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ABSTRACT 
 
Antonio Maceo Smith was the most influential African-American civil rights activist in 

Texas in the twentieth century. The rise and fall of Smith’s career mirrored that of the 

civil rights movement at large within the state. A native of Texarkana, Texas, and 

educated in New York at the height of the Harlem Renaissance he absorbed elements of 

the New Negro philosophy. Upon his return to Texas, Smith worked within an 

interlocking network of African-American organizations such as the Dallas Negro 

Chamber of Commerce, the Progressive Voters League, the National Negro Business 

League and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). 

His influence within these organizations mitigated potentially devastating competition 

between the groups.  

Thanks to Smith’s work within these groups, the Texas civil rights movement took on a 

sophistication and militancy in the 1930s not seen in other parts of the country until years 

later. Some of the early successes of these groups included the election of more 

sympathetic politicians to the Dallas City Council in 1935 and the inclusion of the Negro 

Hall of Life at the 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition. By the 1940s Smith worked much 

more closely with the NAACP. He was instrumental to that group’s successes, which 

included the litigation of the Smith v. Allwright (1944) and Sweatt v. Painter (1950) 

cases.  

By 1950 Smith managed a large bureaucratic organization in Texas on behalf of the 

NAACP that was less effective than in previous decades. Furthermore, the coalition of 

civil rights leaders and organizations within the state had fragmented and were unable to 

deal successfully with the mounting challenges of the decade. When the state of Texas 
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sued the NAACP in 1957 it effectively ended its influence within the state. Smith lost his 

position with the NAACP in the aftermath of the case and lost much of his influence 

within the movement. Despite its successes and its relative lack of violence in 

comparison to many other cities, from this point forward the Texas civil rights movement 

lagged events in other parts of the nations. Smith, from then until his death in 1977 

worked within the Dallas community as an influential local activist. Neither he nor the 

NAACP ever regained their prominence within the state. 
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INTRODUCTION	

1	

 In 1931, twenty-eight-year-old African-American businessman Antonio Maceo 

Smith gave the keynote speech to the graduating seniors of Luther High School. 

Although destined to become one of the most prominent African-American leaders in 

Texas, Smith was then at the beginning of his career as both an entrepreneur and a civil 

rights activist. In this speech, the nascent leader told his audience: 

Freedom pre-supposes bondage. Liberation from slavery, imprisonment or 
restraint. We need but look about us to know that the shackles and chains of 
slavery are still about our wrists and ankles and the continuous lash of a hard 
taskmaster urges us on in toil. Upwards of 70 years ago, Lincoln's Emancipation 
Proclamation lifted the legal yoke of bondage but today the fetters of economic 
slavery and injustice bind us tighter than ever a slave chain dared to cleave.1 

 
This young businessman clearly gave a great deal of time and effort to prepare 

and deliver an incredible (and hopefully, incredibly inspiring) speech to an audience at a 

very small segregated high school on the outskirts of Oklahoma City. Like so many of his 

generation who identified with the New Negro movement, Smith believed that his 

education and his privileged status as a black middle-class professional obligated him to 

help others. Social uplift was a prominent theme of the New Negro movement, which 

originated in 1920s Harlem, at just the time Smith spent a formative few years there as a 

student and budding entrepreneur. Smith’s speech argued for a continuity to black 

experience, from slavery to the 1930s, rooted in the direct connection between modern 

economic issues and African-Americans’ continued second-class status. Also discussed 

in this same speech were Smith’s concerns with political rights and equality before the 

																																																								
1 A. Maceo Smith, “The Five Realities of Life,” transcript of speech given during the graduation ceremony 
at Luther High School in Oklahoma, 1931, A. Maceo Smith Collection, Box 1, Folder 1, African American 
Museum, Dallas, Texas. Thanks to W. Marvin Dulaney, Associate Professor Emeritus at the University of 
Texas at Arlington, who made this collection available to the author.  



	

	 2	

law, convictions that marked Smith’s activism throughout his career. 2 

Although still relatively unknown in 1931, Smith’s name became synonymous 

with civil rights in Texas. By the 1940s a contemporary of Smith’s referred to him as 

“possibly the most publicized [black] man in Texas.”3 His career placed him at the 

forefront of the civil rights struggle in Texas for decades, and his fame never diminished 

in his lifetime. Historian Michael L. Gillette confirmed as much in an article for 

Humanities Texas. In February 1974, Gillette attended the dedication ceremony of the 

Juanita Jewel Craft Recreation Center in Dallas, Texas. Detailing the events of that day, 

Gillette wrote, “One late-arriving guest … required no introduction. As A. Maceo Smith 

quietly slipped into a seat near the back of the crowded assembly, a collective nodding of 

heads and shifting of chairs respectfully acknowledged his presence.”4 Even at the end of 

his long career, Smith still garnered attention and respect from Dallas’s African-

American community. And yet, despite the fact that contemporaries consistently 

acknowledged his contributions, and despite the existence of the A. Maceo Smith New 

