate his racial background but stated that he 

already had a Bachelor of Science degree in Biology from Prairie View Texas 

A&M College. College officials frequently assumed that if a student had a degree 

from a HBCU that the student was black. Apparently, Charles R. Stewart was 

unable to reply, so Pamela J. Penny, a secretary, wrote the next day and supplied a 

catalog.75 

When considering the time and other documents, Penny’s action probably 

broke not only some of the University of Houston’s unwritten policies but also 

southern cultural mores. All of these African-American students were denied 
                                                

74Aubrey L. Kennard to Registrar received on August 1, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to 
Cpt. Aubrey L. Kennard on August 7, 1956, Box 29, Folder 22, President’s Office Collection, 
University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 

  
75  Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Royal R. Fields on April 7, 1956, Box 29, Folder 22, 

President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries; G. T. Wallace, Jr. to The Registrar on June 18, 1956; Pamela J. Penny to Mr. 
G. T. Wallace on June 19, 1956; Alfred R. Neumann to Mr. G. T. Wallace, Jr. on July 3, 1956; 
Georgia Simpson to University of Houston on September 10, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Miss 
Georgia Simpson on September 17; 1956; Edward L. Booker to Dr. T. N. Hatsfield on September 
26, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Edward L. Booker, Jr. on October 1, 1956, Box 29, Folder 
20, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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admission on the basis of race, even though evidence indicated these individuals 

were academically qualified.76 In a surprising turn of events, almost ten years later 

Booker actually became one of the first black students to attend UH in 1963.77 

The applications from Horace Eugene Stevenson and Roy West received an 

unusual amount of attention. On May 21, 1956, West wrote to the registrar at UH 

requesting a catalog and application. Richard W. Lilliott, an employee in the 

admissions office at UH, responded a few weeks later, thanking West for his 

application and supplying the requested information. West promptly completed 

and returned the application on which he indicated he was a “Dark Brown” 

“Negro.” Almost certainly to avoid potential difficulty, Williams once again took 

over and wrote West on July 21, 1956, after reviewing his application. Williams 

indicated that the note from Lilliott “was a routine reply” and that UH had never 

admitted black students. Someone attached a note and a newspaper clipping to 

Stevenson’s application that said, “Negro boy wants to transfer from Tuskegee 

Institute.”78 On June 7, 1956, in what was the most blunt rejection letter sent, 

Williams wrote to Stevenson: 

                                                
76 Ibid.  
 
77 Ramon A. Vitulli to President Philip G. Hoffman on September 26, 1962, Box 29, 

Folder 19, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries.   

  
78 Whereas written records from this era refer to blacks as “a negro,” records list whites 

as “a man” or “a woman.” 
Beck, Frandsen, and Randall, Southern Culture, 149. 
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You may be aware of the fact that [the]…requirement for the Bachelor of 
Architecture degree is 176 hours. Assuming that all 109 hours you wish to 
transfer to us would be accepted (and such is rarely the case), you would 
need 65 more hours to graduate. Our current rate of tuition is $19.80 per 
semester hour. Assuming that this rate would not increase prior to your 
graduation, the tuition and fee cost to you would amount to something in 
excess of $1,300. In that you would not be transferring from an institution 
which has an accredited School of Architecture, it appears that you would 
need considerably more than 65 hours to graduate. You might do better to 
attend a state institution where there is no tuition and where fees are 
minimal rather than attending an institution such as ours.  

 

Williams clearly implied that the cost of attending UH might in itself prevent 

Stevenson from enrolling. Likewise, he asserted that Stevenson, an African-

American, was probably poor. On the issue of accreditation, UH only became 

accredited in 1955, and its law school was still unaccredited. More important, 

however, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) would not 

accredit HBCUs until the 1950s and 1960s.79 On June 15, 1956, Stevenson also 

took advantage of the offer to meet personally with Williams. How unusual was it 

for a potential student to meet directly and quickly with high-ranking 

administrators? It must have been the issue of desegregation that led to this 

meeting. Records do not document what Stevenson discussed. Williams stressed 

the University of Houston’s determined efforts to stall. Williams even added that 

                                                
 
79 Marybeth Gasman, e-mail messages to author, February 11, 2010. 
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UH would be more expensive than Tuskegee. Both West and Stevenson were 

academically qualified to attend UH, as Williams recognized.80 

 

Conclusion  

At the fear of understating the situation, in the 1950s, the United States’s 

racial problems generally and the University of Houston’s racial problems 

specifically were significant. When a black individual contacted the University of 

Houston, with few exceptions, the registrar did not handle the situation, high-

ranking administrators did. Clearly, they knew change, perhaps desegregation, was 

in the air. A “while you were out” telephone message from February 24, 1956, is 

one of the most captivating documents for contemporary audiences in the twenty-

first century. In this memo, a person using the initials “ekr” told Williams: 

(1) Last night at school he received a call from a negro boy who wanted to 
know if he could enroll in the College of Law. The boy told him right off 
that he was a negro and that he wanted to go to evening school because he 
works. (2) Dean White told him that this was not a decision to be made by 
individual deans, but by administrative officials, and that he could contact 
them. He gave the boy your name (and he knew of President Bruce), so the 
boy will call you this morning. (3) Just wanted you to know that he had 
received the call and that you would probably be hearing from the boy 
today. 

   
                                                

80 Roy West to Office of the Registrar on May 31, 1956; Horace Eugene Stevenson’s 
application received on June 4, 1956; Richard W. Lilliott, Jr. to Mr. Roy West on June 5, 1956; 
Unsigned memo to President Bruce on June 7, 1956; David Roy West’s application received on 
June 14, 1956; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Roy West on June 21, 1956; Unsigned “Memo for the 
record” on June 29, 1956; Unsigned “Memo for the Record,” undated, Box 29, Folder 22, 
President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 
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This document uses “boy” virtually every chance possible. Even though unique, 

and therefore perhaps not representative, this document is significant because if 

one of the University of Houston’s representatives openly used derogatory 

language. While this language may not necessarily have been racist according to 

mores held by many whites in the 1950s, it absolutely provides a glimpse into the 

era. The private writings, compared to letters written directly to African-

Americans, reveal more of a person’s true attitude or intolerance and in this case 

also their bigotry and ignorance of black Americans.81 In every way, UH sought to 

maintain existing conditions. Only a small number of other documents use “boy.” 

Likewise, on October 25, 1956, Nicholson wrote Bruce concerning a debate 

scheduled with Oxford University on December 14. Robert L. Scott, a speech 

professor, requested special directions because Scott discovered a member on the 

opposing team was not just a Jamaican but also black.82  

Battles for desegregation also occurred in institutions outside of higher 

education. Three days after this scheduled debate, on December 17, 1956, the 

United States Supreme Court in Gayle v. Browder held that segregation on public 

buses was illegal. This ruling ended a citywide boycott by the African-Americans 

                                                
81 ekr to Dr. Williams on February 24, 1956, Box 29, Folder 22, President’s Office 

Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries.  

 
82 “December 14 Debate with Oxford University,” Patrick J. Nicholson to General Bruce 

on October 25, 1956, Box 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.  
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of Montgomery, Alabama. Battles over desegregation were common throughout 

the 1950s in city, county, state, district, and federal courts.83  

Although some may have actually considered desegregating the campus in 

1956 on paper for a time, it never progressed forward. UH stalled even when 

compared to other establishments in Houston. The Houston Public Library system 

desegregated in August 1953--before Brown.84 TSU no longer rejected white 

applicants on the basis of race starting in January 1956.85 On March 8, 1956, 

Neumann informed Williams that Houston’s Catholic churches allowed “the 

                                                
83 Boycotts were common throughout the South. Although this planned bus boycott 

officially lasted 351 days, from December 1955 to December 1956, it actually started much 
earlier. There was even a boycott by the African-American community in the first ten years of the 
twentieth century. This contemporary movement began when Jo Ann Robinson, a local professor, 
sent a letter to the mayor of Montgomery in 1954. In his letter, she warned that a boycott was 
likely if the city did not desegregate.  

Claudette Colvin was the first African-American in Montgomery who refused to move 
for a white person on March 2, 1955. Colvin was only fifteen at her arrest. Because of her age and 
personal circumstances, Colvin’s arrest did not become the test case the local NAACP had been 
seeking. She did, however, have a chance to testify to the Supreme Court in 1956. Mary Louise 
Smith Ware refused to move from her seat on October 21, 1956. Just as with Colvin, Ware’s 
arrest did not become a test case, but she did speak before Supreme Court Justices.  

Rosa Parks was arrested on December 1, 1955, and charged with disorderly conduct 
because she refused to move for a white person. This was not the first time that Parks had refused 
to move, but it was her first arrest. Her actions sparked a planned test case and a year long 
boycott with the help of local leaders, including Edgar Daniel (E.D.) Nixon and Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Ninety percent of the area’s black population participated and shared three hundred cars. 
In February 1956, King, Nixon, Parks, and about one hundred others were arrested for protesting.   

Kenneth M. Hare, They Walked to Freedom, 1955-1956: The Story of the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott (Champaign: SpotLight Press, 2005).  

 
84 Cheryl Knott Malone, “Unannounced and Unexpected: The Desegregation of Houston 

Public Library in the Early 1950s,” Library Trends, 55, no. 3 (2007): 665-74. 
 

85Amilcar Shabazz, “One for the Crows, One for the Crackers: The Stage Career of 
Public Higher Education in Houston, Texas,” The Houston Review, 18, no. 2 (1998): 124-43.   

  



 
 

53 

races” to sit together and had just confirmed a black child.86 This discovery did not 

foster any sense of urgency among administrators in terms of actually doing 

something toward implementing desegregation, but there was always a sense of 

urgency in their efforts to maintain and perpetuate inequality and segregation in 

hopes of maintaining  their institution’s image. On the other hand, the University 

of Houston’s parent institution, HISD, had also yet to desegregate. 

If there were actually ever any genuine intentions to desegregate in 

September 1956, they vanished when the Board of Regents met on June 12, 1956, 

and concluded “if and when.”87 The correspondence from Brown until 1956 never 

truly aimed toward equality or even change. African-Americans did not receive 

admission. The special committees’ reports did not amount to anything, especially 

including its proposal that desegregation should start in September 1956. Thus, 

University officials did not begin discussing ways to actually accomplish 

desegregation and welcome African-American students. And they maintained 

inequality and Jim Crow conditions. Freda Celestine Gooden Richardson and 

many others attempted to gain admission, but they were blocked by policies and 

mores rooted in slavery and confirmed and perpetuated in Plessy v. Ferguson. UH 

                                                
86 Alfred R. Neumann to Dr. Clanton W. Williams on March 8, 1956, Box 29, Folder 17, 

President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 

  
87 Undated and Unsigned; “Excerpts from the Minutes of the Executive Session of the 

Board of Regents of the University of Houston June 12, 1956,” Box 29, Folder 17, President’s 
Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries, emphasis mine. 

  



 
 

54 

began as an institution closed to blacks in 1927 and remained closed to blacks in 

1956 despite pressure from African-Americans. Throughout the nation, the years 

immediately following Brown v. Board of Education remained years where 

everyone was watching and waiting.    
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

“KU KLUX, KU KLUX, FIGHT, FIGHT, FIGHT!”88: 
CONTINUOUS STALLING AT THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON,  

1957-1959 
 
 
Mr. Manley has the ability, I believe, to pursue successfully the work required for 
your professional degree. He is not brilliant, and has been limited in his 
undergraduate work by background, but I believe he has good potential.  
 
His character and conduct are of the highest order. It is to his credit that, as one 
of very few negro students who have attended this college, he has won the respect 
of his fellow students and has never been in any incident of interracial conflict.89   
 

-- Dr. Neal D. Buffaloe, The Arkansas State Teachers College, 1958 
 

 Introduction 

Nationwide, 1957 did not start any better than 1956 had ended in terms of 

the long fight by African-Americans for their equality. Earlier in 1956, 101 

Southern Congressional officials from eleven states, including Arkansas, 

Louisiana, Texas, and Virginia, had signed the “The Declaration of Constitutional 

Principles” (better known as the Southern Manifesto) because they intended to 

                                                
 
88 Clipping from the Daily Cougar on November 19, 1959. Box 7, Professor Joseph 

Werlin Papers, 1942-1964, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 

 
89 Neal D. Buffaloe to the University of Houston on April 27, 1958, Box 29, Folder 20, 

President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 
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oppose the Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of Education and 

maintain segregation, or Jim Crow conditions, throughout the South.90 

 Likewise, even though black citizens in Montgomery, Alabama, finally 

desegregated city buses on December 21, 1956, one day after the Supreme Court 

case of Gayle v. Browder, the immediate aftermath proved more difficult. Two 

days later, for example, someone fired into Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,’s home. 

The next day, five white men at a Montgomery bus stop attacked a fifteen-year-old 

African-American female. On December 26, while riding a bus, Rosa Jordan, a 

black citizen of the area, was shot in both legs. On New Years Eve of that year, a 

sniper fired on a city bus.91 

 Elsewhere, on January 23, 1957, twenty-five-year-old Willie Edwards, Jr., 

of Alabama left home for his evening shift as a truck driver for Winn-Dixie, but he 

never returned home. At some point that evening four members of the local Ku 

Klux Klan--Henry Alexander, Raymond Britt, Jr., Sonny Kyle Livingston, and 

James York--forced Edwards at gunpoint to jump into the Alabama River. Even 

with a confession from Britt in 1976 and new medical evidence in 1997 

                                                
90 Brent J. Aucoin, “The Southern Manifesto and Southern Opposition to Desegregation,” 

The Arkansas Historical Association 55, no. 2 (1996): 173-193; Congressional Record, 84th 
Congress Second Session. Vol. 102, part 4 (March 12, 1956). Washington, D.C.: Governmental 
Printing Office, 1956, 4459-4460. 
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confirming that Edwards was definitely murdered, no one ever received criminal 

sanctioning for causing his death.92 

 Within this context, the continued struggles, delays, and debates 

surrounding the possibility of having black students enroll and take courses at the 

University of Houston (UH) becomes less unexpected, even perhaps 

understandable or predictable. Tensions ran high throughout the nation, especially 

in the South. Although for the immediate future these issues of desegregation 

were, of course, far less important than the murder of countless innocent 

individuals, the long-term consequences of not having diverse groups of 

individuals interacting with relative equality would be incalculable.  

In the late 1950s, Joseph Norman Manley was only one of many 

individuals who received a rejection letter from Clanton Ware Williams, president 

of UH. Manley sought a professional degree in Optometry. Charles Stewart, Dean 

of the College of Optometry, had previously expressed his concern that if Manley 

were white instead of black, he would have been admitted without any questions, 

but that if Williams desired they could probably find an alternative reason for his 

rejection to UH. In reality, if they “found” anything, it would likely be a creation 

since racism was the overriding issue. Neal D. Buffaloe, Chair of the Department 

of Biology at The Arkansas State Teachers College, provided a rather unusual 

                                                
92 Emily Yellin, “A Changing South Revisits Its Unsolved Racial Killings” 

http://www.rickross.com/reference/kkk/kkk16.html (accessed February 2, 2010); Major W. Cox, 
“Justice Still Absent in Bridge Death” http://www.majorcox.com/columns/edwards1.htm 
(accessed February 2, 2010). 
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reference letter, quoted in the epigraph above. Buffaloe, as many throughout the 

nation, focused on a black person’s behavior and denounced his or her 

intelligence. It remains an irony of history that while blacks were actually more 

likely to be victims, whites continually portrayed them as potential agitators.93  

Although UH remained segregated in the late 1950s, a time when some 

backlashes occurred, the issue did not come to a halt. This chapter will examine 

the debates and efforts regarding desegregation from 1957 to 1959. During this 

time, African-Americans and organizations continued to pressure UH, but while 

watching and waiting, UH did not change its policies. All of the groups involved 

remained observant of the situation.  

 

Perpetuating “Separate but Equal” 

As would become increasingly feared in the early 1960s, some African-

American students did not send a letter seeking admission. Rather, some came to 

one of the University of Houston’s campuses and stood in line to register for 

classes. University of Houston officials worried about what these black students 

were capable of doing. Would they cause a disruption? Because they feared the 

                                                
93 Joseph N. Manley to Office of the Registrar on June 13, 1957; Neal D. Buffaloe to the 

University of Houston on April 27, 1958; Joseph Norman Manley’s Application dated May 12, 
1958; Joseph Norman Manley to the University of Houston on May 13, 1958 ; Charles Stewart to 
Dr. Neumann on May 16, 1958; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Joseph Norman Manley on May 26, 
1958, Box 29, Folder 20, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special 
Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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unknown, leaders at UH would later implement a policy indicating exactly what to 

do in a situation such as the one described below in August 1960.   