																																																								
2 For more information on the Harlem Renaissance and the New Negro ethos, see Nathan I. Huggins, 
Harlem Renaissance, rev ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), especially 27–52; Patricia 
Sullivan, Lift Every Voice: The NAACP and the Making of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: New 
Press, 2009), especially 126–134. For how this ethos influenced Smith directly, see Melvin J. Banks, “The 
Pursuit of Equality: The Movement for First Class Citizenship among Negroes in Texas, 1920–1950” (PhD 
diss., Syracuse University, 1962), especially 157–162. 
3 This comment was made by Texas newspaper publisher and civil rights activist Carter Wesley, who, as 
publisher of the Informer group of newspapers—which included the Houston Informer, the Texas Freeman, 
and the Dallas Express—would have been in an excellent position to know. Dallas Express, October 30, 
1941, also quoted in Darlene Clark Hine, Black Victory: The Rise and Fall of the White Primary in Texas, 
rev. ed. (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003), 222.  
4 Juanita J. Craft was another prominent Texas civil rights activist and a contemporary of Smith’s. A survey 
of her life can be found in Stephanie Decker, “Women in the Civil Rights Movement: Juanita Craft Versus 
the Dallas Elite,” East Texas Historical Journal, 39, no. 1 (Spring: 2001): 33–42. Quotation from Michael 
L. Gillette, “The Craft of Civil Rights,” Humanities Texas, February 2010, accessed August 16, 2017, 
http://www.humanitiestexas.org/news/articles/craft-civil-rights. The author is indebted to Michael Gillette 
for bringing this article to his attention. 
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Tech High School and A. Maceo Smith Federal Building in Dallas, Texas, few remember 

the man himself or his accomplishments.5 

This biographical study is intended as an act of recovery. It is a corrective 

intended to reassert the role of both Antonio Maceo Smith and Texas in the larger 

narrative of the civil rights movement in the United States. Neither Smith nor Texas fit 

neatly into the established historiography of the civil rights movement, and both have 

found themselves in an ambiguous place, often marginalized by other scholars. In order 

to put both into their proper place, three historiographic issues must be examined. First, a 

reperiodization of the civil rights movement is necessary—one that gives equal weight to 

the events prior to Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. Second, Texas must be placed 

firmly into its proper geographic and cultural context as a Southern state. Third, the 

critical role of Texas to the larger civil rights movement must be reestablished. Once 

these three factors are considered, Smith’s importance becomes immediately clear.  

The first issue deals with the proper periodization of the civil rights movement. 

To be fair, this change has been underway within the historical profession for some time, 

but more work is needed. Many studies still rely on a traditional periodization, placing 

the civil rights era as occurring from 1954 to 1965. Equal attention needs to be given to 

the groundbreaking events and leadership of the period prior to 1954. As far back as 

1987, historian Dan T. Carter argued for the acceptance of the years 1930–1954 as a 

“watershed” in the civil rights movement.6 In 1993, Texas historian W. Marvin Dulaney 

																																																								
5 A. Maceo Smith New Tech High School is located at 3030 Stag Road in south Dallas, and the A. Maceo 
Smith Federal Building is located at 946 Young Street in downtown Dallas.  
6 Dan T. Carter, “From Segregation to Integration,” in Interpreting Southern History: Historiographical 
Essays in Honor of Sanford W. Higginbotham, edited by John B. Boles and Evelyn T. Nolen (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1987), 414. 
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echoed this sentiment, arguing that black Dallasites “were in the forefront of the ongoing 

national struggle … [and] made the 1930s a watershed not only for the local version of 

the civil rights movement, but also for the movement throughout the South.”7 

Unfortunately, few in the profession seemed to have noticed Dulaney’s essay at the time 

and it took British historian Adam Fairclough to reiterate this point for a broader 

audience in 1995. At that time he argued, “Black protest between the late 1930s and the 

mid-1950s constituted more than a mere prelude to the drama proper: it was the first act 

of a two-act play.” As such, he suggested that it be studied as intensely as the post-1954 

civil rights era. He also lamented the lack of emphasis on the critical role of litigation in 

the long civil rights struggle. Without the successful litigation agenda promoted by 

Charles Hamilton Houston, Thurgood Marshall, A. Maceo Smith, Carter Wesley, and 

other members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP), the later successes of organizations engaged in direct-action tactics, such as 

the Southern Christian Leadership Coalition (SCLC) and the Student Non-violent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), would have been impossible.8  

The issue of periodization has continued to be a concern. Five years after the 

publication of Fairclough’s study, Charles W. Eagles repeated almost precisely the same 

sentiment in a historiographic essay for the Journal of Southern History. He said that 

historians still saw pre-1954 events “as precursors rather than parts of the actual civil 

rights movement.” In 2004, historian Glenn Feldman tied together the importance both of 

																																																								
7 W. Marvin Dulaney, “Whatever Happened to the Civil Rights Movement in Dallas, Texas?” in Essays on 
the American Civil Rights Movement, edited by W. Marvin Dulaney and Kathleen Underwood (College 
Station: Texas A&M Press, 1993), 66. 
8 Adam Fairclough, Race & Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915–1972 (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1995), xii, xiv–xv. Quotation taken from xii. 
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this era and of litigation to the black freedom struggle, highlighting the fact that “a 

sustained challenge to the legal, political, and social structure of the Jim Crow system” 

began decades before Brown. Following Feldman’s argument, Booker T. Washington 

biographer Robert J. Norell emphasized in 2009 the variety of tactics used over the long 

civil rights movement and dismissed the continued overemphasis on direct-action protest 

by many historians.9  

Not until 2011 could historian Daniel Aldridge optimistically argue “21st century 

historians have rejected the traditional focus on the 1950s and 1960s … looking further 

back in time.”10 The historiographic tide has turned, but further research must focus on 

this earlier era in order to provide precision to what should more accurately be termed the 

“long civil rights movement” in order to set it apart from the struggle centered in the 

1950s and 1960s. To ignore this period of the movement ignores the critically important 

decades that defined the movement’s future.11  

The steady stream of studies focusing on the later period of the civil rights 

movement, however, keeps it in the forefront of the public mind. Works such as Taylor 