  A rather interesting and revealing event took place when two African-

American students appeared at the Downtown School of the University of 

Houston.94 Walter Petteway visited on September 13, and Lorenzo Lucas followed 

on September 14, 1957. This event also confirms a suspicion held by the 

University of Houston’s archivists that Texas Southern University (TSU) and UH 

worked together at times to maintain “separate but equal” establishments in hopes 

of avoiding legal interference and, in the words of Texas Southern University’s 

president, Samuel Nabrit, embarrassment for either institution, especially UH. 

Under “separate but equal” doctrines, segregation was legal as long as the separate 

white and black institutions maintained equal facilities; however, they were rarely-

-if ever--actually equal.95  

 Lucas and Petteway wanted to enroll at UH to take an accounting course, 

since TSU had discontinued its parallel accounting class because of low 

enrollment. Apparently, UH had already planned to provide this same course. 

                                                
 
94 The University of Houston operated the Downtown School from 1942 to 1979 when it 

became its own university, the University of Houston Downtown. The Downtown School 
originally served the Houston business community. Starting in the 1950s, this branch also housed 
all of the University of Houston’s continuing education programs. 

Wendy Adair and Oscar Guiterrez, Our Time: Celebrating 75 Years of Learning and 
Leading (Virginia Beach: The Donning Company Publishers, 2001), 37, 66. 

 
95 From Clanton W. Williams, Memo For the Record on September 20, 1957, Box 29, 

Folder 18, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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Additionally, UH offered this course at the same time as the course canceled at 

TSU. After waiting in line to register, the Registrar’s Office explained to both 

Lucas and Petteway on their separate visits that the Board of Governors took the 

matter seriously, that once a policy had been reached they would hear about it in 

the news, but that UH did not admit African-Americans and operated as a 

segregated organization. Additionally, an unspecified individual at UH criticized 

TSU for no longer offering the accounting course in demand.96   

For unexplained reasons, Petteway also had a private meeting with Myron 

“Bud” Swiss, Director of Admissions, lasting about twenty minutes. We do not 

have a record of what these men discussed, but twenty minutes clearly indicates 

that the conversation was likely more than the University of Houston’s typical 

explanation to black students about why they could not take classes at UH. In 

official reports, however, Swiss said that this private session “was most polite” 

and was “free of any emotional display.” The University of Houston’s 

administrators and their documentation provide a filter that may or may not relate 

to what actually happened. Likewise, we do not have anything directly preserving 

Petteway’s voice. On the other hand, it remains significant that Petteway’s 

supposed emotions, not what he and Swiss discussed, received documentation. 
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Just as with Joseph Norman Manley, Petteway’s behavior, not his academic 

desires and needs, received emphasis.97  

Questions of documentation always pose an issue for historians, but unlike 

all of the other black students who were rejected, Lucas and Petteway did not stop 

trying to enroll at UH. They continued to reach for ways to take the desired 

accounting course. Lucas and Petteway both worked for George West of A. J. 

Folger & Company. One morning they asked West if they could continue trying to 

gain admission at UH, with the involvement of the National Association of 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), yet without endangering their jobs. 

Tensions must have been high since they felt they had to ask permission. 

According to President Clanton W. Williams’s official report, West replied, they 

could do as they pleased but should be prepared for the consequences. West 

warned Lucas and Petteway that prematurely forcing desegregation at UH would 

upset Folger employees and would further divide the entire city of Houston.98    

West took it upon himself to contact Reagan Cartwright, the University of 

Houston’s lawyer, and Williams on September 18, 1957, resulting in an additional 

series of revealing events. First, Williams asked West if he would excuse Petteway 

and Lucas from work so that they could attend a meeting with him the next 

morning at 9:30. West agreed. Then, Williams called Samuel Nabrit, the second 
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president of TSU, who “knew nothing about the matter.” Nabrit, again according 

to Williams’s report, agreed to investigate the situation and find a way to 

reimplement the course rather than “have the University of Houston embarrassed 

by a law suit.” Late that evening, at ten, Nabrit followed up with Williams, 

requesting that UH provide an instructor for the course. In a twist of events, they 

“agreed that such an attempt would be made unless it were ascertained that 

Petteway and Lucas with NAACP backing were determined to bring a test case 

anyway.”99 

The next day, the significance of this situation came to light. On September 

19, I. E. McNeill, chair of accounting at UH, and the Dean of the College of 

Business at TSU (this individual’s name is not documented) visited over the phone 

to discuss arrangements for an instructor. At exactly 9:30 in the morning, Petteway 

and Lucas arrived as arranged through West. McNeill, Alfred R. Neumann, and 

Williams also attended this meeting. Reportedly, “the boys were told of 

developments and were quite pleased.” Additionally, Petteway confessed, 

according to official reports, that he only used the threat of court action and 

alliance with the NAACP as leverage in hopes that the course would be created at 

either TSU or UH. Forty minutes later, Williams and Nabrit conferred once more 
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to polish the agreement and ultimately continue an idealized “separate but equal” 

philosophy at the twin schools.100  

Representatives at UH and TSU created the course on September 19, 1957, 

just one week after Lucas and Petteway’s first attempt to take an accounting 

course at the Downtown School. TSU offered the course at the time these two 

students sought and did not seek additional enrollment. In 1957, a course with 

only two students was extremely rare or nonexistent. The two universities agreed 

that the students could watch McNeill’s lectures through the University of 

Houston’s distance education program, as delivered through the University of 

Houston’s television station, and that TSU would provide additional instruction 

and a graduate student to answer questions, hold laboratory sessions, and grade 

papers.101   

Considering that Williams sent an official report to General and Chancellor  

A. D. Bruce, Cartwright, and others detailing the University of Houston’s 

encounter with Petteway and Lucas, it is probable that Williams provided a softer 

                                                
100 Ibid. 
 
101 Ibid. 
 
In some ways, UH was ahead of its time. It created the nation’s first educational 

television station in 1953. Additionally, UH was the first academic institution to create Distance 
Learning courses using its station, KHUT-TV. Such courses were available in psychology, 
photography, agriculture, and music, for example, and helped met increasing student demand. 
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version of events. For example, he repeatedly emphasized that  “the boys” were 

very agreeable when approached.102  

One year earlier, a similar situation occurred in the Houston Independent 

School District (HISD). Residential requirements said that Beneva Williams had 

to attend E. O. Smith Junior High School, instead of McReynolds Junior High 

School. Williams, a black youth, did not want to continue attending the all-black 

junior high because it was twenty blocks--versus seven--from her home. To avoid 

making real plans for desegregation, HISD instantly promoted her to high school. 

She started attending Phillis Wheatley Senior High School, a school for black 

young adults that was closer to her residence than other white high schools. All of 

                                                
102 From Clanton W. Williams, Memo For the Record on September 20, 1957, Box 29, 

Folder 18, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 

Katherine Lopez opens her monograph, Cougars of Any Color: The Integration of the 
University of Houston Athletics, 1961-1968 by suggesting that the “Office of Admissions, 
following Cullen’s directive, kindly rejected black applicants which resulted in little fanfare or 
challenge.” While all evidence indicates that Cullen was against African-American applicants, 
evidence simply does not support her other assertions cited here. As common at Southern 
academic institutions during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, the Office of Admissions did not 
handle applications from black students. As indicated here, the University of Houston’s president 
or someone in his place handled these cases at UH. Additionally, while in most cases these 
applications may have caused little documented “fanfare,” it is beyond doubt that these 
applications and other social and racial tensions spawned by the Modern Civil Rights Movement 
caused great stress for the university and society. UH slowly knew a lawsuit was possible and that 
in reality desegregation was just a matter of when. Moreover, the economic, psychological, and 
sociological stress on and created by these black applicants will always be insurmountable. 
Saying their efforts caused “little fanfare or challenge” not only undermines blacks’ efforts, but it 
is also incorrect, for eventually they pushed change through. In short, there was much more 
involved than this quotation from Cougars of Any Color suggests.  

Katherine Lopez, Cougars of Any Color: The Integration of University of Houston 
Athletics, 1964-1968 (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2008), 11.  
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these events happened while a case was pending in a federal district court, a case 

that kept both HISD and UH nervous. 

 Furthermore, at UH and HISD, leading officials tried to solve specific 

disturbances or problems as they developed rather than addressing the larger 

issues and finding long-term solutions that would promote equality for everyone 

involved. Throughout the 1950s “separate but equal” remained strong, as all 

parties carefully watched developments on local and national stages. Additionally, 

it took a lot of additional work to maintain “separate but equal” doctrines.103 

 

Persistently Making Contact   

African-American students continued to contact UH about admission 

through letters and telephone calls throughout the 1950s. George Stiner called UH 

to speak with Williams on July 16, 1957. Stiner requested admission “at any time” 

to further his education in pursuit of a Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) degree. 

Unlike the situation involving Lucas and Petteway (at least at first), Stiner 

specifically stated, “this is not anything that has to do with court action or any 

organizations. I would not enter any school where I could not be welcome.” In this 

case and in others, African-Americans applied at UH because TSU did not offer 

the “separate but equal” programs and degrees they sought. In fact, half of TSU’s 

                                                
103 Address by John W. McFarland, “Problems Incident to Integration in Our Schools” to 

Kiwanis Club on July 8, 1959, Box 29, Folder 18, President’s Office Collection, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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courses were strictly vocational in the 1940s and 1950s. TSU would only begin to 

offer the Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) degree in 1974 and Ph.D.s in 1984.104 Part 

of Stiner’s motivation for seeking to enroll at UH was that he had previously 

received instruction at TSU from some of the University of Houston’s instructors. 

Like almost all of the other students, with the mention that he was not white, UH 

administrators immediately denied his request for admission.105  

Ulysses Sidney Dotson received a letter denying his request for admission 

from Clanton W. Williams in late March 1957, over one year after his initial 

request: 

Your application for admission to the University of Houston has 
been received and has been referred to me.  

 
I must report to you that to date no Negro has been admitted to the 

University of Houston. The matter of desegregation is currently a subject of 
serious study on the part of the University and its Board of Governors. It 
appears likely that desegregation at the graduate level will be preliminary to 
admission of undergraduate Negro students. When a final decision has been 
reached, you will doubtless see press notices about it. 

 

In his preliminary request, Dotson, like others, requested an application and 

catalog. Gibson McClain and Hyman Cohen, Director and Assistant Director of 

                                                
104 Alwyn Barr, Black Texas: A History of African Americans in Texas, 1528-1995 

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1996), 214; Cary D. Wintz, “Texas Southern 
University” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/TT/kct27.html (accessed 
February 3, 2010).  

 
105 Alfred R. Neumann to Mr. George Stiner on July 30, 1957; Phone Message from 

George Stiner to President Williams on July 16, 1957, Box 29, Folder 23, President’s Office 
Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries. 
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Admissions, respectively, fulfilled this request without further question on 

December 30, 1955. Dotson wrote again requesting admission on November 13, 

1956, using a return address at Ohio Wesleyan University (OWU), a small, diverse 

liberal arts college. After submitting his application, received on February 23, 

1957, the helpful replies from the University of Houston’s registrars ceased. 

Unlike the vast majority of other black applicants, it is possible that Dotson was 

not actually academically qualified to transfer and pursue a degree at UH because 

OWU had placed him on either academic probation, suspension, or both.106  

In yet another situation, while on active duty in the United States Navy, 

Leonard O. Smith wrote UH in May 1957. His story is a perfect example of the 

many African-Americans who had fought overseas during World War II (1941-

1945, for the United States) and other military conflicts and who had experienced 

less segregated and more equal conditions outside of their home in the United 

States.107 When looking at their home country and cities, these experiences in 

                                                
 

106 Ulysses Dotson to University of Houston on December 27, 1955; Gibson McClain to 
Mr. Ulysses Dotson on December 30, 1955; Ulysses S. Dotson to Office of Admissions on 
November 3, 1956; James S. Allen to Mr. Ulysses S. Dotson on November 16, 1956; Ulysses 
Sidney Dotson’s application received on February 23, 1957; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Ulysses 
Sidney Dotson on March 14, 1957, Box 29, Folder 23, President’s Office Collection, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
 

107 Beginning directly after the World War II period, veterans constituted an increasingly 
important part of the rapidly growing enrollment at UH. In less than five years, enrollment 
jumped about 1,000 percent. In 1947, enrollment stood at about 11,000 students. Additionally, 70 
percent of the University of Houston’s income derived from veterans’ tuition. Enrollment by 
those who served in World War II increased so much that the University of Houston built what 
came to be called “Veterans’ Village.” This village housed the veteran and his or her family on 
campus in the area currently occupied by the law center. 



  
 

68 

European and Asian countries encouraged them to push for further and more 

complete change. Known as the “Double V Campaign,” black Americans wanted 

to win two wars at once. While Smith did not specifically indicate his ethnicity, he 

said Jack Yates High School, a historically black school in Houston, Texas, would 

be forwarding a copy of his transcript. On May 23, 1957, Williams replied with 

one of his typical rejection letters.108   

In April 1959, UH had two black special education teachers seek 

admission. A. L. Horton wrote UH because she wanted additional training 

working with the physically handicapped. Until Horton’s second letter dated April 

2, 1959, UH representative and director of special education, W. D. McNeill, was 

very supportive of her endeavors. McNeill said Horton could take six credits 

during the summer and suggested that she apply for a scholarship specifically 

designed for students interested in handicapped adolescents. Horton’s letter on 

April 2 stated: “There is one important factor that I did not clear with you. I am a 

Negro.” Continuing his quick turnaround policies, Williams responded two 

business days later. Horton could not apply for the scholarship, and she could not 

                                                                                                                                            
For information about the G.I. Bill and the University of Houston, see Betsy Morlin, 

“Adequate compensation : United States veteran benefits and organizations, the 1944 G. I. Bill of 
Rights, and University of Houston veteran students,” Unpublished M.A. thesis, University of 
Houston, 2002.  

Adair and Gutierrez, Our Time, 29-30, 45; Nicholson, In Time, 246-247.  
 

108 Leonard O. Smith to Office of Admissions on May 7, 1957; Clanton W. Williams to 
Mr. Leonard O. Smith on May 23, 1957; President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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take classes at UH because she was black. Williams did, however, suggest that she 

might apply at the University of Texas, “where the racial obstacle has been 

removed, and where there is not the high tuition this privately supported institution 

must charge.”109  

Effie O. Sublett wanted to take courses to secure a permanent special 

education teaching certificate. In her first inquiry to UH, she asked “whether or 

not colored students are admitted.” Three days later, on April 30, 1959, Williams 

denied her the opportunity to earn this degree at UH.110 

Many other African-Americans applied at UH to continue their formal 

education from 1957 to 1959. These individuals were unsuccessful in gaining 

admission, whether they wanted to earn a degree, bring a test case forward, or 

both. UH received Carolyn Jean Patterson’s application to transfer on March 28, 

1957. To the question “what is your race and color,” Patterson responded “Negro” 

“Dark.” Her application further indicates an interest in nursing. Williams sent the 

typical reply but added that UH no longer offered nursing. The University had 

                                                
109 Mrs. Addie Lee Horton to Department of Education on March 5, 1959; W. D. McNeill 

to Mrs. A. L. Horton on March 31, 1959; Mrs. A. L. Horton to Mr. W. D. McNeill on April 2, 
1959; Clanton W. Williams to Mrs. A. L. Horton, Box 29, Folder 24, President’s Office 
Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries. 
 

110 Effie O. Sublett to Office of The Registrar on April 27, 1959; Clanton W. Williams to 
Miss Effie O. Sublett on April 30, 1959, Box, Folder 24, President’s Office Collection, 
University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.     
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only discontinued its nursing program seven months earlier because it was losing 

money and because other institutions in Houston could fill this need.111  

In July and December 1958, the University of Houston also rejected George 

H. Williams and Eugene I. Harvey, respectively, both college instructors in other 

academic areas.112 Williams also informed Johnnie B. Hines, Curtis B. McGowan, 

Betty Jo Montgomery, Sylvia Palmore, Vincent Rachel, and Peggy Mae Todd that 

the color of their skin alone immediately barred their ability to attend UH. 

Williams did inform them, like others, that the Board was studying the problem.113     

 

 

 

                                                
111 Carolyn Jean Patterson’s Application received on March 28, 1957; Clanton W. 

Williams to Miss Carolyn Jean Patterson on April 12, 1957, Box, Folder 24, President’s Office 
Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries; Nicholson, In Time, 340. 
 

112 Charles Stewart to Dr. Williams, President on May 1, 1958, George H. Williams to 
The Registrar on May 15, 1958; George H. Williams to The Registrar on July 2, 1958, Box 29, 
Folder 20, Clanton W. Williams to George H. Williams on July 10, 1958, Box 29, Folder 21, 
Eugene I. Harvey to University of Houston on December 13, 1958, Eugene I. Harvey to Sir on 
January 20, 1959; Eugene I. Harvey’s application received on January 20, 1959; Clanton W. 
Williams to Mr. Eugene I. Harvey on January 22, 1959, Box 29, Folder 24, President’s Office 
Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries. 
 

113 Curtis B. McGowan to Office of Registrar on May 9, 1957; Clanton W. Williams to 
Mr. Curtis B. McGowan on May 23, 1957, Box 29, Folder 20; Ramon A. Vitulli to President 
Clanton W. Williams on March 24, 1958; Betty Jo Montgomery to Director of Admissions on 
April 28, 1959; Clanton W. Williams to Miss Betty Jo Montgomery on May 12, 1959; Clanton 
W. Williams to Mr. Johnnie B. Hines on October 7, 1957; Clanton W. Williams to Miss Sylvia 
Palmore on October 19, 1959; Mrs. Peggy Mae Todd to The Registrar’s Office on May 14, 1959; 
Clanton W. Williams to Mrs. Peggy Mae Todd on May 21, 1959, Box 29, Folder 24, President’s 
Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries.    
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The Wrong School?   

UH received two applications possibly by mistake.114 In February 1959, 

Napoleon Studdard of Alabama sent a letter addressed to Huston University in 

Huston, Texas, hoping to transfer from another academic institution. Because 

there was not a city called Huston in Texas, the United States Postal Service 

delivered it to UH. In his reply, Williams said Studdard probably intended to write 

Huston-Tillotson College in Austin, Texas. Although Williams did not point out in 

his reply that UH did not accept African-American applicants, someone had 

penciled in on Studdard’s letter that Daniel Payne College was a “college for 

Negroes.” Hutson-Tillotson was also (and remains) an institution dedicated to the 

education of black Americans.115  

Merdis L. B. Holyfield, a home economics teacher in Louisiana, wrote UH 

on June 21, 1958, seeking to take additional course work in home economics. 

Alfred R. Neumann, assistant to Williams, responded to this letter. He told 

Holyfield that the Board and administration were studying the issue of 

desegregation and that TSU would probably best serve her interests. Two days 

after Neumann’s reply, on June 28, 1958, Holyfield replied: 

                                                
 
114 Evidence does not support that these two applications were definitely sent to UH by 

mistake, as Lopez’s account suggests. The administrators assumed black individuals sent them by 
mistake based on aspects of their correspondence, such as the address or various spellings.  

Lopez, Cougars of Any Color, 11, 184. 
 
115 Napoleon Studdard to The Registrar on February 9, 1959; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. 

Napoleon Studdard on February 18, 1959, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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I am very sorry that my letter went to the wrony [sic] school. I saw 
this address in the back of a dictionary and this is what saw [sic]; Houston, 
University of Houston; 1934 branch for Negroes. 

I would’nt [sic] think of attending an all White [sic] school there. 
Please pardon me. 

I thank you for directing me to Texas Southern University.  
 

Her reply had noticeably more mistakes compared to her first inquiry, and it did 

not have the same professional structure that her original letter had.116 

 

The Wrong Kind of International Student  

During the late 1950s, UH also received letters from international students. 

Normally, international students were welcomed, except those who were African. 

One of such applicants wrote to the University of Houston believing officials had 

selected him to break racial barriers.  

                                                
 
116 Mrs. Merdis L. B. Holyfield to Houston, University on June 21, 1958; Alfred R. 

Neumann to Mrs. Merdis L. B. Holyfield on June 26, 1958; Mrs. Merdis L. B. Holyfield to 
University of Houston on June 28, 1958, Box 29, Folder 24, President’s Office Collection, 
University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 

 
Lopez’s account incorrectly and uncritically states that “a significant number of black 

applications came through the Admission Office due to mis-communication, and applicants 
almost always apologized for their misdirected applications” and “interestingly, in all of the 
responses held by the UH Archives, the black applicants were extremely apologetic for their 
attempts at admission.” Only two applications were possibly misdirected, and only one applicant, 
Merdis L. B. Holyfield, apologized for applying at UH. Holyfield’s apology must be considered 
lightly considering the sociological dynamics of the 1950s. After all, it was still a taboo in many 
places for individuals to break the variable of color created over hundreds of years. We must 
consider that she actually intended for UH to receive her letter (even if she mistyped part of the 
address) but was afraid to admit that it, in fact, was not a mistake, especially since she wrote UH 
back. She is the only one who wrote back after being denied admission.  

Lopez, Cougars of Any Color, 11, 184.  
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On March 8, 1957, M. A. Frempong Manso from Ghana wrote requesting 

admission. Manso reported that he already had a ticket and had everything ready 

to immigrate to the United States. Williams responded that Texas and “many other 

states” provided separate colleges for “students of the Negro race.” Williams 

incorrectly stated the current existence of segregated colleges in Texas. For 

example, the University of Texas had desegregated starting in 1950 and the 

University of North Texas beginning in 1956. Additionally, by 1952, twenty-two 

historically white colleges and universities in Texas had welcomed their first 

African-American students. The University of Houston president did, however, hit 

on an important point. The University of Houston and admittedly some other 

institutions, historically, were not non-white but rather non-black institutions. 117 

That is to say, individuals except black students could apply and receive 

admission. Williams’s letter to Manso also indicated that UH might accept 

African-Americans at some point in the future. Manso was then referred to Texas 

Southern University (TSU), “our sister institution for negroes.”118 

                                                
 

117 For more information on the distinction between “white” and “black” and how these 
terms relate to higher education, see Peter Wallenstein, ed., Higher Education and the Civil 
Rights Movement: White Supremacy, Black Southerners, and College Campuses (Gainesville: 
University of Florida, 2008). 

 
118 M. A. Frempong Manso to Sir on March 8, 1957; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. M. A. 

Frempong Manso on March 18, 1957, Box 29, Folder 23; “History of Integration” 
http://www.unt.edu/northtexan/archives/s04/history.htm (accessed February 2, 2010); “In 
Fulfillment of a Dream - African-Americans at Texas A&M University” 
http://libraryasp.tamu.edu/cushing/onlinex/africanamerican/chronology/index.html (accessed 
February 9, 2010) 
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On May 28, 1957, S. O. Oyeniran of Nigeria wrote the office of admissions 

hoping to further the education he had received in various African countries. 

Because of his financial situation and the unexpected death of his father, Oyeniran 

lacked the funding needed to further his education. In one of his more helpful 

responses, Williams went beyond the standard, noncommittal reply that the 

University of Houston “had not admitted Negro students” and referred Oyeniran to 

four different agencies that provided aid for international students.119 

James Olu. Lawson received admission to Florida Business and Vocational 

College as an international student and wanted to transfer because he needed to 

support his family back home in Nigeria. On December 2, 1959, he wrote the 

University of Houston’s registrar explaining his financial hardships, that he 

wanted to continue studying business, and that he currently ranked among his 

school’s top ten students. In a slight deviation from his standard reply, Williams 

did not say UH did not and never had accepted African or African-American 

students. He did, however, state that because UH was racially segregated that 

scholarships would not be available. Institutions throughout the South, for 

example, such as in Oklahoma, welcomed or considered welcoming black students 

but mandated that they remain separate in various ways until court orders changed 

                                                
 
119 S. O. Oyeniran to The Principal on May 28, 1957; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. S. O. 

Oyeniran on June 6, 1957 Box 29, Folder 23, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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such situations. In other words, granting African-Americans admission was just 

the first step toward true integration or opportunity and equality. Even when UH 

did admit black student in many ways segregation was maintained.120  

At least four other potential students from outside the United States made 

contact with UH during the late 1950s. D. Olu. Oyefesobi, a teacher in Nigeria, 

and E. K. Aboagye of Ghana both received rejection letters in late 1958. Departing 

from his typical pattern yet again, Williams referred Oyefesobi to the University 

of Texas, which was fully desegregated at all levels of instruction by the late 

1950s. In his letter, Williams also informed Aboagye that UH would not be 

desegregating in 1959, so he should look elsewhere. After conferring with the 

registrar and the adviser for foreign students, Williams also wrote Aboagye, “I 

regret very much to state that there has been a misunderstanding on your part.” In 

his letter, Aboagye had explained that he was thrilled that he would soon become 

the first black student to attend UH. John Adebayo of Nigeria received his denial 

in the first few weeks of 1960. Adebayo became one of the first and few students 

who was referred to Prairie View A&M College. Williams also referred him to 

TSU. On June 15, 1959, Williams also sent a rejection letter to Daniel M. Ojong 

of British West Africa. It is interesting that in four of these six letters sent to 

international students, Williams concluded with a statement such as, “Please know 

                                                
120 James Olu. Lawson to The Registrar on December 2, 1959; Clanton W. Williams to 

Mr. James Olu. Lawson on December 15, 1959, Box 29, Folder 24, President’s Office Collection, 
University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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that you have my personal best wishes.” He rarely expressed this attitude in other 

rejection letters to domestic applicants.121  

 

Desegregation and Pressures Beyond Hopeful Students 

 Hopeful students were not the only ones who applied pressure on UH, its 

members, and society. Outside organizations, in certain cases, had more clout than 

individual African-American applicants had on his or her own or even 

collectively. Likewise, the pressures beyond students made it clear to everyone, 

whether or not immediately recognized, that issues of desegregation were real and 

existed on various levels of discourse.   

Throughout the 1950s, the Association of American Law Schools would 

not accredit the University of Houston’s College of Law because it did not admit 

students without regard to the color of their skin. In 1958, the Houston Post 

published a detailed article outlining the colleges and universities in Texas that 

had already desegregated. This Houston paper, of course, did not list UH as 

                                                
121 Fay Athis to Dr. Daniels on June 25, 1958; E. K. Aboagye to Foreign Student Adviser 

on October 27, 1958; C. L. Farrington to President C. W. Williams on November 3, 1958; 
Clanton W. Williams to Mr. E. K. Aboagye on November 5, 1958; Daniel M. Ojong to Foreign 
Student Adviser on May 30, 1959;  Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Daniel M. Ojong on June 15, 
1959; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. D. Olu. Oyefesobi on December 22, 1959; Clanton W. 
Williams to Mr. John Adebayo Oke on December 28, 1959, Box 29, Folder 24, Memo from 1957, 
Box 25, Folder 23, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special 
Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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already having desegregated. These articles most certainly placed pressure on 

administrators, as evidenced by their having saved the article.122  

 L. C. McMillan of Prairie View A&M College wrote the University of 

Houston on June 19, 1957, requesting the names and addresses of its black 

applicants in hopes of providing them with an opportunity to obtain a degree. 

Someone attached a memo to McMillan’s request suggesting that UH ignore 

Prairie View’s request. Five days later, Williams replied, “in every appropriate 

case of inquiry we have referred the student to you.” Apparently, there was hardly 

ever an appropriate case, as Williams or someone else in his place referred 

students to TSU, if anywhere, except in exceptional circumstances. Existing 

materials indicate that UH did not refer any students to Prairie View with a brief 

exception when a series of international black students applied in 1960.123  

The Journal of Negro Education commissioned Huston-Tillotson College 

to write a chapter called “Desegregation of Higher Education in Texas” for its 

special edition called “Desegregation and the Negro College.” John Q. Taylor 

King and W. Astor Kirk designed a survey and distributed it to colleges and 

universities throughout Texas starting on January 25, 1958. They hoped to 

                                                
122 “Accreditation” to General A. D. Bruce to Clanton W. Williams on November 25, 

1959, Box 1 Folder 7, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special 
Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 

 
123 L. C. McMillan to The Registrar on June 19, 1957; Memo from Registrar on June 25, 

1957, Clanton W. Williams to Mr. L. C. McMillan on July 25, 1957, Box 29, Folder 18, 
President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 
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measure not just the current status of desegregation, but they also wanted to 

analyze the effects of desegregation.124  

About half of the one hundred institutions of higher education located in 

Texas completed and responded to this survey, including the University of 

Houston’s Patrick J. Nicholson, Vice President of University Development. He 

seems to have answered the questions accurately. He checked, “This institution 

does not admit qualified Negro students.” Of the responding institutions, 38 out of 

57 had already admitted black students. Bruce had Nicholson, in the absence of 

Williams, complete the survey. Nicholson included a letter emphasizing that the 

data must really and truly only be used for statistical purposes.125 

 

Faculty Resistance, Student Resistance  

 Even with the continued request from various facets of society to the 

University of Houston’s administrators, UH remained segregated. Even more, its 

students also participated in this resistance. Racial resistance and intolerance 

toward black Americans found its place at more levels than the administration.  

William J. Ikerman’s letter to the University of Houston’s registrar on April 

20, 1957, remains different than any of the other letters maintained in the 
                                                

124 W. Astor Kirk and John Q. Taylor King to Dr. A. D. Bruce on January 25, 1958 
Survey; Questionnaire; Patrick J. Nicholson to Dr. King on January 28, 1959, Box 29, Folder 18, 
President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 

 
125 Kirk, W. Astor and John Q. Taylor King. “Desegregation of Higher Education in 

Texas.” The Journal of Negro Education 27, no. 3 (1958): 318-23. 
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University of Houston’s Special Collections. To begin, he was white. Having 

learned about UH while stationed in Texas, Ikerman requested a catalog and spoke 

of attending UH once discharged from the service. He also asked if his credits 

from Armstrong College would transfer. Whereas others asked if UH admitted 

blacks in hopes that they did, Ikerman said, “I will not attend an integrated 

school.” With the same tact and special attention given to black applicants, 

Williams responded that “the University of Houston has never admitted Negro 

students.” But, in a surprising deviation from his responses to African-Americans, 

Williams added that the future could not be determined and could be affected by 

judicial order. Clearly, then, it seems the University knew it was stalling and 

avoiding the inevitable.126  

Whereas UH would not begin desegregating its own athletic department 

until 1964, it had played against athletic teams consisting of all African-American 

players since at least December 1956.127 On November 19, 1959, an article in the 

Daily Cougar, the University of Houston’s student newspaper, discussed a football 

game with surprisingly racist language. This editorial, “Spear--it!,” by far uses 

                                                
126 William J. Ikerman on April 20, 1957; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. William J. 

Ikerman on April 30, 1957, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of 
Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 

 
127 “December 14 Debate with Oxford University,” Patrick J. Nicholson to General Bruce 

on October 25, 1956, Box 29, Folder 17, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.   
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language stronger than anything found in any of the memos left by administrators 

of UH.128  

For the most part this article provided a play-by-play of a football game 

between the Cougars and another unstated team that had five black teammates. As 

the game started the Cougars reportedly sang, “Take it from the Niggers, give it to 

the Whites. Ku Klux, Ku Klux, fight, fight, fight!” At another point, they shouted, 

“Kill the dirty Niggers, Cougars! Kill those black men.” Granted that the rhetoric 

of “kill them” might have been common in any team with any players; “kill them” 

could have also meant “let’s win.” But, considering the long history of Africans 

and African-Americans starting in North America in 1619, the variables of race, 

history, and athletics cannot be teased apart. While we cannot assume that the 

Daily Cougar spoke for all students, it certainly did represent them and required 

some kind of administrative backing. If even some white students at UH 

responded to five black athletes using such strong language and threats, how 

would they have responded to sharing their campus with African-American 

students?129   

One other aspect of the “Spear--it!” article deserves mention. “‘You’ll 

wonder where the Niggers went when you elect Orville Faubus president.’ Voices 
                                                

 
128 Clipping from the Daily Cougar on November, 19, 1959. Box 7, Professor Joseph 

Werlin Papers, 1942-1964, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 

  
129 Ibid.  
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chimed in ‘Glory, glory segregation...the South will rise again.’” People 

throughout the nation came to know Governor Orville Faubus after he ordered the 

National Guard to block the “Little Rock Nine” from desegregating Central High 

School in Little Rock, Arkansas, on September 3, 1957. Having such a governor 

for president, they thought, would surely reverse the orders for desegregation.130  

 

Conclusion 

Although the two entities separated in 1934, Houston Independent School 

District (HISD) and UH remained in contact. Throughout the 1950s, both schools 

actively fought various calls for desegregation.  In 1959, HISD operated five 

“separate but equal” high schools for African-American students. In that same 

year, John W. McFarland, superintendent of HISD from August 1, 1958, to July 

23, 1966, argued that these “separate but equal” black schools were actually equal 

and superior to their white counterparts:  

But, the fact remains that today Negro students do enjoy equal school 
facilities in the segregated system of the Houston Independent School 
District--equal in terms of quality of instruction; equal in terms of courses 
offered; equal in terms of quality of school buildings and classrooms; equal 
in terms of equipment; of supplies, of facilities provided; equal in terms of 
education opportunities.   