Branch’s Parting the Waters and Juan Williams’s Eyes on the Prize provide just two 

examples that stand out due to their popularity. Both books dealt with the years from 

																																																								
9 Quotation from Charles W. Eagles, “Toward New Histories of the Civil Rights Era," Journal of Southern 
History, 66, no. 4 (November 2000), 838; Glenn Feldman, ed. Before Brown: Civil Rights and White 
Backlash in the Modern South (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2004), xii; Robert J. Norell, Up 
from Slavery: The Life of Booker T. Washington (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2009), 440. 
10 Daniel W. Aldridge III, Becoming American: The African American Quest for Civil Rights, 1861–1976 
(New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), xx. 
11 A few other major studies that have expanded our understanding of the civil rights struggle in this earlier 
era, in addition to Fairclough’s Race & Democracy, include Robert J. Norrell, Reaping the Whirlwind: The 
Civil Rights Movement in Tuskegee (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985) and Martha Biondi, To Stand and 
to Fight: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Postwar New York City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 2003). 
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1954 to 1965.12 The steady output of works such as these and their continued popularity 

have inadvertently reinforced this periodization in the public mind, as well as mainstream 

films and documentaries that also focus on this period. Additional evidence of this 

phenomenon is the proliferation of major movies on Martin Luther King and Malcolm 

X.13  

A survey of several college-level textbooks produced by major publishers also 

demonstrated this trend. Of sixteen textbooks reviewed by the author, all but one 

reinforced to some degree the traditional notion of a civil rights movement rooted in the 

years from 1954 to 1965.14 America’s History by James A. Henretta presented the most 

																																																								
12 Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954–1963 (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1988); Juan Williams, Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, 1954–1965 (New York: 
Viking Penguin, 1987). Of course, it must be mentioned that Williams’s book also spawned a television 
documentary of the same name, which is possibly the most famous and most-watched documentary of the 
civil rights era ever produced.  
13 Other more recent examples of works that reinforce this periodization include Nishani Frazier, Harambee 
City: The Congress of Racial Equality in Cleveland and the Rise of Black Power Populism (Fayetteville: 
University of Arkansas Press, 2017); Patricial M. Boyett, Right to Revolt: The Crusade for Racial Justice in 
Mississippi’s Central Piney Woods (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2015); Kerry Pimblott, Faith 
in Black Power: Religion, Race, and Resistance in Cairo, Illinois (Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 2017); Mary Lou Finley, Bernard LaFayette Jr., James R. Ralph Jr., and Pam Smith, eds., The 
Chicago Freedom Movement: Martin Luther King, Jr. and Civil Rights Activism in the North (Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 2016); and Ben Keppell, Brown v. Board and the Transformation of 
American Culture (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2016). Also see Steven F. Lawson and 
Charles M. Payne, Debating the Civil Rights Movement, 1945–1968 (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2006), which does extend its periodization back further than most studies but still only goes as 
far back as 1945.  

Regarding major film work covering this period, a few examples include Freedom on My Mind, directed by 
Ronnie Washington (Clarity Films, 1994); The Butler, directed by Lee Daniels (Weinstein 
Company/Anchor Bay, 2013); Malcolm X, directed by Spike Lee (Warner Brothers, 1992); Mississippi 
Burning, directed by Alan Parker (MGM, 1988); Selma, directed by Ava DuVernay (Paramount, 2014); 
and Four Little Girls, directed by Spike Lee (HBO Studios, 1997). In contrast, only in 2017 has a major 
Hollywood motion picture specifically focused on the earlier civil rights period. Marshall, released in 
October 2017, focused on Thurgood Marshall’s early litigation career. Marshall, directed by Reginald 
Hudlin (Open Road Films, 2017). 
14 The textbooks reviewed were as follows: George B. Tindall and David E. Shi, America: A Narrative 
History, 10th ed. (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2016); James A. Henretta and Rebecca 
Edwards, America’s History, Concise Edition, Combined Volume, 9th ed. (Boston: Macmillan Press, 2016); 
Michael Schaller, Robert Schulzinger, John Bezis-Selfa, Janette T. Greenwood, Andrew Kirk, Sarah J. 
Purcell, and Aaron Sheehan-Dean, American Horizons: U.S. History in a Global Context, Volume II: Since 
1865, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Alan Brinkley, American History: Connecting 
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balanced treatment of the African-American civil rights movement. It explored in detail 

such issues as life under Jim Crow segregation, the origins of the NAACP, Marcus 

Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), the impact of World War 

II, the importance of figures such as A. Philip Randolph, and the Double V campaign that 

promoted the fight for democracy both abroad and within the United States for African 

Americans during World War II.15 Only after this extensive coverage of the pre-1954 era 

did Henretta explore the Brown decision and the post-1954 civil rights era. While 

America’s History was exceptional in its coverage, far more typical were textbooks such 

as Created Equal, which gave a single paragraph to the legal fight prior to Brown but 

roughly eight pages of text to the post-Brown era. Other works fell between these 

extremes. Experience History did an excellent job of exploring African-American culture 

but barely explored the organized freedom struggle. Eric Foner’s Give Me Liberty! 

showed various attacks on civil rights, as well as individual responses, but also did not 

focus on the organized struggle against oppression. What was most lacking in these 