 

Likewise, UH theorized that TSU and other black institutions were not any 

different in terms of quality, instruction, and opportunity. UH argued this position 

                                                
130 Ibid. 
  



  
 

82 

until a black student sought to transfer from one of these Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). In such situations, administrators and 

admissions staff said that TSU, for example, was inferior and unaccredited. 

HBCUs may have been unaccredited, but white accrediting agencies would not 

grant black colleges and universities accreditation. They remained inferior, it was 

argued, because they held lower standards for students and professors. UH and 

other colleges proposed that these students should be required to take special 

admissions examinations. The University of Georgia, likewise, implemented an 

exam, required to be taken before admission, and reorganized its admission 

standards and curriculum in an effort to continue blocking the admission of 

African-Americans.131   

 Unlike UH, HISD publically claimed it provided equal schools for African-

American students. Evidence, however, points to other conclusions for HISD and 

its schools. In his speech to the Kiwanis Club, McFarland said:  

In addition to the usual academic courses offered to all of the students in 
Houston, Negro students have available to them vocational courses in the 
areas of Auto Mechanics, Cosmetology, Industrial arts, Homemaking, 
Trade Dress Making and Trade Cooking, Vocational Agriculture, Radio 
and Electricity, and Trade Metals.  

 

                                                
131 Address by John W. McFarland, “Problems Incident to Integration in Our Schools” to 

Kiwanis Club on July 8, 1959, Box 29, Folder 18, Presidents, University Archives, Courtesy of 
Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries; Wallenstein, Higher Education and the 
Civil Rights Movement, 95. 
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McFarland presented this list of curricula to argue that black students actually had 

more opportunities than white students. In reality, teachers and principals probably 

forced or strongly encouraged African-American students to pursue one of these 

stereotypical, working-class occupations. Moreover, McFarland said more black 

graduates of HISD than whites continued their education in a college or university, 

a claim highly unlikely considering the politics and mores of the 1950s.132  

 HISD even hoped to circumvent federal judicial orders. Members of its 

Board of School Trustees and its superintendent called upon the citizens of 

Houston in 1959 to petition for a referendum to formally and legally decide that 

Houston’s public schools would not desegregate. They advocated legally avoiding 

desegregation while federal court cases were pending that could force them to 

desegregate.133  

 Almost one hundred years after the Civil War (1861-1865), Southerners 

frequently held the position that this war was “courageous and honorable.” 

Although the war was about slavery, the abolition of slavery in 1865 in the United 

States did not bring equality to African-Americans. Legal segregation originated 

in the 1880s and 1890s, and it continued until black Americans and many white 

Americans launched a full-scale attack against Jim Crow practices. At least for 
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some African-Americans, the decades immediately after the 1860s could be worse 

than slavery because some white southerners no longer valued their lives.   

The University of Houston remained segregated and closed to black 

students throughout the 1950s. During this decade, African-Americans such as 

Joseph Norman Manley, Walter Petteway, and Lorenzo Lucas applied at UH only 

to be blocked by the sole criteria of race. UH had unofficial and unwritten policies 

when it came to dealing with black students. Only in the 1960s would some of 

these policies be de jure. Some white students also expressed discontent at the 

thought of welcoming or even interacting with fellow African-American students. 

Nevertheless, whites and blacks both fought an ideological fight, a fight for their 

visions of society and the future, but they did this while always carefully watching 

other parallel events in Houston and throughout the United States. The 1960s 

would be very different than the 1950s. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

“FREE AT LAST, FREE AT LAST  
I THANK GOD I’M FREE AT LAST”134: 

YEARS OF CHANGE AND THE BEGINNING OF EQUALITY AT THE 
UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON, 1960-1969 

 
 
It is necessary that the schools remain segregated if we are to advance in our 
education program. Each race has its own peculiar characteristics and habits of 
living which are natural and inborn. God created the races differently....Nothing 
but chaos and confusion can be the result of enforced integration.135 
 
-- Shelby M. Jackson, State Superintendent of Public Education in Louisiana, 1960 

On January 9, 1961, I walked onto the campus of the University of Georgia to 
begin registering for classes. Ordinarily, there would not have been anything 
unusual about such a routine exercise, except, in this instance, the officials at the 
university had been fighting for almost two years to keep me out. I was not 
socially, intellectually, or morally undesirable. I was Black.136   
 

-- Charlayne Hunter-Gault, In My Place, 1992 
 
Introduction  

She was a student at the University of Houston (UH) in the late 1960s. 

Active in campus organizations, a volunteer in the community, and studious, she 
                                                

134 “Free At Last,” http://www.negrospirituals.com/news-song/free_at_last_from.htm 
(accessed April 19, 2009).  
 

135 Transcript of Address by Honorable Shelby M. Jackson, November 1, 1960, Box 29, 
Folder 18, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries.  
 

In this address, Jackson also insisted that pubic schools in Louisiana were actually 
“separate but equal” in every way, just as in the statement issued by John W. McFarland, 
superintendent of HISD, discussed in chapter two. 

 
136 Charlayne Hunter-Gault, In My Place (New York: Vintage Books, 1992), 1.  
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became the first African-American homecoming queen at UH in November 1968. 

George L. Leland, President of Texas Southern University’s 1968-1969 Senior 

Class, applauded UH and its students, and he announced that this victory was 

much more than a matter of tokenism; rather, it was a true victory for all students 

and citizens, black or white. Even with the death threats directed toward her, this 

African-American-achievement gave the one thousand black students at UH an 

idea of how powerful they could be when they applied pressure. They challenged 

the continued de facto segregation on campus. In 1969, she participated in the 

delivery of the “Ten Black Demands.” She helped create the campus’s African-

American Studies program and took the first course offered at UH in African-

American history. Although charges were later dropped, she was arrested and 

charged with destruction of public property in the March 1969 protest on campus. 

In 1970, she was among the first black students who graduated from UH. She 

majored in journalism and education. But, on September 10, 1971, at twenty-three 

years old she was murdered a few blocks from her home, in the community she 

had tried so hard to strengthen. No one was ever punished for this murder. In 

1976, the University of Houston’s Board of Regents voted that an area of the 
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campus with trees and green grass should be named in her honor. Lynn Eusan 

Park remains a memorial to Lynn Eusan’s achievements and contributions.137 

As there were many changes throughout the United States in the 1960s, 

there were also many changes at UH during this decade. Old problems received 

solutions, and new problems emerged. Philip Guthrie Hoffman became the 

University of Houston’s president in August 1961, a position he held until 1977. 

Under this new president, UH would become a public institution that would 

receive substantial funding from the state of Texas. UH surrendered its position as 

a private university and ultimately admitted black students because it was 

completely out of money and had been experiencing budget shortfalls for several 

years. It welcomed the first black athletes because they would bring attention and 

money, too, that otherwise UH would not have received. UH continued to expand 

the number of buildings, employees, and students it had. Fall enrollment jumped 

from 11,448 in 1960 to 17,430 in 1963 and to 24,383 in 1969.138  

Just because African-Americans gained admission to UH and its programs 

beginning in 1962, did not mean their path was without many difficulties. (Some 
                                                

137 Evidence thus for does not suggest a correlation between her murder and her activism.   
“Elect Lynn,” Daily Cougar, November 20, 1968; “Lynn Eusan Park a tribute to all of UH” 
http://files.thedailycougar.com/static/vol61/951109/h4a.html (accessed February 19, 2010); 
“Queen Lynn: From glory to tragedy,” Houston Chronicle, December 22, 2008 
http://blogs.chron.com/40yearsafter/2008/12/queen_lynn_1.html (accessed February 19, 2010); 
“Remember When” The University of Houston Magazine, 
http://www.advancement.uh.edu/magazine/summer07/thenandnow.html (accessed February 19, 
2010); “To the UH Student Body,” Daily Cougar, November 26, 1968. 

 
138 Patrick J. Nicholson, In Time: An Anecdotal History of the First Fifty Years of the 

University of Houston (Houston: Pacesetter Press, 1977), 470. 
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of these difficulties will be explored in Chapter Four.) Hoffman, as the University 

of Houston’s president, would continue specifically handling any situations that 

required dealing with African-American students, just as Clanton Williams had. 

Everyone’s eyes were watching and waiting.   

 

Society in the 1960s 

Fears, opinions, and experiences such as those voiced in the epigraphs 

above were all too characteristic of Southern society. Real, imagined, or both, 

institutions throughout the South, including UH, created, dealt with, and 

perpetuated rhetoric that only intensified fear in an “impending crisis” because 

“both races wanted schools to remain as they are now.”139 Clearly, not all African-

Americans were content with segregation because, as examined in this thesis, they 

sought admission at the all-white UH and at all-white institutions throughout the 

United States. Ultimately, of course, segregation lost.140   

Many changes occurred throughout the 1960s. This decade was both one of 

continuance and change for individuals and their encounters with the United 

States. Both the Cold War (1945-1991) and the Vietnam War (1964-1975) 

occupied much of the nation’s attention. Technologically, the first humans walked 

                                                
 

139 Ibid.  
 
140 Clayborne Carson, Emma J. Lapsansky-Werner, and Gary Nash, The Struggle for 

Freedom: A History of African Americans (New York: Pearson, 2007), 295-479.  
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on the moon on July 20, 1969. African-Americans, of course, continued pushing 

for desegregation.141  

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. entered the national spotlight after Edgar Daniel 

(E.D.) Nixon and other citizens of Montgomery, Alabama, asked him to lead the 

Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) and head the bus boycott in the late 

1950s. Throughout most of his career as a spokesperson for African-Americans, 

King encouraged non-violent tactics and the use of “weapons of love.” Over 

200,000 people gathered for the March on Washington on August 28, 1963. 

Marchers carried signs that included the following: “We March for First Class 

Citizenship Now,” “End Segregation Rules in Public Schools,” “We March for 

Jobs for All Now,” and  “We Demand Decent Housing Now.” Of the ten speakers, 

King gained the most attention, and his “I Have a Dream” speech (partly quoted in 

the epigraph for this thesis) inspired the movement.142 

 Even though many did not believe in utilizing violence to increase civil 

rights, some did. Malcolm X led a movement of Black Nationalism or Black 

Power that encouraged the use of violence. Malcolm X would confront white 

racists and directly accuse them of crimes. While police were physically and 

verbally assaulting Civil Rights workers in Mississippi, Malcolm X said in 

                                                
 
141 Ibid. 
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response, “If someone puts a hand on you, send him to the cemetery.” For those 

without much hope in the racist United States he called for separation from whites, 

either by returning to Africa or by exclusive occupation of territory within the 

United States. In the late 1960s, sometimes violence and the struggle for civil 

rights merged with the general tensions of the era, especially on college 

campuses.143  

The grass roots movements started by countless blacks encouraged women, 

Mexican-Americans, homosexuals, and other social or political minority groups to 

actively seek recognition during this era. In 1964, President Lyndon Baines 

Johnson continued the agenda of John Fitzgerald Kennedy, who served as 

president of the United States from 1961 until his assassination in November 

1963, and signed the historic Civil Rights Act of 1964.144 About one year later, 

Johnson also signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Both the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 formally advocated equality and 

opportunity for African-Americans in all circumstances while outlawing 

                                                
143 Ibid. 
 
144 The complete title of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was “An Act to enforce the 

constitutional right to vote, to confer jurisdiction upon the district courts of the United States of 
America to provide relief against discrimination in public accommodations, to authorize the 
Attorney General to institute suits to protect constitutional rights in public facilities and public 
education, to extend the Commission on Civil Rights, to prevent discrimination in federally 
assisted programs, to establish a Commission on Equal Employment Opportunity, and for other 
purposes.”  
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discriminatory practices and laws throughout the nation but especially in the 

South.145  

Yet, once again, there was backlash. On February 21, 1965, a group of 

unknown individuals murdered Malcolm X, and James Earl Ray assassinated King 

on April 4, 1968. And a supporter of civil rights, Robert Francis Kennedy was also 

assassinated in 1968.146  

 

Houston in the 1960s 

 Houston, Texas, was a city on the move in the 1960s. In the 1830s, the 

local government had passed a law prohibiting African-Americans from dancing 

without special permission from the mayor. And then in 1860 on the eve of the 

Civil War, residents in the Houston area kept an estimated one thousand blacks 

enslaved. In 1960, on the other hand, Houston’s total population stood at 938,219 

with 215,790 African-Americans. Whereas whites earned close to $10,000 per 

year on average in the 1960s, 50 to 60 percent of African-Americans earned less 

than $4,000, and 25 percent earned less than $2,000 total per year. Moreover, 

unemployment was about 5 percent higher for African-Americans compared to 

white Americans.147  
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 Although Texas Southern University (TSU) and Houston’s public library 

system desegregated in the 1950s, most of Houston maintained apartheid 

conditions. This pattern did, however, began to change in the 1960s. In 1960 and 

1961, students in Houston, primarily from TSU, joined the nation-wide sit-in 

movements. Thirteen students quickly turned into fifty-two as they targeted 

Weingarten’s supermarket near TSU on March 4, 1960. These students wanted to 

avoid any outburst of violence. This first sit-in was peaceful and lasted four hours. 

These protests continued and spread to other retail outlets. The next day, James 

Gates received a knife wound in the back. While violence was generally absent, 

some businesses such as Henke and Pilot simply removed its lunch counter to 

avoid desegregating. Sit-ins combined with economic boycotts quickly had 

negative consequences for local businesses. After picketing city hall, a group of 

twenty-five African-Americans went into the lunchroom and received service on 

March 26.148 

                                                                                                                                            
147 Alwyn Barr, Black Texas: A History of African-Americans in Texas, 1528-1995 

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1996), 8, 24, 199, 214, 220; Thomas R. Cole, No Color 
is My Kind; The Life of Eldrewey Stearns and the Integration of Houston (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1997), 33; F. Kenneth Jensen, “The Houston Sit-In Movement of 1960-61,” in Black 
Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in Houston, eds., Howard Beeth and Cary D. Wintz 
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992), 211-22; William Henry Keller, Make 
Haste Slowly: Moderates, Conservatives, and School Desegregation in Houston (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 1999), 117-149; “Population history in Houston from 1900-1990” 
http://physics.bu.edu/~redner/projects/population/cities/houston.html (accessed March 2, 2010); 
“Untold Stories: The Strange Demise of Jim Crow in Houston” 
http://atlantis.coe.uh.edu/untold_stories/index.html (accessed March 2, 2010).  
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After the successful desegregation of lunch counters throughout Houston, 

convention hotels and some downtown department stores desegregated in 1962, 

and in 1963 theaters and restaurants desegregated. Despite these many changes, 

Houston ranked as the South’s ninth most segregated city in 1970. For example, 

although it had permitted a few black children to enter white schools starting in 

1960, the Houston Independent School District (HISD) did not really start 

desegregating until the 1970s.  

Houston’s changing conditions in the 1960s did not mean it was free of 

racial crimes. On March 17, 1960, for instance, a group of locals upset with the 

attention TSU was receiving kidnapped Felton Turner and carved two sets of the 

letters “KKK” on his stomach.149   

 

Shifting to a Public University  

UH began having financial shortfalls in 1954, and consequences quickly 

followed. Long-term donor Hugh Roy (H. R.) Cullen informed administrators in 

1955 that he could no longer make regular contributions to the University of 

Houston’s budget. Cullen had already donated over two million dollars that year 

alone. Additionally, in 1955, the Jones Foundation had donated one million 

dollars, and the M. D. Anderson Foundation had donated five million dollars.150  
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Because UH experienced financial difficulties, officials had to increase 

tuition. Consequently, UH lost about 1,400 students in the 1959-1960 academic 

year. For the students, tuition was $675 per year, about six times higher than at 

public colleges and universities. All of the tuition together represented 72 percent 

of the institution’s budget. Incidentally, Rice University, a private university in 

Houston, Texas, also experienced difficulty paying its bills starting in 1960 and 

only then began charging its students tuition.151 

Operating with a deficit for four years, officials at UH were looking for 

solutions. Increasing tuition and decreasing enrollment did not help the situation. 

First, Patrick J. Nicholson, Vice President, sent letters to virtually every banker, 

businessperson, and doctor in Houston begging for additional financial support. In 

these letters, Nicholson emphasized how important the University of Houston was 

to the community, especially since it was doing an excellent job accomplishing its 

educational mission. Of course, he did not mention the University of Houston’s 

exclusion of the area’s black population, which was approximately 20 percent of 
                                                                                                                                            

150 Kellar, Make Haste Slowly, 19; David G. McComb, Houston: A History (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1981), 174, 176; September 1968, Box 1, Folder 4, Nicholson Papers; 
“Staff Study: The Questions of Additional State Tax Support for The University of Houston,” 
Box 2, Folder 9; “Draft” (notes about the budget); List of Donors and Pledges, Box 2, Folder 10 ; 
W. B. Bates, et al. to Mr. Berlowitz; “Why the University of Houston Should be Fully Supported 
By State Taxes,” Box 2, Folder 14; “The University of Houston – 1950,” Box 20, Folder 15; 
Houston’s University handout by Ron Moskowitz, Box 20, Folder 16;  News clipping titled 
“Tulane Told To Admit 2 Negro Girls”; “Objectives of The University of Houston,” Box 20, 
Folder 20, Memo on March 2, 1956, Box 29, Folder 17; Howard F. McGaw to Vice President 
Hoffman on March 21, 1961, Box 29, Folder 18, President’s Office Collection, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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Houston’s populace in the 1950s. Everyone who contributed received a thank-you 

note.152  

In 1959, UH developed two additional possibilities to solve this on-going 

financial short fall. First, UH briefly considered joining the University of Texas 

System. The second and more favored option was to become a state supported 

institution, although W. B. Bates, long time member of the Board of Regents, had 

reservations. The second option would also cost the University of Houston some 

of its autonomy. After UH administrators, Texas legislators, and members of the 

Texas Commission of Higher Education exchanged a series of letters, approval 

arrived in 1961 for UH to become state-supported beginning in August 1963. 

Officials at UH knew that at this critical juncture, the state of Texas would, if 

indirectly, require them to accept any qualified applicant, including African-

American students. But, by becoming a state school, tuition would drop to about 

one hundred dollars per year, the state would help UH with tax dollars, and 

enrollment could easily increase.153  

Would becoming a fully state-supported institution really change the 

urgency of desegregating at the University of Houston? While almost all archival 

records indicate, “yes,” Nicholson and Bates briefly expressed the opposite 

opinion. In January 1962, Bates said, “I think we are very lucky not to have had to 
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make a decision before on account of the fact that we are just as much a state-

supported institution now, as we will be in 1963.” Unlike everyone else, Bates was 

suggesting that UH was already a state institution in every way and only the 

amount of funding UH received from the state would change; therefore, Bates 

reasoned, that there should not be a new urgency to desegregate. When Bates said 

UH was already public he was referring to the fact that UH actually operated as 

both a community college and a university but as two separate institutions. During 

a student’s first two years of classes at UH (the community college level), the state 

gave scholarships directly to students to help cover tuition and fees. An article sent 

from Nicholson to Hoffman on March 29, 1962, suggested that institutions might 

not be able to continuing hiding under the umbrella of being private in hopes of 

avoiding or delaying desegregation because a lawsuit had been filed against 

Tulane University in New Orleans, Louisiana. The University of Houston and its 

representatives ultimately chose to become a state institution.154  

 

Officially Excluding African-Americans  

Although the University of Houston’s leadership increasingly knew that 

desegregation and the admission of African-Americans was inevitable, they 

actually became more firm in their opposition toward admitting black Americans. 
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For the first time they created official, written policies dictating the exclusion of 

African-Americans. As time passed, UH might become open to the idea of having 

African-Americans on campus in any and every capacity, but it would develop 

very specific and controlled procedures for what to do and when to do it.  

In August 1960, General A. D. Bruce, chancellor of UH, issued very 

specific orders outlining what the campus staff should do if there was an increase 

in the number of black students applying while UH secured state funding. This 

official statement was stamped “confidential” several times. Everyone at UH was 

instructed to respond to all inquiries as follows: 

Thank you for your inquiry regarding admission to the University of 
Houston. The governing board of the University has the matter of 
desegregation under study at this time, but has not as yet reached a 
decision. The University is returning all applications from Negroes until the 
governing board has established a policy in this matter. 
 

Operating policy stated that the registrar, not the president as in the past, would 

answer written queries from this point forward. Evidence is not available to 

determine if the registrar’s office followed this procedure.155   

Telephone inquires were to be forwarded to the Director of Admissions. 

More serious phone calls would be handled in a very specific order beginning with 

the Registrar and continuing to the Vice President of University Development, 

                                                
155 Patrick J. Nicholson to Members of Staff Conference et al., Registrar, Direction of 

Admissions, August 31, 1960, Box 3, Folder 4, Patrick J. Nicholson’s Papers, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.   
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then to the Dean of Faculties, then to the Vice President and Business Manager, 

and finally if necessary to the Chancellor.156  

The formal rejection policy instructed campus police to “be particularly 

alert during registration periods to watching for Negroes in registration lines or 

Negroes looking around the campus.” Any black individual appearing on campus 

was to be escorted to the Office of Admissions for questioning and rejection, what 

this meant to Bruce is not known.157 

 

The Last Letters 

In the early months of 1960, UH received more letters from international 

students than at any other point under study. Isaac K. N. Ozongwu (Eastern 

Nigeria), Charles N. Ondera (Kenya), Mohamed Athumani (Tanganyika), Levi K. 

Kariungi (Kenya), Israel S. M. Mayengo (Uganda), and H. Karioki Nganga 

(Nairobi) all wrote UH and inquired about its policies and programs. Evidence is a 

bit scarce, but records indicate that these students did not indicate their “race” or 

“color” on an application or letter. Williams responded by referring them to TSU 
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and Prairie View A&M College, except in one case, when he referred a student to 

the University of Texas.158  

One of these cases, however, was a bit unusual. Williams and William H. 

Bell, Registrar and Director of Admissions, both sent replies to Kariungi 

contradicting each other. On April 14, 1960, Williams replied, as he did to the 

other international applicants, that TSU or Prairie View would best serve 

Kariungi. Bell, on the other hand, indicated that UH could not help financially, but 

then said, “we shall be pleased to admit you to the freshmen class upon the return 

of the application and receipt of the proper official documents certifying your 

previous training.”159 This student never enrolled at UH.  

 

The Administration  

During the late 1950s and early 1960s, while UH internally debated 

whether it would desegregate, Bruce publicly discussed the then-contemporary 

conditions of higher education in the United States. On May 29, 1960, he 

                                                
158 Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Isaac K. N. Ozongwu on January 16, 1960; Charles N. 
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Wm. H. Bell to Mr. Levi K. Kariungi on April 18, 1960; Clanton W. Williams to Mr. Mohamed 
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delivered a speech to the Sacred Heart Dominican College in Houston, Texas, 

addressing these concerns. He argued that higher education needed to respond to a 

new and changing “world of vast complexity.” Citing the flight of Sputnik as a 

transformative event, he said that students were demanding more diversity and 

rigor in the curriculum. Moreover, Bruce said, students resisted courses not 

directly relevant to their lives. He also argues that students spent too much time in 

extracurricular activities. Bruce only made two points specific to UH. He 

reiterated that the nursing program had closed because of budget concerns and that 

UH would receive monetary support from the state in the near future.160   

But, just like the admission policies in the 1950s, Bruce’s concern that all 

students have equality and opportunity was ironic. He voiced this goal while 

deliberately rejecting potential pupils with black skin. His wish that a college 

education would be available for everyone and that it would be just the beginning 

of a life-long adventure in learning only applied to non-blacks and the 1,500 

students who could not afford the high tuition in 1960.   

                                                
160 Sister Antoinette Boykin, “Dominican College,” 
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Beginning with the presidency of Philip G. Hoffman in September 1960, 

the amount and type of evidence greatly changes.161 After August 1960 there are 

no more extant letters or applications from black students seeking admission. For 

the entire year of 1961, there are only a handful of files available concerning 

desegregation or African-Americans. In 1961, the Dallas Express reported in an 

article called “Absence of Freedom at the University of Houston” based on the 

experience of a “colored man from Pakistan.” Of the documents saved this year, 

one lists all of the colleges and universities throughout the South that had already 

desegregated. Howard F. McGaw, an otherwise unknown employee at UH, sent 

Hoffman the following memo: 

Needless to say, I am also embarrassed, as you yourself doubtless are, that 
the University of Houston has not yet been permitted by its board to accept 
qualified Negro applicants. This situation, it is hoped, will automatically 
change when we become fully state supported.  
 

It seems like more than a coincidence that of all the paperwork likely processed 

during this year that this message and only about five other items remain. 

Certainly, there were many applications for this year and others. Seemingly, these 

files were not kept by the Hoffman administration.162 

                                                
161 Philip G. Hoffman first came to the University of Houston in 1957 as Vice President 

and Dean of Faculties. Although he started his term in September 1961, Hoffman was officially 
appointed the University of Houston’s fifth president on April 27, 1962 a position he kept until 
1977. He brought many changes to UH, including the creation of the University of Houston 
System, some of which will be discussed in this chapter and in chapter four.   
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 Fortunately, we do know that 1961 was a busy year for UH. Seventy-five 

African-Americans called or appeared in person to request information about 

becoming students. Moreover, twelve students within the United States and 

twenty-one international students wrote the registrar seeking admission. Again, 

none of these applications survive.163   

 

 

Planning Desegregation  

 Although UH still had reservations about admitting black students and still 

kept watchful eyes on its public image, on January 15, 1962, Ramon A. Vitulli, 

Registrar, issued the first written plan for accomplishing desegregation. In his 

letter to Hoffman, Vitulli outlined several key aspects that became focal points. 

First, he officially stated that the state of Texas would require UH to admit black 

students in the fall of 1963, as a state-supported public university. In order to 

accomplish this goal easily, quietly, and without legal ramifications, he proposed 

that a few African-American students be admitted before that time. These students 

                                                                                                                                            
162 Harold C. Fleming to Sir on January 27, 1961; “Desegregation in Higher Education”; 

“Colleges for Negroes”; Memo to President Hoffman with article clippings on December 13, 
1961; Howard F. McGaw to Vice President Hoffman on March 21, 1961, Box 29, Folder 18, 
President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 

 
163 From Ramon A. Vitulli to Dr. Philip G. Hoffman on January 15, 1962, Box 29, Folder 

18, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries. 
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could be graduate or undergraduate, international or domestic. He suggested, as 

had many others, that the University of Houston’s high tuition would 

automatically prevent virtually all blacks from being able to attend before 

September 1963. Moreover, admitting just a few blacks at first would allow UH 

“to study the problems which might result from integration and to study the 

academic performance of Negroes.”164 

 This memo changed one important aspect of the University of Houston’s 

unofficial long-term plans concerning African-Americans and their admission. In 

earlier correspondence, chief administrators virtually always informed black 

applicants that when UH decided to admit black students, they would learn about 

it through local newspapers and radio and television stations. After January 12, 

1962, this plan changed. UH did not want to have any publicity. They decided that 

the public would respond better if the decision occurred without legal involvement 

and if the decision remained quiet. More than anything else, Vitulli voiced a fear 

that if they did not handle the situation with the utmost care, the University of 

Houston’s image would be tarnished.165  

 On January 18, 1962, Dean A. Ray Sims supplemented Vitulli’s proposal 

with a specific plan to desegregate UH in the Summer 1962 semester. Every 
                                                

164 Patrick J. Nicholson, “The University and Its Images,” Box 2, Folder 23, Professor 
Patrick J. Nicholson Collection; Ramon A. Vitulli to Dr. Philip G. Hoffman, Box 29, Folder 19, 
President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries.  

 
165 Ibid. 
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summer the National Science Foundation (NSF) sponsored programs for a 

technical institute at various academic institutions throughout the US, including 

UH for the proceeding three years. Beginning in the summer of 1962, NSF sought 

schools that did not practice any form of discrimination. In this situation, like that 

with the University of Houston’s law school, external organizations placed 

pressure on University of Houston officials to revise their admission practices. 

Sims stated that if UH could find a few black applicants, this would be the time to 

desegregate. After all, during the summer, enrollment was always down; therefore, 

abolishing segregation would be relatively straightforward and possibly low-key. 

Even with this policy, Sims was not certain how UH would feel about African-

Americans actually receiving credit for their work or using the University of 

Houston’s dormitory facilities.166  

Hoffman brought these plans and others, although more modestly and 

unofficially, to the University of Houston’s Board of Regents on January 22, 1962. 

Everyone agreed UH should desegregate “voluntarily and privately” and “with as 

little discussion as possible and with no publicity.” Hoffman said UH might want 

to consider admitting one or two outstanding black students during the summer 

sessions. Hoffman made a direct correlation between the academic performance of 

black students and their behavior. Simply, African-American students who 

                                                
166 A. Ray Sims to Dr. Philip G. Hoffman on January 18, 1962, Box 29, Folder 19, 

President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. 

  



  
 

105 

received low grades were more likely to be disruptive, complicating the process of 

desegregation.167 

On May 17, 1962, Virtulli issued his second memo outlining procedures for 

handling black students. First he said that Bruce’s August 1960 order should be 

used with any undergraduate or graduate student seeking admission in the Second 

Summer Term and with any undergraduate inquiries for the 1962-1963 academic 

year. The dean would handle any African-American student interested in graduate 

studies, including interviewing him or her. Then starting in August 1963, all 

inquiries, regardless of the applicant’s race, would be handled by the Office of 

Admissions. The Board of Regents, however, would first need to provide its 

approval before any black applicant officially received admission.168  

  

Sudden and Quiet Desegregation 

 UH successfully admitted black students according to a private memo from 

Nicholson to Hoffman on July 25, 1962. One African-American student attended 

in June and three more in July. UH accomplished this with no violent incidents 

and with almost no publicity. Nicholson proposed that more “highly qualified 

                                                
167 “Integration Policies Discussed,”; “Remarks made by President Hoffman and 

Members of the Board, January 22, 1962,” Box 29, Folder 19, President’s Office Collection, 
University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.   

 
168 Ramon A. Vitulli to President Philip G. Hoffman, et al. on May 17, 1962, Box 29, 

Folder 24, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Houston Libraries.  
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carefully selected Negro graduate students” be admitted in September. 

Furthermore, reaffirming Virtulli’s proposal, qualified undergraduates and 

graduates would receive unconditional admission the following September 1963. 

On another note, after UH first began desegregating and continuing throughout the 

1970s, there were periodic rumors that UH would incorporate TSU.169    

 While there were always struggles, not every place welcomed African-

Americans as easily. For example, it took several  attempts and the assistance of 

federal troops for James Meredith to enroll at the University of Mississippi. 

Similar to the situation in Texas, state laws in Mississippi forbade the admission of 

black students to state public colleges and universities. Violators would face 

lengthy prison sentences. In the case of Meredith, federal laws and state laws 

required polar opposite behavior. Federal laws said desegregation; state laws said 

segregation. On Sunday, September 30, 1962, hundreds of federal marshals 

arrived on campus to enforce federal law. Meredith did enroll. But, a bloody riot 

broke out on the campus resulting in the arrival of thousands of additional troops, 

the deaths of two students, and the injury of at least two hundred. As John D. 

Williams, Chancellor of the University of Mississippi, said on February 21, 1963: 

Just as certainly there will be continued Southern opposition to 
integration. Neither laws nor sermons nor logical arguments nor economic 

                                                
169 Patrick J. Nicholson to President Hoffman on July 25, 1962, Box 29, Folder 18, , 

President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries; Cary D. Wintz, “Texas Southern University” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/TT/kct27.html (accessed February 3, 2010).  
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expediency can work a rapid change in social attitudes so deeply rooted and 
so charged with emotion.170  

 

 

A Decade of Firsts  

 After at least seven years of delay, the University of Houston welcomed the 

first African-American student in June 1962. With the admission of Charles P. 

Rhinehart, who was already a music professor at TSU, UH took the first small step 

toward integrating its campus.171 Rhinehart sought a doctorate of education. In 

July, three additional students enrolled--all graduate students. Hoffman had 

suggested that UH should only allow a token number of African-Americans, one 

or two to take courses in the Fall 1962 semester, but seventeen blacks applied and 

twelve enrolled. Joseph T. Barker, Edward L. Booker, Jr., Leonia Dorsey, Alberta 

A. English, Edward F. Green, Cornelius F. Sayles, Bobbie L. Wells, and Mary L. 

Young enrolled as graduate students in fields such as engineering and education. 