																																																																																																																																																																					
with the Past (New York: McGraw-Hill Education, 2014); David Goldfield and Carl Abbott, The American 
Journey, Combined Volume, 8th ed. (Boston: Pearson, 2016); David M. Kennedy and Lizabeth Cohen, The 
American Pageant, 16th ed. (Boston: Wadsworth Publishing, 2015); David Henkin and Rebecca 
McLennan, Becoming America, Volume II: From Reconstruction (New York: McGraw-Hill Education, 
2014); Jacqueline A. Jones, Peter H. Wood, Thomas Borstelmann, Elaine T. May, and Vicki L. Ruiz, 
Created Equal: A History of the United States, Combines Edition, 5th ed. (Boston: Pearson, 2016); James 
W. Davidson, Brian DeLay, Christine L. Heyrman, Mark H. Lytle, and Michael B. Stoff, Experience 
History: Interpreting America’s Past, 8th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill Education, 2013); Nancy A. 
Hewitt and Steven F. Lawson, Exploring American Histories, Combined Volume: A Survey with Sources, 
2nd ed. (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2016); Eric Foner, Give Me Liberty!: An American History, Volume 
2, 5th ed. (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2017); John Mack Faragher, Mari Jo Buhle, Daniel H. 
Czitrom, and Susan H. Armitage, Out of Many: Volume 2, 8th ed. (Boston: Pearson, 2015); Alan Brinkley, 
Unfinished Nation: A Concise History of the American People, 8th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill 
Education, 2015); James L. Roark, Michael P. Johnson, Patricia C. Cohen, Sarah Stage, and Susan M. 
Hartmann, Understanding the American Promise, Combined Volume, 3rd ed. (Boston: Bedford/St. 
Martin’s, 2016); James W. Davidson, Brian DeLay, Christine L. Heyrman, Mark H. Lytle, and Michael B. 
Stoff, US: A Narrative History, Volume 2: Since 1865, 8th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill Education, 2016); 
Jennifer D. Keene, Saul T. Cornell, and Edward T. O’Donnell, Visions of America: A History of the United 
States, Combined Edition, 3rd ed. (Boston: Pearson, 2016). Given the relatively small number of major 
academic publishers, the author considers this sample to be representative. 
15 See Henretta, America’s History, 768–779. 
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textbooks was evidence of agency on the part of African-Americans. Until they correct 

these problems, the American public will never have a complete understanding of the 

civil rights struggle.16 

The second historiographic issue included Texas’s geographic and cultural 

context within the United States. Historians have often had difficulty agreeing to place 

Texas into any geographic region and, therefore, into a proper historiographic context. 

Texas has often been regarded as an anomalous part of the South when writers considered 

it part of the South at all. In fact, several historians have argued that Texas is not really 

part of the South and therefore had a more moderate racial tone than the Deep South. 

Debate continued regarding whether Texas was a western or southern state and, if it was 

Southern, whether it could be thought of as a border state or Deep South state. These 

questions persisted regardless of the role that Texas has played in history alongside the 

rest of the South. Texas was a slave state. It had one of the most severe and repressive 

slave systems in the country; it was proudly part of the first wave of secession in early 

1861; and it had every bit as rigid a Jim Crow system as any other state in the South, or in 

the country, for that matter.17 

In important studies of the civil rights movement, Texas was completely omitted 

or treated as marginal to the mainstream civil rights movement. A few examples of this 

phenomenon include Aldridge’s aforementioned study, Becoming Americans, an 

																																																								
16 Jones, Created Equal, 583–590. Tindall and Shi’s America: A Narrative History also closely follows this 
pattern, giving one paragraph to the early years of NAACP litigation and eleven pages to the post-1954 era. 
Also see Davidson, Experience History, 670–672, and Foner, Give Me Liberty!, 830–834, and 870–876. 
17 One example of this interpretation is Chandler Davidson, Biracial Politics: Conflict and Coalition in the 
Metropolitan South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1972). Dulaney also mentions this 
argument in his work. See W. Marvin Dulaney, “Whatever Happened to the Civil Rights Movement in 
Dallas, Texas?” in Essays on the American Civil Rights Movement, edited by W. Marvin Dulaney and 
Kathleen Underwood (College Station: Texas A&M Press, 1993), 67.  
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important contribution to the history of the movement. The works mentioned earlier, 

Parting the Waters and Eyes on the Prize, also completely ignore Texas. Even Patricia 

Sullivan’s more recent study on the NAACP, Lift Every Voice, gave little attention to 

Texas, choosing instead to focus more closely on the actions of those within the national 

office of the organization in New York City.18 

Numerous historians have dealt with this issue when writing about Texas or the 

various cities within the state. Referring specifically to Dallas and the ambiguous place it 

held to most historians, Michael Phillips said that the city was “too Southern to be placed 

in the context of the great labor battles of the late nineteenth century, and too Western to 

be incorporated into monographs on the Southern desegregation struggle in the mid-

twentieth century.” This analysis applied to the state at large; as far back as 1972, 

Chandler Davidson argued that both the city of Houston and the larger region of East 

Texas were southern in culture. Both were “steeped in the political and social mores of 

the southern Black Belt.”19 Texas historian Greg Cantrell further fleshed out this 

argument in an essay titled “The Bones of Stephen F. Austin.” He showed that Texas 

businessmen in the first half of the twentieth century purposely rewrote the state’s 

historical narrative. These elites, according to Cantrell, deliberately shifted the state away 

from its historically correct Southern identity and toward an ahistorical western identity. 