Willard J. Choats took optometry courses, Frank Jones wanted to become a 
                                                

170 Wilson Smith and Thomas Bender, eds., “Diversification of Higher Education: 
African Americans,” in American Higher Education Transformed 1940-2005: Documenting the 
National Discourse (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), 121-25; “The 
University and Integration” by John D. Williams, February 21, 1963, Box 29, Folder 18, 
President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of 
Houston Libraries. For more information about the University of Mississipi and desegrgation, see 
Charles W. Eagles, The Price of Defiance: James Meredith and the Integration of Ole Miss 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 
 

171 Archival records do not specifically name Charles P. Rhinehart at all. In all existing 
secondary materials, he is given this honor, however. On June 28, 1962, Jet cited Rhinehart as the 
University of Houston’s first African-American student. This remains the earliest source with this 
assertion. On a side note, Texas Southern University named one of its buildings after him.        
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lawyer, and James N. Hinga and Sallie Sampson audited courses. Significantly, 

just as UH welcomed female students from its creation in 1927, UH allowed 

African-American females to attend early in the process of desegregation. In 

addition, UH welcomed its first black athletes in 1964, and as described in the 

opening vignette Lynn Eusan became the first African-American homecoming 

queen in November 1968.172  

Whereas the University of Texas in Austin did not hire its first permanent 

African-American professor until September 1969, UH, in 1967, employed its first 

black professional, Charles D. Churchwell. Born on November 7, 1926, 

Churchwell completed his formal education in 1966. In that year, he became the 

first African-American male to earn a doctorate at the University of Illinois 

Urbana-Champaign. While he was also active in the University of Houston’s 

Black Student Union, Churchwell was widely known for his administrative 

abilities, especially his knowledge of library science. During his tenure as a 

                                                
172 For a detailed, yet theological, examination of the University of Houston’s athletics 

and desegregation, see Katherine Lopez, Cougars of Any Color: The Integration of University of 
Houston Athletics, 1964-1968 (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2008). Also helpful, 
Elvin Hayes and Bill Gilbert, They Call Me the Big “E”: The Elvin Hayes Story (Englewood 
Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1978). In a future expanded version, this volume will also explore this topic.  

R. Balfour Daniels to President Hoffman, et al. on September 4, 1962; R. Balfour Daniels 
to President Hoffman, et al. on September 13, 1962; Ramon A. Vitulli to President Philip G. 
Hoffman on September 26, 1962, Box 29, Folder 18, President’s Office Collection, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.   

Attempts have been made to contact Charles P. Rhienhart or someone in his family, all 
unsuccessful as of March 9, 2010. 
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librarian and administrator from 1953 to 1999, he worked at nine institutions, 

receiving promotions with each new employer.173   

 

The Campus Responds to Black Students 

On March 8, 1963, UH received a letter from Baylor University. In this 

letter, Bill Daniel of the Student Congress sought information from universities 

that had recently desegregated. Daniel and leaders at Baylor had just started 

studying the possibility of desegregating a year earlier. Daniel assured Hoffman 

that any information he offered would remain confidential.174  

While the data Hoffman provided in this survey is useful, the questions 

alone provide an important insight into what people feared. These questions also 

indicated that UH and Baylor shared many of the same concerns. The 

questionnaire asked when African-Americans were first admitted, how many were 

admitted, and if they were graduate or undergraduate students. The next question 

asked “Of those Negroes that apply, approximately how many request 
                                                

173 “Charles D. Churchwell Biography,” History Matters 
http://www.thehistorymakers.com/biography/biography.asp?bioindex=1750&category=Education
Makers&occupation=Retired%20University%20Librarian&name=Charles%20D.%20Churchwell 
(accessed February 5, 20100; “TSU Prof To Join UT Teaching Staff,” Daily Cougar, January 8, 
1969 

Attempts have been made to contact Charles D. Churchwell or someone in his family, all 
unsuccessful as of March 9, 2010. 

 
  
174 Bill Daniel to Mr. President on March 6, 1963; Harold C. Fleming to Sir on January 

27, 1961; “Desegregation in Higher Education,” January 24, 1961, Box 29, Folder 18, President’s 
Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston 
Libraries.  
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scholarships? And of those admitted approximately how many do so with 

scholarships.” Hoffman answered “none” to both of these questions. As a private 

university, Baylor also voiced concern about financial support changing with the 

admission of African-Americans. Reportedly, funds at UH did not change, but it 

had also just become a public institution. The survey then asked if there were any 

campus disturbances by whites or blacks with the admission of black students. 

Baylor (and UH) rightfully feared situations in which riots would halt operations, 

as demonstrated elsewhere, especially as institutions in the South desegregated or 

attempted to desegregate. UH also answered that campus business had proceeded 

as usual when black students first appeared on campus. The eighth question, to 

which UH answered higher, asked how the grades of black students compared to 

white students. Finally, Baylor inquired if UH maintained segregation anywhere 

on campus. UH also reported that it did restrict residency and athletic participation 

to non-black students.175     

Just because black students could take courses did not mean every part of 

UH was desegregated. Although his/her name is not known, in early June 1963, 

the first African-American student unsuccessfully applied to live in the dorm. UH 

                                                
175 Ibid. 
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successfully avoided any claims of direct discrimination because this student was 

ninety-ninth on the waiting list.176 

  The campus newspaper gave its perspective of the era, too. On October 25, 

1968, it ran a political cartoon depicting how the South would soon rise again; 

therefore, this cartoon implied the continuation and return to Jim Crow conditions. 

Then on November 21, 1968, the Daily Cougar reported on a Ku Klux Klan rally 

that occurred outside the student center. On the other hand, right next to reports 

about the Klan assembly, this paper announced that Lynn Eusan was the first 

African-American homecoming queen in the University of Houston’s history.   

 

Conclusion  

Who says history cannot be rewritten? In an official statement, “Summary 

of Action of Board of Regents Desegregating the University of Houston,” the 

Board of Regents and their allies attempted to rewrite the University of Houston’s 

history in September 1969. First, they said the original committees created in 1956 

compared the University of Houston’s situation to that other universities and 

“without formal board action…admitted colored students.” Although there were 

two committees in 1956 that studied desegregation, they existed at separate times, 

and UH was nowhere close to desegregating in 1956. In 1956, the Board of 

                                                
176 Memo to Dr. Hoffman on June 12, 1963, President’s Office Collection, University 

Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.   
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Regents and the University of Houston’s administration where still asking if UH 

would ever desegregate. Second, this report falsely stated that more African-

American students enrolled every year starting in 1956 and that in 1963, when it 

became a tax-supported entity, “it was taken for granted by all concerned that no 

racial discrimination was in effect.” Clearly, these issues were not resolved at UH 

or in society generally.177  

During the 1960s, UH changed in many ways. It elected a new president, 

went from being a private to a public institution of higher education, greatly 

expanded its number of buildings, course offerings, and enrollment, and, of 

course, UH began the long process of desegregation. From Freda Celestine 

Gooden Richardson’s correspondence with Clanton W. Williams in 1957 to the 

University of Houston’s deliberate efforts to maintain “separate but equal” when 

Walter Petteway and Lorenzo Lucas wanted to take an accounting course and to 

its professional employment and admission of African-Americans in the 1960s, 

UH had truly changed over twenty years. After just admitting one black student in 

June 1962, UH reported having four hundred black students in November 1966. 

The next chapter in particular will discuss how a large dichotomy continued to 

                                                
177 “Summary of Action of Board of Regents Desegregating the University of Houston, 

September 1969, Box 29, Folder 19, President’s Office Collection, University Archives, Courtesy 
of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.   
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exist between what black students sought and what they received at UH in the late 

1960s.178  

 

                                                
 
178 Comparatively, there were 11 African-American students at Sul Ross State College, 

165 at Stephen F. Austin State College, 416 at Lamar State College of Technology, 21 at Alvin 
Junior College, and 25 at Temple Junior College, for example. In 1966, however, UH, like 
virtually every college in the state, still did not have any African-American professors. 

“Negro Student Survey – November 1966,” President’s Office Collection, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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 CHAPTER FOUR  
 

“OUR ENDURANCE IS EXHAUSTED!”179: 
TENSIONS EXPLODE AT THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON, 1969 

 
 
White America has an inconsistency in that violence is legitimate for whites and 
illegitimate for blacks.180 
 

-- Dwight Allen, 1968 
 

The blacks at UH had to fight their way in and then put the school on the map.181 
 

-- Donald Fusilier, 1968 
 

History is filled with instances of institutions that have become extinct because 
they rigidified in the face of change. We as black people struggling for survival in 
a racist country must exercise control over…our lives. To achieve this, we must be 
prepared educationally to meet the needs of our community. We cannot allow our 
minds to be enslaved.182 

 
-- Afro-Americans for Black Liberation Statement, 1969  

 
Introduction 

Student demonstrations, so common at colleges and universities in the 

1960s and 1970s, merged with the continued fight for African-American equality 

                                                
179 “Reproduction of the AABL Statement Presented to Dr. Hoffman on February 7, 

1969,” Box 21, Folder 24, Professor Patrick J. Nicholson Papers, 1933-1979, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
 

180 “Racism Cited During Forum,” Daily Cougar, October 10, 1968. 
  
181 Letter to the Editor, Daily Cougar, November 20, 1968.  

 
182 “Reproduction of the AABL Statement Presented to Dr. Hoffman on February 7, 

1969,” Box 21, Folder 24, Professor Patrick J. Nicholson Papers, 1933-1979, University 
Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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in 1969 at the University of Houston (UH). Although black students first began 

attending UH in June 1962, prejudiced policies continued to affect these minority 

students. In 1969, campus administrators--chiefly President Philip G. Hoffman--

and students came head-to-head, both making demands of the other party’s 

resources that would ultimately change the University of Houston’s future.   

From at least 1967 to 1969, for example, administrators maintained 

segregation in campus dorms. Officially, administrators assigned roommates after 

they compiled results from surveys asking a student about his or her interests. The 

University of Houston accomplished this perpetuation of apartheid conditions, 

however, because they required students to submit their pictures with their 

paperwork to live in campus housing. This system classified Barry Millsap, a 

white student who had a dark complexion according to his picture, as “black.” 

Altogether four black students lived in the dorms in 1967. These four students and 

Millsap shared one room at the end of the hall.183  

Colleges and universities not already desegregated generally did so during 

the 1960s. But when an African-American student finally received an acceptance 

letter from the Office of Admissions, this did not mean the faculty, staff, and 

students were ready and willing to treat him or her with equality. Gaining 

admission, however, enrolling for courses, and actually being able to attend these 

                                                
183 Gary Pegoda, interview by author, Lake Jackson, Texas, February 6, 2010. Gary 

Pegoda attended the University of Houston from 1967 to 1972. 
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courses was in itself a major step for everyone involved, considering the context of 

civil rights struggles.  

Just as enslaved Africans and African-Americans were not content 

supplying free labor to their mainly white enslavers, these black students were not 

content to remain in a subordinate status in predominantly white campus cultures. 

Feeding off a general era of activism, student groups throughout the nation issued 

lists of demands to their administrative officers. Although many African-

Americans originally followed Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s non-violent practices, 

an increasing number of blacks became impatient and threatened the use of 

violence, if necessary, to acquire an increase in autonomy. When analyzing these 

outbursts of violence, there seems to be a tendency to view these individuals as 

radicals. If we consider the parallel of these “Black Power” movements to the 

Stono Rebellion in 1739, for example, and look at these episodes of violence as a 

necessary uprising to gain attention, freedom, or both, they become more 

understandable.184    

                                                
184 After a group of enslaved individuals met on Saturday night, on Sunday, September 9, 

1739, the enslaver’s fear of rebellion finally became real. The Stono Rebellion was the first major 
slave rebellion in British North America. The violence began when twenty enslaved individuals, 
led by Jemmy, stole guns and gunpowder from a local warehouse and then killed and decapitated 
the storekeepers. These African-Americans proceeded and killed an entire family, including three 
children, and burned their house.  

This group of slaves continued burning and destroying everything in sight. They killed all 
whites, women and children included, except for one kind master. This group of slaves wanted to 
march south toward the maroon society in St. Augustine, Florida, which was about 290 miles 
away.  

Instead of quickly getting to Florida, they took their time, made a flag, beat a drum, and 
yelled “Liberty” as they marched. They hoped to gain recruits as they marched; their numbers 
quickly grew to nearly one hundred. In a few hours, they had burned at least seven plantations 



  
 

117 

Although in 2008 he denied advocating violence, in 1968, Dwight Allen 

(now known as Omawale Luthuli-Allen), President of the University of Houston’s 

Afro-Americans for Black Liberation (AABL), warned that violence was a 

possibility if UH did not respond to the ongoing inequalities that African-

American students faced on a day-to-day basis at UH. He first threatened violence 

on February 18, 1968, and then again on October 10, 1968. At one point he said, 

“Without justice there is no meaning to ‘law and order.’” Ultimately, violence 

erupted at UH in March 1969 after the administration did not satisfy the “Ten 

Black Demands” and after a group of white male students assaulted a black 

student. Although leaders at UH were willing to admit black students and were 

more than willing to let them put UH on the map in terms of regional recognition, 

as voiced in the epigraph above, they were unwilling to stray too far beyond the 

remaining stereotypes and prejudices of their time; thus, the University of 

Houston’s populace as a whole did not fully accept African-Americans in the 

1960s.185  

                                                                                                                                            
and killed at least twenty-five whites. These runaway slaves thought they were safe. But, while 
they were dancing in the field only fifteen miles from Charleston, about one hundred local men 
figured out what was happening. They killed twenty African-Americans on the spot and within a 
few days, with the help of local Indians, most of the rebels had been caught and killed. The white 
victors cut off the rebels’ heads and placed them on posts, one every mile, all the way back to 
Charleston. The leader, Jemmy, hid in the woods for a month, but he was caught and murdered. 
Finally, while no details are known, historians believe some made it to Spanish Florida and 
earned their freedom. At this time there was a two-thirds majority of Africans and African-
Americans in South Carolina.  

 Mark M. Smith, eds., Stono: Documenting and Interpreting a Southern Slave Revolt 
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2005). 
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118 

 

Demanding Equality 

King’s assassination on April 4, 1968, created a sense of urgency among 

the small group of about one hundred black students at Stanford University. On 

April 8, seventy of them interrupted events, occupied the stage in Memorial 

Auditorium, approached the microphone, issued a list of ten demands, and 

peacefully returned the microphone to the scheduled speaker, Provost Richard 

Lyman. No one was hurt in this peaceful protest. Among other calls for equality, 

these black students sought an increasingly diverse population on campus, 

financial aid and scholarships for black students, and classes specifically 

addressing issues relevant to all minorities, regardless of ethnicity. Their demands 

quickly resulted in the creation of Stanford’s African and African-American 

Studies program.  

Blacks enrolled at various colleges and universities throughout the nation 

issued demands, too. African-American students at Purdue University issued their 

list, a 9-point petition, in May 1968. One of these demands called for the 

“immediate integration of student organizations.” After its creation in 1967, the 

Black Student Movement organization at the University of North Carolina at 
                                                                                                                                            
During Forum,” Daily Cougar, October 10, 1968; “Elect Lynn,” Daily Cougar, November 20, 
1968; “Lynn Eusan Park a tribute to all of UH” 
http://files.thedailycougar.com/static/vol61/951109/h4a.html (accessed February 19, 2010); 
“Queen Lynn: From glory to tragedy,” Houston Chronicle, December 22, 2008 
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Chapel Hill issued a list of twenty-two demands to its chancellor on December 11, 

1968. In honor of the first set and because equal access and opportunity remained 

an important issue on November 14, 1998, they issued a new set of twenty-two 

demands. After unsuccessfully negotiating with administrators, thirty-five 

African-American students at Beloit College issued their twelve demands on 

February 26, 1969. These students sought a black financial aid consultant, more 

black students and professors, a section in the dorms, and courses on black history 

and culture, for example. In February 1969, black students at Rutgers University 

also delivered a list of demands. Later on, Vassar College, a highly-selective 

liberal arts college, received a list of demands from its Afro-American Society on 

April 30, 1969. These demands called for the desegregation of residential housing, 

a black counselor, and funding for black-cultural events.186  

African-Americans throughout the nation kept demanding that society and 

the University, its behaviors and policies, adjust and treat them with equality. This 

continued call for equality, defined as equal access and opportunity for all students 

                                                
186 “History of Vassar College,” http://faculty.vassar.edu/daniels/index.html (accessed 

February 12, 2010); “Black Cultural Center,” http://www.purdue.edu/bcc/history/history.htm 
(accessed February 12, 2010); “The Black Student Movement” 
http://www.unc.edu/student/orgs/bsm/ (accessed February 12, 2010); “Black students who 
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22/article/9679?headline=Black-students-who-stormed-stage-revisit-Stanford-campus (accessed 
February 12, 2010); “Unity and Diversity in the Black Student Protest Movement” 
http://www.libraries.rutgers.edu/rul/libs/scua/douglass_scholars/article9.shtml (accessed February 
12, 2010); Black Students United at Stony Brook to All Administrators of State University at 
Stony Brook on February 7, 1969, 
http://www.stonybrook.edu/sb/bhm/docs/africanastudies/demands.pdf (accessed February 13, 
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without regard to any individual differences, had its own noticeable place at the 

University of Houston, too, beginning in February 1969. On February 7, the 

AABL, formally known as the Negro Association for Progress, officially 

announced its own “Ten Black Demands.” Seventy-five students, including Lynn 

Eusan, abruptly entered Hoffman’s office without advance notice and delivered 

their list of grievances. Five days later, the AABL distributed the list to local news 

outlets. Naturally, these demands had some similarities to the demands issued by 

students at other colleges and universities across the country. A few days later, the 

campus newspaper announced that the demands were “under study” by campus 

officials.187  

Because none of the existing secondary literature discusses any of the 

various sets of demands in any kind of meaningful detail, it is necessary to go 

through the list one-by-one as issued by the AABL and handed to Hoffman 

because the demands were important and caused various disturbances at UH. They 

meant a great deal to these African-Americans. Additionally, of the three 

University of Houston’s histories, not one discusses these demands except in 

passing. Whereas Patrick J. Nicholson’s history of the University of Houston’s 

first seventy five years does not mention the demands at all, Katherine Lopez’s 

Cougars of Any Color, for example, states:  

                                                
187 At this point, any possible connection between the various colleges and universities 

and the black students’ demands with a national organization or something cannot be determined.  
“AABL Delivers List of Black Grievances,” The Daily Cougar, February 12, 1969. 
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The University was not completely immune to racial unrest as the late 
1960s did see disturbances but nothing no [sic] common to campus [sic] 
across the nation. The Afro-Americans for Black Liberation (AABL) 
presented the University a list of demands which Hoffman assessed and 
tried to meet.188  

 
Likewise, Wendy Adair and Oscar Gutierrez’s Our Time states: 

A group of African American students marched to President Hoffman’s 
office and presented a “List of Ten Demands,” including an appeal for an 
African American Studies Program and an admission policy allowing for 
35 percent African American undergraduate admissions.189  

 

What follows, then, is a detailed examination of these demands and the 

responses to them. Perhaps more than anything else, this list of grievances 

provides an insight into to the ways in which administrators, professors, and 

students treated African-Americans at UH after they achieved admission starting 

in June 1962. 