This break with the negative connotations of a backward-seeming South allowed Texas 

businessmen to promote their state as distinct from the rest of the region and therefore 
																																																								
18 Aldridge, Becoming American; Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters; Juan Williams, Eyes on the Prize; 
Patricia Sullivan, Lift Every Voice: The NAACP and the Making of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: 
The New Press, 2010). 
19 First quotation from Michael Phillips, White Metropolis: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion in Dallas, 1841–
2001 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2006), 1; Chandler Davidson, Conflict and Coalition in the 
Metropolitan South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1972), 12–14. Second quotation taken 
from 12. 
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ready for outside investment and business opportunities. Historian Walter L. Buenger has 

also written extensively on this issue. In The Path to a Modern South, he demonstrated 

how rural East Texas communities abandoned the legacy of the Confederacy in favor of a 

newer, more modern cultural identity. In an essay entitled “Texas and the South,” 

Buenger also reinforced Texas’s cultural association with the South, finally concluding, 

“Texans escaped from the defeated, isolated, impoverished, brutally bigoted South by 

remaking memory.”20 

As late as 2011, Buenger and his coeditor, Arnoldo De Leon, were still saddled by 

the issue of Texas’s regional identity in their edited collection, Beyond Texas Through 

Time. Here they argued, “Historians should not have to wrestle with the exasperating 

question of whether the state is southern or western, but should consider the state as a 

component of a larger enterprise.” Regardless, two of the six contributors to the 

collection still felt compelled to address the thorny issue of Texas’s geographic place. 

Perhaps it would be fitting to ask African-Americans in Texas if they felt the rigid system 

of segregation forced upon them and the violence inflicted upon them was Southern, 

Southwestern, or perhaps Western in nature. Large portions of the state, particularly the 

eastern regions in which Smith resided had a Southern character during the period 

examined in this study.21 

																																																								
20 Gregg Cantrell, “The Bones of Stephen F. Austin: History and Memory in Progressive-Era Texas,” in 
Lone Star Pasts: Memory and History in Texas, edited by Gregg Cantrell and Elizabeth Hayes Turner 
(College Station: Texas A&M Press, 2007), 39–68; Walter L. Buenger, The Path to the Modern South: 
Northeast Texas between Reconstruction and the Great Depression (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
2001); Walter L. Buenger, “Texas and the South,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 103 (January 2000); 
308–324, quotation from 324. 
21 Quotation from Walter Buenger and Arnoldo De Leon, Beyond Texas through Time: Breaking Away 
from Past Interpretations (College Station: Texas A&M Press, 2011), xx; Michael Phillips, “Why Is Big 
Tex Still a White Cowboy?: Race, Gender, and the ‘Other Texans.’” in Beyond Texas through Time: 
Breaking Away from Past Interpretations, edited by Walter Buenger and Arnoldo De Leon (College 
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The role of Latino Americans also was related to this issue of regional cultural 

identity in Texas. The triracial heritage of Texas is one major difference between Texas 

and the rest of the South that must be addressed. And while the introduction of Latinos 

into the narrative complicates the picture in Texas, it does not undermine the culture of 

racism and segregation the state shares with the rest of the South. Too much is made of 

this issue. Texas’s racial composition is not much different from that of Florida, for 

example. Louisiana has also been set apart at times for its unique cultural heritage. 

Several historians have studied that state’s culturally distinctive Creole population and its 

contrast to the white and black populations. However, most historians typically perceived 

these states as Southern in nature. 

If anything, studying the contrast between these groups in Texas provides an even 

better lens through which to see race than do other parts of the South. It is true that 

Americans tend to see race as a binary between black and white, and that truth exists in 

Texas in spite of the presence of Latin-Americans. Although the federal government 

typically categorized Latinos as white in the twentieth century, the reality of lived 

experience demands otherwise. Latin-Americans generally suffered under the same style 

Jim Crow system as African-Americans did in the state. Therefore, Texas’s Latino 

population existed between the opposing poles of a white legal status and a black lived 

experience. 22 The so-called Mexican-American generation of the 1940s attempted to use 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Station: Texas A&M Press, 2011), 125–126, 143–145; Carlos K. Blanton, “Deconstructing Texas: The 
Diversity of People, Place, and Historical Imagination in Recent Texas History,” in Beyond Texas through 
Time: Breaking Away from Past Interpretations, edited by Walter Buenger and Arnoldo De Leon (College 
Station: Texas A&M Press, 2011), 182–184, 207. 
22 For more on the Mexican-American civil rights movement in Texas, see David Montejano, Anglos and 
Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836–1986 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987). Montejano, a 
sociologist, has suggested that the ethnocentric impulses of whites within the state, as well as settlers from 
the American South and Midwest, gave rise to institutionalized segregation of Latinos along the lines of 
that experienced by African-Americans. Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 167. 
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its legal status as whites to expand its civil rights. Given the fact that other ethnic groups, 

such as Jewish, Irish, and Italian immigrants, had successfully attained white status in 

America, this strategy was not altogether unreasonable. Several historians, most 

prominently Brian Behnken and Neil Foley, have argued that this approach made a 

“black-brown” coalition impossible to achieve. Therefore, while each group pursued 

similar civil rights agendas, each generally did so independently of one another.23 

Historian John D. Marquez suggested in a recent monograph that this argument relied too 

heavily on an analysis of the leaders of each movement and implied that there may have 

been opportunities for cooperation at a local level. The black-white dichotomy still exists 

across America, but this might change over time as Latinos and other minorities become 

an increasingly large proportion of the population. Latin-Americans already outnumber 

African-Americans in several Texas cities, including Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio.24 

The third and final historiographic issue identified above was that of Texas’s 

critical role within the civil rights movement. While several organizations operated in 

Texas, the NAACP ultimately became the backbone of the civil rights struggle there. The 

organization’s interest in the state began quite early. Founded in New York City in 1909, 

																																																								
23 Brian D. Behnken, Fighting Their Own Battles: Mexican Americans, African Americans, and the 
Struggle for Civil Rights in Texas (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 7–8; Brian D. 
Behnken, The Struggle in Black and Brown: African American and Mexican American Relations during the 
Civil Rights Era (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012); Neil Foley, Quest for Equality: The Failed 
Promise of Black-Brown Solidarity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010). For a more 
thorough discussion of the process of attaining whiteness by immigrant groups, see Nell Irvin Painter, The 
History of White People (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2010), 201–211, 359–373. 
24 John D. Márquez, Black-Brown Solidarity: Racial Politics in the New Gulf South (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2014), 33–37. Marquez does agree with the argument that white Americans saw blackness as 
antithetical to their social status and that any association with blackness had the potential to be damaging to 
the cause of Mexican-American civil rights. However, he seems to believe that the distance separating the 
two groups has been exaggerated. Also see Marquez, Black-Brown Solidarity, 58. 
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the NAACP established four branches in Texas within its first decade.25 In 1916, the 

NAACP sent investigators to Texas to look into the lynching of Jesse Washington. His 

brutal murder was one of the catalysts for the NAACP’s decades-long campaign for anti-

lynching legislation. In the late 1930s, while Thurgood Marshall searched for voting 

rights cases to prosecute, he believed strongly that Texas would be the battleground.26  

For most of the long civil rights struggle, Texas was a strategically important area 

of the country. By the 1930s, Texas’s civil rights movement saw a level of sophistication 

and unity not found in most other states until the 1950s.27 Brown v. Board of Education 

may have been the crowning achievement of Marshall’s efforts with the NAACP, but it 

was the culmination of two decades of litigation. Prior to Brown v. Board of Education in 

1954, many of the NAACP’s most influential cases came from Texas and dealt with such 

issues as pay equalization, voting rights, jury duty, and education. Major cases such as 

Page v. Board of Education (1943), Smith v. Allwright (1944), and Sweatt v. Painter 

(1950) marked Texas as the front line in the battle for civil rights. Several prominent 

historians have already established the importance of these cases as legal precedents for 

the Brown case. Sweatt v. Painter, probably the most important litigation of Marshall’s 

																																																								
25 These first branches were Dallas, Houston, Marshall, and San Antonio, Texas. 
26 For more information on the NAACP’s anti-lynching campaigns, see Robert L. Zangrando, The NAACP 
Crusade against Lynching, 1909–1950 (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1980). Regarding 
Thurgood Marshall’s search for voting rights cases see Juan Williams, Thurgood Marshall: American 
Revolutionary (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2011), 107–108. 
27 A few exceptions do exist. For example, the Chicago branch of the NAACP was also very active in the 
1930s. Various organizations were active in New York City in the mid-1940s. Both, however, had only 
local impact. Louisiana had a vibrant civil rights movement in the 1930s and 1940s but had little impact 
outside of that state. None of these examples had the national impact of activists in Texas. To learn more 
about the Chicago NAACP, see Christopher R. Reed, The Chicago NAACP and the Rise of Black 
Professional Leadership, 1910–1966 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997). For information about 
the civil rights movement in New York City, see Martha Biondi, To Stand and to Fight: The Struggle for 
Civil Rights in Postwar New York City (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003). For information 
on the Louisiana civil rights movement, see Adam Fairclough, Race & Democracy: The Civil Rights 
Struggle in Louisiana, 1915–1972 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995). 
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career prior to Brown, and a direct legal antecedent of that case, originated in Texas.28  

Texas’s civil rights history remains not just important because of its successes but 

for its failures as well. In 1956, it was a small high school in Mansfield, Texas, just 

southwest of Dallas that was poised to be the first major post-Brown battleground for the 

NAACP, not Central High School in Little Rock one year later. The state of Texas 

brought suit against the NAACP in 1956, fracturing Texas’s African-American 

leadership and destroying a decades-old coalition even as events in Mansfield unfolded. 

The case effectively shut down the NAACP within the state for the next eighteen months, 

protests in Mansfield ceased, and civil rights activism within the state would never again 

have the national impact of previous decades.29 

Once we have affirmed that events in Texas influenced the larger civil rights 

struggle, and that it did so for decades prior to the traditional 1950–1960s civil rights era, 

then A. Maceo Smith’s place in the story became critical. The Texas civil rights 

movement had a distinctive character that set it apart for a time from the movement in the 

rest of the United States, and this fact was largely attributable to the efforts of Smith. His 

influence in Texas was already widely recognized by his contemporaries by the close of 

the 1930s, at which time he had become the most influential civil rights activist within 

the state. An examination of Smith’s career created a more complex picture of civil rights 

struggles in Texas and through the lens of his career we can see in microcosm the 

																																																								
28 Regarding the importance of these cases in the larger civil rights movement, see Charles L. Zelden, The 
Battle for the Black Ballot: Smith v. Allwright and the Defeat of the Texas All-White Primary (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2004); Michael J. Klarman, Brown v. Board of Education and the Civil Rights 
Movement (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); Mark V. Tushnet, The NAACP’s Legal Strategy 
against Segregated Education, 1925–1950, rev. ed. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2004). The history of Sweatt v. Painter is recounted in Gary M. Lavergne, Before Brown: Heman Marion 
Sweatt, Thurgood Marshall and the Long Road to Justice (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010). 
29 More information about the Mansfield crisis can be found in Robyn Duff Ladino, Desegregating Texas 
Schools: Eisenhower, Shivers, and the Crisis at Mansfield High (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996). 
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struggles that African-American communities across the country faced in their efforts to 

develop techniques to overcome racism and second-class status. As factious as any other 

group in the country, Texas’s African-American citizens fought over strategies such as 

gradualism versus immediate change, equalization of facilities versus integration, 

whether to work within the current political system or fight from without, and when and 

how to use direct-action protest techniques. Smith’s career revealed a man working to 

come to terms with these issues, and in many cases, the decisions that Smith made 

directly impacted the larger movement in Texas.  