 When issued as a demand, members of the AABL had already previously 

submitted a proposal to the College of Arts and Sciences (known as the College of 

Liberal Arts and Social Sciences or CLASS in 2010) for the creation of an Afro-

American Studies department and major because they believed their current 

                                                
 
188 Lopez does not discuss the “Ten Black Demands” except for one sentence, in one 

footnote. Although her scope does not extend beyond 1968, her monograph omits a significant 
part of the story about black athletes at the University of Houston in the late 1960s. 

Additionally, as evident by the quotation from her monograph, she ignores the real 
tensions that occupied students and employees at UH during the late 1960s. 

Katherine Lopez, Cougars of Any Color: The Integration of University of Houston 
Athletics, 1964-1968 (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2008), 186. 

 
189 Wendy Adair and Oscar Gutierrez, Our Time: Celebrating 75 Years of Learning and 

Leading (Virginia Beach: The Donning Company Publishers, 2001), 30.  
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education was “tragically irrelevant and vulgarly whitewashed.” They ultimately 

hoped a black studies program would lead to a College of the Third World or 

College of Ethnic Studies. UH successfully implemented a department dedicated 

to the sole purpose of black studies and starting offering more courses in African-

American history in the fall of 1969.190  

Hoffman and his appointed Task Force acted quickly in creating an Afro-

American Studies Program, appointing leadership, and creating appropriate 

courses. Robert V. Hayes, a history professor who graduated with a doctorate from 

Rice University and came to UH in 1956, became its temporary director on May 6, 

1969. UH and institutions across the nation, including the University of Texas, 

established African-American studies programs in 1969. Once set up, the UH 

program offered a diverse range of courses in Anthropology, Economics, 

                                                
 
190 In 1965, in a new and unusual form of segregation, UH arranged for its students to 

take courses in African, not African-American, studies at Texas Southern University (TSU), if a 
student so desired. Robert V. Hayes offered the University of Houston’s first course in African-
American studies, “The Negro in American History,” in 1968, and UH offered its first course in 
African history within a year. Of the available courses in African history for the semester starting 
in February 1969, only three of these were offered at UH: “Topics in Economic Development,” 
“African Literature in English,” and “Government and Politics in Africa.”  

“African Studies Opportunity, Courses Offered at UH and T.S.U., Spring Semester, 
1969,” “Reproduction of the AABL Statement Presented to Dr. Hoffman on February 7, 1969”; 
“A Reply to the AABL Statement by Philip G. Hoffman President, University of Houston, 14 
February 1969”; “Policy Statement from UH President” on February 19, 1969; “Status Report – 
University-AABL Relations,” March 26, 1969; “Acting Director Named for Afro-American 
Program at UH,” May 6, 1969; “Negro History Course at UH a Success,” Office of Information, 
June 24, 1969; “Afro-American Studies Program at the University of Houston,” Fall 1969, Box 
21 Folder 24; “Status Report – University Action Team on AABL Demands” on March 11, 1969; 
“President Philip G. Hoffman’s Remarks at a Meeting of the University of Houston Faculty and 
Staff, April 10, 1969,” Box 21, Folder 26, Patrick J. Nicholson’s Papers, University Archives, 
Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries. 
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Education, Literature, Geography, History, Philosophy, Sociology, and in African 

languages, for example. By May 1969, administrators had successfully met the 

first demand. The African American Studies program was still active and thriving 

in 2010.191  

The other demands asserted by the AABL proved more challenging and 

were not always received with positive attitudes. UH repeatedly told students that 

it was very difficult to find qualified African-Americans to hire who could teach at 

the college level. The University of Houston’s black students asserted that this was 

“very ludicrous.” The AABL demanded that UH hire a minimum of twenty 

African-American faculty members within seven months. They wanted black 

professors who could teach African-American history, and they wanted black 

counselors who had the personal and professional experience to relate to them. By 

maintaining a white faculty and staff, UH did not help to welcome these students 

or ensure their success, the AABL argued. For immediate purposes, all that is 

known with certainty is that by March 26, 1969, Hoffman had hired one additional 

black instructor, which made the total two. In his response, Hoffman also stated, 

going beyond the demands, that he would make sure there was an effort to 

increase the presence of not only African-American but also Mexican-American 
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professors, Teaching Fellows, and Teaching Assistants. Hoffman also sought to 

hire a Mexican-American counselor.192   

Considering the slow struggle for UH to welcome black students, it should 

come as no surprise that five of the ten demands dealt specifically with the 

recruitment and retention of black students. For admission purposes, prospective 

students had their high school grades and scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT) examined. Members of the AABL argued that it was not fair to 

instantaneously hold them to the same standards as they were sent to “inferior 

schools with inferior facilities and teachers.” These students clearly challenged the 

notion that segregated schools were “separate but equal” when so many whites, 

including the superintendent of Houston Independent School District (HISD) as 

discussed in Chapter Two, proclaimed that black schools were at the very least 

equal if not better than white schools. Additionally, tests such as the SAT were 

completely culturally biased in favor of whites, according to the AABL; therefore, 

African-American students demanded that the University of Houston’s 

administrators and admissions officers modify their standard practices. They 

suggested requesting interviews and letters of recommendation for prospective 

African-American students. In 1969, the city of Houston’s black population was 

about 25 percent, while the UH black population stood at an estimated 5 percent. 

                                                
192 Ibid. 
On an additional note, a Mexican-American studies program formed in 1972. 
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Students demanded that each incoming freshmen class consist of at least 35 

percent black students. Affiliates of the AABL recognized that many African-

American students had true gaps in their knowledge that needed attention before 

they would directly be ready for college; therefore, black students called for the 

establishment of programs to bring their reading, writing, and math skills up to 

college level.193 

 African-American students associated with the AABL also demanded that 

UH provide adequate housing. One of their demands stated that the requirement 

for a picture with the application to live in a dorm be stopped. According to 

Hoffman, UH had removed the picture requirement a few days before their 

demands were issued.194  

As demonstrated in earlier chapters, UH would tell a black student that 

admission might be possible but that she or he would not be eligible for any 

monetary assistance. The fourth demand asserted that UH should offer African-

Americans equal opportunities to receive scholarships and financial aid because 

education was increasingly essential. White students already received assistance. 

“Black people,” the AABL asserted, “are the poorest people in the richest 

                                                
193 Ibid. 
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country.” They called for special funds, including living expenses, and modified 

requirements so that college would be within reach for more blacks.195  

Another concern the AABL voiced for the University of Houston’s black 

students was the need for instructors to treat and evaluate all students equally and 

with respect. They said, “it is time ti [sic] rid the University of Houston of all 

racists and bigots.” They wanted a permanent committee created to handle any 

questionable practices in grading or academic freedom. Although, as Hoffman 

would point out, UH already had a committee to handle grade appeals, the AABL 

also called for students to serve on this committee and to have an equal voice.196      

These black students had one specific concern against the sociology 

curriculum. They said that the University of Houston’s professors taught sociology 

in a vacuum, without regard to real life situations. Moreover, they said this 

approach “merely perpetuates white nationalism and is irrelevant.” In order to 

remedy this situation, they demanded that administrators make arrangements so 

that students who worked in the black ghetto would receive three credits for real-

life, hands-on, sociological work. In the official statement, AABL-members added 

that a “black man who has done work within the community” must teach the 
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course in conjunction with the Afro-American Studies Department. Hoffman 

agreed to look into the matter.197  

The last demand specifically for all students was the creation of a Black 

Student Union, an organization to give black students a voice, just as the white 

Student Association had. Members of the AABL asserted that the current campus 

culture compromised and hurt their representation across UH. They wanted a 

budget, partly to fund the enrichment of fellow black students, while they worked 

on decreasing the gap between what the so-called “separate but equal” high 

schools provided and what UH required for unconditional admission. 

Administrators would not provide funding for the Black Student Union but did 

allow it to form and tutor students.198  

Giving a voice to the campus athletes, the AABL demanded that UH hire a 

black football coach and examine the “situation of the black athlete.” In more 

detail, the AABL insisted that African-American athletes and their coaches 

communicate such that black students could speak freely. Athletes, they said, 

should be free to decry racist acts without fearing that their coach might rescind 

their scholarships. A black coach would decrease hostilities and increase 

communication, they argued. The seventh demand also expressed great discontent 
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with the existing baseball coach, Lovett Hill. AABL members described him as an 

“ultra-racist” and requested his immediate termination.199 

Of all the Afro-Americans for Black Liberation’s “Ten Black Demands,” 

the seventh one generated the greatest amount of paper work and public interest. 

In his first notice acknowledging the demands in February 1969, Hoffman began 

by emphasizing the recognition athletes brought to UH. He also stressed that UH 

has “led this entire section of the United States in recruiting and welcoming Black 

athletes.” Although UH may have led a group of schools to desegregate its athletic 

teams, the University of North Texas was actually the first white institution of 

higher education to admit black athletes in the South. In 1956, it admitted Leon 

King and Abner Haynes. Additionally, in the same year, the University of North 

Texas was also the first institution in the South to admit black students regardless 

of being at the graduate or undergraduate level.200  

Hoffman stated that he would create a special task force to examine the 

situation, from the education of black athletes to alleged racism and also concerns 

about the coach. About one month later in his official status report, the University 
                                                

199 Ibid. 
 

200 “History of Integration,” http://www.unt.edu/northtexan/archives/s04/history.htm 
(accessed February 16, 2010); “AABL Removes One Grievance by Ann Trueheart,” Box 9, 
Folder 1; “New Committee to Hear Cases for Black Athletes,” on March 11, 1969; “Faculty for 
Special Education Needs of Athletes, March 13, 1969; “Committee to Hear Case Against Coach,” 
March 25, 1969; “Remarks,” March 1969; Special Hearing Committee on Lovett Hill Allegations 
to Dr. Philip G. Hoffman on April 29, 1969, Box 13, Folder 40, Patrick J. Nicholson’s Papers, 
University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries; “AABL 
Removes One Grievance,” The Daily Cougar, March 28, 1969. 
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of Houston’s president informed the campus that a committee was actively 

studying the issues presented by the AABL. Hoffman also shared plans to hire a 

black coach before the Fall 1969 semester commenced. Finally, Hoffman 

emphasized that all black athletes have “special problems” and stated that the 

committee welcomed everyone’s input. Records do not indicate how black athletes 

specifically had “special problems” that were different when compared to those of 

white students, black students, or white athletes.201 

Hoffman continued establishing committees to no avail. On March 7, one 

week after the president had created this special athletic committee, members 

decided that all meetings would remain private. On March 10, this committee 

created a sub-committee called the Faculty for Special Educational Needs of 

Athletes or SENA with the purpose to address the needs of all athletes. And then 

under rather mysterious circumstances, on March 28, 1969, the AABL withdrew 

its demand directed toward black athletes because the coach was too powerful. It 

was announced that the coach basically had complete control of the black athletes. 

Additionally, he could and would revoke their scholarships and thus the ability of 

black individuals to be athletes at UH, if they continued to protest their inferior 

treatment. It remains unclear why the general body of black students did not 

continue protesting this point. 

                                                
201 Ibid. 
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Not every one of the demands was specifically for black students at UH. 

Members of the AABL demanded that the janitorial, maintenance, and cafeteria 

staff receive at least two dollars per hour and overtime, as necessary. According to 

the AABL survey, these employees had an average of five dependents each. In 

addition, it can safely be surmised that these employees were African-Americans 

or, perhaps, Mexican-Americans.  

Although “affirmative action” has sometimes been tied to negative political 

and social connotations, these demands by the AABL were a form of affirmative 

action in that they called for the modification of practices that generally favored 

white people because they did not allow for the realities of racism and 

discrimination.202  

Although not necessarily representative of the campus body, organizations 

such as the Society of New Intellectuals (SNI) were ultimately part of the decline 

of affirmative action programs. SNI, a student organization at UH, felt that the 

AABL was a violent organization and “one of the most dangerous racist 

organizations on campus.” SNI saw requests that UH actively recruit more 

African-American employees and students, for example, as equally racist as 

purposely not hiring black employees. Simply, they wanted equality for everyone, 

but SNI members did not believe in assisting blacks any more than any other 

                                                
 

202 In its expanded form as a dissertation, this work will include an entire chapter on 
affirmative action at UH.    
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group. They insisted that underprepared African-American students should acquire 

those skills elsewhere and then apply at UH. In some cases, the Society of New 

Intellectuals actually advocated expanding the demands, in part. For example, its 

members said scholarships and other forms of aid should be more equally 

available to everyone. In the long run, organizations such as SNI had points that 

warranted attention. For the immediate future in 1969, however, SNI and other 

groups across the nation did not allow any room for society’s long-term 

mistreatment of African-Americans. Just as expecting society instantly to follow a 

new law would be an unreasonable prospect, it was not practical to imagine that 

African-Americans would truly receive full equality without continued attention 

and specific activism.  

In summary the Afro-Americans for Black Liberation’s “Ten Black 

Demands” were: 

1. The University of Houston must establish a comprehensive 
Department of Afro-American Studies. 
 

2. The University of Houston must hire black administrators, faculty 
members and a black counselor. 

 
3. The University of Houston must create a special recruitment and 

admissions program for Afro-American students. 
 

4. The University of Houston must provide “adequate” housing for all 
black students in close proximity to the University. The University 
furthermore must issue an Open Housing Policy. 

 
5. The University of Houston must offer and make available more 

financial aid to black students. 
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6. The University of Houston must take steps to elevate the wage scale 
of its janitorial, maintenance, and cafeteria employees to $2.00 per 
hour.  

 
7. The University of Houston must deal effectively with the situation of 

the black athlete and must hire an Afro-American coach for football. 
 

8. The University of Houston must establish a committee to alleviate 
racist practices in instruction and grading. 

 
9. The University of Houston must establish a Black Student Union 

which can effectively serve the needs of Afro-American students. 
 

10. The University of Houston must arrange for student ghetto workers 
to receive three semester hours credit for their work in the 
community. 

 

 

Violence Breaks Out 

After a group of three white males allegedly assaulted Eugene (Gene) 

Locke around nine in the morning on Monday, March 17, 1969, the threat of 

violence became real at the University of Houston. Locke, a member of the 

AABL, suffered minor cuts and bruises. Between 11:00 and 11:30, Dwight Allen 

with about fifteen other black students gathered together in the Cougar Den, the 

main student center at UH, and began discussing attack on Locke. Lynn Eusan 

Locke asked the crowd: “Why haven’t my husband’s attackers been arrested?” At 

some point, a group of black students unplugged and sat on top of the jukebox. 