In the 1970s, toward the end of his long, eventful life, Smith gave an on-air 

interview during Dallas Public Radio’s Black History Show. During that broadcast, he 

described the opening of the Hall of Negro Life, which was part of Texas’s 1936 

Centennial Exhibition. About it, Smith said, 

There were some [who] felt that it was another Jim Crow thing … but, you got to 
start somewhere.… There were exhibits out there you couldn’t get in if you were 
black. The toilets we had problems with. And yet, here was a Federal exhibit 
inside.… We used the power of the Federal government in order to open up a 
number of those activities.30 

 
This simple story exposed the attitudes and tactics that made Smith not just one of 

the most formidable civil rights leaders of twentieth-century Texas but at times, he was 

one of its most controversial leaders. Smith’s career saw him tackle problems as disparate 

as segregation of public facilities, access to housing, voting rights, and education. These 

represent the most intractable problems facing African-Americans during his lifetime.  

Over the course of his career, both Smith’s beliefs and tactics naturally changed, 

as did his relationship with the established white political, social, and economic power 

																																																								
30 A. Maceo Smith, undated interview by Dale Tomlinson, circa 1975, 5. 
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elite of Texas. Early in his career, Smith was influenced by his exposure to the Harlem 

Renaissance, including elements of Garveyism, which led to an early preference to 

establish and work through independent African-American institutions rather than 

attempting to integrate existing mainstream white institutions. Smith, for example, was 

instrumental in the work of the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce (DNCC) in the 

1930s, and in the 1940s, he cofounded the Texas Council of Negro Organizations. Smith 

also at times eagerly and openly defied Texas’s power elite. In 1935, he sought funding 

and approval for the aforementioned Hall of Negro Life by circumventing the power elite 

of Texas and winning aid directly from the federal government. Smith also helped to 

organize Dallas’s Progressive Voters League in the late 1930s. It was an attempt to shape 

local politics and elect city council members whom he hoped would be more responsive 

to the city’s African-American population than previous administrations.  

Over time, however, Smith learned to work effectively within the established 

power structure to attain his goals, deciding that was the fastest way to achieve progress. 

He was not always successful in his attempts to sway the white elite of Texas, but his 

incremental tactics and his patience did lead to improvements in the lives of African-

Americans. Smith became adept at working with and influencing the powerful men of 

Texas. They, for their part, often seemed to prefer to work through Smith rather than with 

some other African-American community leaders. Historian Jack M. Bloom argued that, 

at times, “whites determined the black community’s leaders by deciding with whom they 

would communicate and to whom they would grant their ‘largess.’” This view agreed 

with the black experience in Texas, although I do not believe that this condition meant 
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“accepting paternalism and subordination,” as Bloom also argued.31 Rather, as historian 

William H. Chafe has pointed out, “much of this resistance [to Jim Crow] necessarily 

took the form of pushing back within the constraints of existing mores.”32 These tactics, 

combined with his easy access to the white power structure, left Smith open throughout 

his life to the charge of accommodationism, or, as one historian phrased it in reference to 

one of Smith’s contemporaries, “executing that most dangerous and difficult of all 

maneuvers—running with both the hounds and the hares.”33 

Antonio Maceo Smith was emphatically not the leader of the African-American 

civil rights movement in Texas; frankly, there was no single identifiable leader. Yet 

Smith was undeniably the most important figure in that movement and exerted more 

influence over it than anyone else in Texas. It was often Smith who set the agenda for 

social change, identified the opportunities to be pursued, defined the terms and pace of 

the struggle, and unified other men and women behind his initiatives. This study argues 

that Antonio Maceo Smith was both the catalyst and driving force for a revolution in race 

relations in Texas. It was Smith who deserved much of the credit for the early and 

sustained effectiveness of the Texas movement, but, like any leader, he also deserved 

blame for some of the movement’s shortcomings. Under Smith’s prodigious influence, 

Texas shifted from being the frontline of the movement in the 1930s and 1940s to trailing 

far behind the events of the rest of the South in the 1950s and 1960s. 

																																																								
31 Both quotations from Jack M. Bloom, Class, Race, and the Civil Rights Movement: The Changing 
Political Economy of Racism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 120. 
32 William H. Chafe, Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell About Life in the Segregated South, 
edited by Willian H. Chafe, Raymond Gavins, Robert Korstad, and the staff of the Behind the Veil Project 
(New York: New Press, 2001), xxxii. 
33 George R. Woolfolk, “W. R. Banks: Public College Educator,” in Black Leaders: Texans for Their 
Times, edited by Alwyn Barr and Robert A. Calvert (Austin: Texas State Historical Association, 1981), 
143. Woolfolk was referring to Dr. W. R. Banks, former principal of Prairie View College. 
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To date, no book-length biography of Smith exists. He is present throughout the 

literature on the Texas civil rights movement, but only in the context of other prominent 

figures and events. In her recent biography of NAACP leader Roy Wilkins, historian 

Yvonne Ryan complained that “his position put him at the center of many of the most 

important events of the civil rights movement, but he features in the movement’s 

historiography only in the context of other players.”34 A similar case can be made for 

Smith, and one of the reasons for this present study is to assert his place at the center of 