Then, for unexplained reasons, Adele Boudreaux dropped her tray of food and 

supposedly slapped a white male. One of the African-American males jumped on 
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this white male. Following this, students began to overturn tables and chairs and 

fought with each other. The glass in four windows was broken. Located across the 

atrium, students tore the door of the bookstore off and proceeded to throw the 

inventory around. An hour or two later, black students spoke to a crowd of a few 

hundred students, some reports say up to five hundred. These students voiced their 

concern that the Safety and Security staff was not doing their job. According to 

Tim W. Fleck, one of the white students who gave a sworn testimony to the Harris 

County police, Margie Haile said that “you are either for us or against us, if you 

don’t stand up now your [sic] with the whites.” Next, a group of 100 to 150 black 

and white students marched to the Safety and Security building to demand an 

explanation and threatened to seize control the student center. Altogether, 

damaged totaled about $2,200.203 

                                                
203 Robert L. Flynn on March 18, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Mary M. 

Voswinkel on March 18, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Christopher Caros on March 
20, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; David T. Lyons on March 20, 1969 to State of 
Texas, County of Harris; Ron Keller on March 21, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; 
Robert Hall on March 24, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Ronald Mitchell on March 
24, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Henry William Munson on March 24, 1969 to State 
of Texas, County of Harris; John York on March 24, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; 
Dave Kohler on March 25, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; George R. McClintock on 
March 25, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Stephen William Umoff on March 25, 1969 
to State of Texas, County of Harris; J. Thomas Barbazette on March 26, 1969 to State of Texas, 
County of Harris; Rhett Beard on March 26, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Barbara 
Gunn on March 26, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Susan Heck on March 26, 1969 to 
State of Texas, County of Harris; Robert L. leJeune on March 26, 1969 to State of Texas, County 
of Harris; Mark Morrison on March 26, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Edward C. 
Tabor, III. on March 26, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; William Robert Suda on 
March 26, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Judy Beust on March 27, 1969 to State of 
Texas, County of Harris; Jack Bornsheuer on March 27, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; 
John Keith Crow on March 27, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Frank R. Denman, Jr. 
on March 27, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Tim W. Fleck On March 27, 1969 to 
State of Texas, County of Harris; Lyle Jones on March 27, 1969 to State of Texas, County of 
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In the police reports, only white students gave testimony, and they only 

accused black students. UH pressed criminal charges against Dwight Allen, 

Chesterfield Bass, Jr., Adele Beaudreaux, Douglas Bernhardt, Jerry Broussard, 

Terry Cunningham, Lynn Eusan, Joseph Haller, Margery Haile, Doris Marie 

Jones, Sue Green, Hester King, Eugene Locke, and DeLloyd Parker--most, but not 

all, were students at UH. These fourteen individuals, twelve of whom faced 

criminal charges for breaking an anti-rioting act that became law in Texas in 1967, 

were all African-American students accused by a group of all white students. 

Charges included inciting a riot, rioting, burglary, and malicious mischief. All of 

the proposed penalties included jail and/or prison terms. On April 8, the twelve 

who were arrested returned to campus. Whereas Allen’s and Locke’s trials ended 

                                                                                                                                            
Harris; Ward Lawrence Markley on March 27, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Donald 
Richard Meador on March 27, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; James Witter on March 
27, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Dalis Allen on March 28, 1969 to State of Texas, 
County of Harris; Donald Ray Cox on March 28, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; 
Ronald Eugene Gregory on March 28, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; Larry Lee 
Hawkins on March 28, 1969 to State of Texas, County of Harris; John James on March 28, 1969 
to State of Texas, County of Harris; Neil L. Smith on March 28, 1969 to State of Texas, County 
of Harris, Box 21, Folder 24; “Legal Sufficient Evidence to File Charges,” Patrick J. Nicholson’s 
Papers, University Archives, Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries; 
“Violence Hits UH Campus: Assault Incident Triggers Outbreak,” The Daily Cougar, March 18, 
1969. 

Attemps have been made to contact Dwight Allen and Gene Locke, all unsuccessful as of 
March 9, 2010. 

 
 



  
 

135 

in hung juries, the other changes against students and other participants were 

dropped. Nothing happened to the students who assaulted Locke.204  

Consequences soon followed throughout the University of Houston’s 

campus. Administrators responded with threats directed solely toward African-

American students. Additionally, they did not address any issues of the continuing 

inequalities voiced by concerned black students. First, in a press release later that 

Monday afternoon, after the attack and riot, Hoffman stated that protests or 

incidents of violence would not disrupt classes or any other daily activities. On the 

point of Locke’s attack, the press release announced that campus security would 

“continue with all diligence and speed the investigation of the incident.” On the 

other hand, when addressing the damage done to the University of Houston’s 

property, UH “will seek to ascertain the identity of these involved in the 

destruction of property in the University Center and take appropriate action.” They 

did not specifically set out to find and punish the white men who attacked Locke. 

They did, however, specifically set out to find and punish the black individuals 

involved in this campus protest. The Office of Information, ironically, publicly 

stated that it hoped to improve UH by creating an atmosphere of cooperation, free 

of tension, both on- and off-campus. This office stated this when it had been a 

                                                
204 “County Police Arrest Students On Campus,” The Daily Cougar, April 8, 1969; 

“Arrested Students Return to Campus,” The Daily Cougar, April 9, 1969; “June 9 Trial Set for 
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continued policy, officially or unofficially, to keep matters involving African-

Americas as private as possible.205  

The University of Houston administration also violated the right to free 

speech after this riot. Mark Rudd, of Columbia University, was scheduled to speak 

at UH on March 20, 1969. After the riot on March 17, the University of Houston 

canceled his speech because they felt it might create another situation of 

uncontrollable violence.206 But Rudd, “the revolutionist,” showed up. He spoke to 

an audience of about one thousand students and represented the Students for a 

Democratic Society (SDS). UH pressed charges against this SDS group and 

against Rudd because they advocated change. The administration successfully 

petitioned for a restraining order against Rudd.207   

Leaders at UH did not, however, stop black students and their white allies, 

their protests, or activism directed toward promoting African-Americans and their 

rights. On Wednesday, April 23, 1969, the University of Houston’s chapter of the 

SDS hosted a rally at one in the afternoon. In this rally, members of the local SDS 

voiced their continued concern about conditions at UH. They demanded that UH 

                                                
205 Ibid. 
 
206 “Riot” is only used for the lack of a more appropriate term. After all, this “riot” or 

“rebellion” involved black students and white students and clearly a struggle for power and 
equality. The words “riot” and “rebellion” have negative connotations that do not recognize that 
these black students were displeased with various University of Houston-policies and sought 
justice.   

 
207 “Houston Police Arrest UH ‘Revolutionary,’” The Daily Cougar, March 25, 1969; 

“UH Discriminates,” The Daily Cougar, March 25, 1969. 
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fulfill the “Ten Black Demands” and grant amnesty to those charged in the rally 

about one month earlier.   

 

Conclusion 

Official reports issued by the University of Houston point out, for example, 

that “black students have served in student government positions, and have been 

part of organized social and cultural activities on campus.” The increasing 

presence of African-American students, however, did not mean that a positive 

correlation existed with the way whites actually treated them throughout the 

various subcultures, or groups, at UH. Likewise, the physical presence of black 

students at UH beginning in 1962 by no means indicated that UH was completely 

desegregated or anywhere near achieving integration.208   

In early 1969, the AABL charged that UH had only implemented a plan for 

token integration. Moreover, its members charged that UH continued to reflect a 

“white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant” image, closed to African-Americans. In what 

proved to be generally unsuccessful in the short term, the AABL issued “Ten 
                                                

208 “African Studies Opportunity, Courses Offered at UH and T.S.U., Spring Semester, 
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Black Demands” to President Hoffman in February 1969. Black students grew 

increasingly displeased with the University of Houston’s lack of urgency in regard 

to addressing their concerns. In March after whites allegedly attacked a black 

student, fighting broke out on campus. Even though whites and blacks were 

involved, UH and the county only sought to punish African-Americans. Depicting 

powerful metaphors, an out-of-state student described the situation as follows: 

I am from New York and I am black. I have been in three riots and have 
seen the destruction and bloodshed. After each of these riots, white people 
have always asked, “What do they want?”, and no one seems to know. Here 
at UH, black people have written and distributed 10 demands. The white 
students, faculty and administration cannot claim to be ignorant of these. 
 
I have also watched as the administration has bull***ted [sic] their way 
around these demands and one ignorant professor even had the supreme 
stupidity to try to criticize the demands as if it were some theme handed in 
by one of his students. 
 
Today, I read “Letters to the Editor,” and got so thoroughly disgusted with 
some of the students here, that I had to write this letter. To all you white 
students I have this to say, black people made this university. If it wasn’t 
for Warren McVea and Elvin Hayes, UH would still be referred to as 
“Cougar High School.” 
 
And, while you’re criticizing Dwight Allen, Lynn Eusan, Eugene Locke 
and the demands your racist (and I mean RACIST) institution is slowly 
crumbling. If no action is taken, then you, Mr.  Ross A. Sears, will have to 
look for another “Tree of Knowledge” because this one will be cut down. 
 
And when Young American Independents, Pres. Hoffman and all the rest of 
the racist honkies are standing (or laying) in the ruins of UH, don’t look for 
ignorance as an excuse, because if you’ve read this far in the letter, you’ve 
heard the voice of only one angry black man, and believe me, there’s more 
of us than you think.209 

 
                                                

209 “Black Student Defends Plight of 10 Demands,” The Daily Cougar, March 21, 1969.  
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Tensions between whites and blacks were far from being resolved at the 

University of Houston in 1969. Although African-Americans were physically 

present, their involvement in campus culture and their relationship with campus 

administrators was greatly limited by increasingly outdated mores regarding the 

proper places and roles of African-Americans. True, UH had experienced a great 

transformation since their employment of the nameless, faceless black maid in 

1944. But, it had yet to embrace the talents and needs of its many black students, 

such as Lynn Eusan. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

“I HAVE A DREAM”: 
THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON, 1927 AND BEYOND 

 
 

Earlier today, we heard the beginning of the Preamble to the Constitution of the 
United States: “We, the people.” It's a very eloquent beginning. But when that 
document was completed on the seventeenth of September in 1787, I was not 
included in that “We, the people.” I felt somehow for many years that George 
Washington and Alexander Hamilton just left me out by mistake. But through the 
process of amendment, interpretation, and court decision, I have finally been 
included in “We, the people.” 

Today I am an inquisitor. I believe hyperbole would not be fictional and would not 
overstate the solemnness that I feel right now. My faith in the Constitution is 
whole; it is complete; it is total. And I am not going to sit here and be an idle 
spectator to the diminution, the subversion, the destruction, of the Constitution.210 

-- Barbara Jordan, Statement on the Articles of Impeachment, 1974 
 
 

The University in Time 

The University of Houston (UH) began as Houston Junior College in 1927. 

The Houston Independent School District (HISD) created this institution of higher 

education specifically to perpetuate “separate but equal” philosophies born in the 

                                                
210 Barbara Jordan, “Statement of the Articles of Impeachment,” 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barbarajordanjudiciarystatement.htm (accessed 
March 2, 2010); “Opening Statement To The House Judiciary Committee, Proceedings On The 
Impeachment Of Richard Nixon,” 
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&q=Opening+Statement+To+The+House+Judiciary+Com
mittee%2C+Proceedings+On+The+Impeachment+Of+Richard+Nixon&sourceid=navclient-
ff&rlz=1B6GGGL_enUS360US360&ie=UTF-8 (accessed March 6, 2010). 
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1880s and codified in the 1890s. E. K. Aboagye, Mohamed Athumani, Edward L. 

Booker, Jr., Sawyer Bynam, III, Ulysses Sidney Dotson, Royal R. Fields, Rachael 

D. Gardner, Johnnie B. Hines, A. L. Horton, Levi K. Kariungi, James Olu. 

Lawson, Lorenzo Lucas, Clarence W. Mangham, Joseph Norman Manley, M. A. 

Frempong Manso, Israel S. M. Mayengo, Curtis B. McGowan, Betty Jo 

Montgomery, H. Karioki Nganga, Daniel M. Ojong, Charles N. Ondera, D. Olu. 

Oyefesobi, S. O. Oyeniran, Isaac K. N. Ozongwu, Sylvia Palmore, Carolyn Jean 

Patterson, Walter Petteway, Vincent Rachel, Freda Celestine Gooden Richardson, 

Bennie B. Savannah, Georgia Simpson, Leonard O. Smith, Horace Eugene 

Stevenson, George Stiner, Napoleon Studdard, Effie O. Sublett, Peggy Mae Todd, 

G. T. Wallace, Jr., and Roy West, as discussed in this thesis were all denied 

admission to the University of Houston for being black. While UH prohibited the 

admission of African-American students until 1962 and the employment of black 

professionals until 1967, UH hired black individuals in service roles.  

African-Americans continued to protest and fight Jim Crow conditions and 

policies throughout the nation. After a series of Supreme Court cases, Brown v. 

Board of Education in 1954 once and for all dictated that apartheid conditions and 

“separate but equal” doctrines were no longer going to be legal within the United 

States. Even with this ruling and pressure from black students, the University of 

Houston’s president did not acquiesce. He directly handled almost all of these 

situations, and along with his allies, the president specifically kept the situation as 
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quiet and secret as possible. Moreover, in 1956, the Board of Regents was still 

debating if they would ever admit blacks. In the late 1950s, Texas Southern 

University, the “black” University of Houston, assisted the administration at UH 

in the continued practice of “separate but equal” and the exclusion of African-

Americans. Officials at UH privately stated that they knew they were risking a 

lawsuit. 

During this same time, UH experienced an increasingly tight financial 

situation. Only when UH had exhausted all other possibilities for additional 

revenue did it seek to become a public, state institution. By becoming publicly 

funded by the state of Texas, UH had to admit any qualified applicant, including 

black Americans. Throughout the 1960s, African-Americans at UH had to 

continually fight for additional rights. As the presence of African-Americans 

increasingly grew in the 1960s, black students organized, established 

organizations, and issued the “Ten Black Demands.” These demands reveal an 

important window of relations between the white administration and black 

students in the 1960s. African-American students, for example, wanted a black 

studies program, a black counselor, a black coach, and opportunities for more 

scholarships, just as white students had already had for a long time. The struggle 

for greater equality erupted into violence in March 1969 when white students 

physically attacked a black student. Only black students received negative 

sanctioning.  
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Although equality, or equal access and opportunity, for African-Americans 

was absent at the University of Houston from 1927 to 1969, the story had just 

begun. In the 1970s, UH brought in its first African-American commencement 

speaker, Barbara Jordan. In the 1990s, when Marguerite Ross Barnett because the 

University of Houston’s eighth president, she became its first woman and first 

African-American president. 

Between 2000 and 2010, UH consistently ranked as the first or second most 

ethnically diverse public research university in the nation, according to U.S. News 

and World Report. In 2010, UH had more than 36,000 students from more than 

130 countries, including 13.5 percent African-Americans. Approximately 70 

percent of the student body is non-white (on the other hand, 70 percent of the 

faculty is white). How does an all white, private institution become one of the 

most diverse public research universities in the United States in less than fifty 

years?211 

 

 

 

 
                                                

 
211 “Which Colleges Have the Most Student Diversity?,” 

http://www.usnews.com/blogs/college-rankings-blog/2009/08/27/which-colleges-have-the-most-
student-diversity.html (accessed October 10, 2009); “Best Colleges: Racial Diversity: National 
Universities,” http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-colleges/national-campus-
ethnic-diversity (accessed October 10, 2009); “Facts and Figures,” http://uh.edu/about/uh-
glance/facts-figures/index.php (accessed September 6, 2009).    
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A Glimpse Inside the Mind 

This thesis has accomplished several things. While many of its actions and 

words were racist, UH was a product of its time, just like other institutions 

throughout the United States. Nonetheless, UH, like so many all white institutions, 

perpetuated inequality and blocked African-Americans even when they requested 

change. UH and African-Americans always had “watchful eyes,” so to speak, in 

that they both were aware of the national struggle for civil rights and in that they 

both pushed each other in directions the other was not, as yet, prepared for. By 

examining the applications from students, pencil scratches on fragments of paper, 

internal memos, and articles from the student newspaper, for example, a diverse 

range of historical actors has been presented. While these individuals, of course, 

were part of a much larger social context, they all exercised individual agency and 

pushed for change or pushed for tradition.  

Whereas in the 1950s and 1960s headlines such as “3 Negroes Enrolled at 

Texas A&M” were commonplace, in 2010 African-Americans were almost 

universally present at what were historically white institutions before the 1960s. 

The University of Houston, like other academic institutions throughout the “Solid 

South” discriminated against African-Americans and fought to protect the status 

quo. The story of African-Americans and their struggle to gain admission and 

equality at the University of Houston was just the beginning of a rich and 

stimulating journey.  
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