Texas’s civil rights struggle. The most complete previous biographical treatment of 

Antonio Maceo Smith came from Effie Kaye Adams’s 1972 book Tall Black Texans: 

Men of Courage. Spanning just six pages, and bordering dangerously close to 

hagiography, Adams’s work referred to Smith as a “noble and gallant, native Black 

son.”35 Beyond Adams’s contribution, the best and most recent historical work giving 

serious attention to any aspect of Smith’s career was “Whatever Happened to the Civil 

Rights Movement in Dallas, Texas?” an essay by historian W. Marvin Dulaney, 

published in 1993. This was an unfortunate fate for Smith, whose life and story shed so 

much light on the civil rights movement in Texas. Historian Amilcar Shabazz has gone as 

far as to call Smith “the Marcus Garvey of Texas.”36 Several other historians have also 

noted Smith’s dynamism and vital role in the formation and long-term success of the civil 

																																																								
34 Yvonne Ryan, Roy Wilkins: The Quiet Revolutionary and the NAACP (Lexington: University of 
Kentucky Press, 2014), 2. 
35 Effie Kaye Adams, Tall Black Texans: Men of Courage (Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt, 1972), 22. 
36 Marvin Dulaney, “Whatever Happened to the Civil Rights Movement in Dallas, Texas?” in Essays on the 
American Civil Rights Movement, edited by W. Marvin Dulaney and Kathleen Underwood (College 
Station: Texas A&M Press, 1993). Quotation from Amilcar Shabazz, Advancing Democracy: African 
Americans and the Struggle for Access and Equity in Higher Education in Texas (University of North 
Carolina Press, 2006), 26.  
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rights movement in Texas.37 

Smith was well known for his seemingly limitless energies; his peers in the 

movement often had their work cut out for them just trying to channel those energies. 

Juanita Craft referred to him as “the dynamo behind the Dallas Branch [of the 

NAACP].”38 Smith routinely found himself serving in various capacities in several 

different organizations at the same time. His dynamism and energy helped him to 

coordinate what otherwise would have been disparate efforts among Texas’s multitude of 

African-American organizations. 

Although Smith did play a role in the later civil rights era (defined as roughly 

1954–1965), he was of a different generation than the leaders of that time, such as Martin 

Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, John Lewis, and James Lawson. This age disparity 

explained one of the keys to understanding Smith’s personality and actions. Smith placed 

much greater emphasis on litigation and negotiation than did these younger activists. He 

also spent much of his early career focused on strategies of equalization that later 

activists avoided in favor of racial integration. Smith was already a seasoned veteran of 

the civil rights movement by the time that Martin Luther King and others began their 

careers. By the time that Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on that Montgomery bus 

in December 1955, Smith had already spent more than two decades immersed in the 

struggle for equality.  

																																																								
37 A few of these include Amilcar Shabazz, Advancing Democracy; Dulaney, “What Happened to the Civil 
Rights Movement in Dallas, Texas?”; Michael L. Gillette, "The Rise of the NAACP in Texas," 
Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 81 (April 1978); Phillips, White Metropolis; Adams, Tall Black Texans; 
Lavergne, Before Brown; Sullivan, Lift Every Voice; Alwyn Barr, Black Texans: A History of African 
Americans in Texas, 1528–1995, 2nd ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1996). 
38 Juanita Craft to Walter White, letter, April 22, 1937, Folder, 001423-019-0564, Papers of the NAACP, 
ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001423-019-0564. 
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Like many of his generation, Smith actively opposed direct-action protest tactics 

in his later career. For this as well as other reasons, these tactics never found widespread 

acceptance in Texas. Ultimately, though, it was these very tactics, used in other parts of 

the South, and dynamic leaders like King that overshadowed the battles fought by Smith 

and his peers in Texas. Once again pointing to Texas’s ambiguous place in civil rights 

historiography, Michael Phillips has argued that in the context of Texas’s new Western 

imagery, it may “not have appeared Southern enough to be considered a case study in the 

battle over desegregation in the mid-twentieth century.”39 

As a friend and confidante of Thurgood Marshall’s, Smith was often compared to 

“Mr. Civil Rights,” and outwardly, there were several similarities. Marshall biographer 

Juan Williams once referred to him as “one of America’s leading radicals.”40  If so, Smith 

deserves to share that title. Marshall, who began his career as the young maverick 

attorney of the NAACP, ultimately became an establishment figure within the civil rights 

movement. Smith’s career followed a similar trajectory. Smith made his name in Texas 

by pushing the boundaries set by the political establishment and pressing for economic 

improvements in African-American communities. He later aided Marshall and the 

NAACP in their work and attempted to influence local Dallas politics. By the late 1950s, 

however, Smith also had become an establishment figure—one who had access to many 

powerful white men in the state and who was occasionally charged with the social crime 

of being an “Uncle Tom.” And finally, like Marshall, Smith also ultimately became a 

																																																								
39 Phillips, “Why Is Big Tex Still a White Cowboy?” 143. 
40 “Mr. Civil Rights” was a common nickname of Marshall’s, used frequently in the press during his 
lifetime to indicate his importance to the NAACP and the larger civil rights movement. Mr. Civil Rights is 
also the title of a documentary on Thurgood Marshall. Mr. Civil Rights: Thurgood Marshall and the 
NAACP, directed by Mick Caouette (PBS, 2014). Quotation from Williams, Thurgood Marshall, xiii. 
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man out of touch with later generations of black thinkers and activists. Smith’s attitudes 

regarding the use of direct-action tactics by younger generations of African-Americans 

potentially hindered the later civil rights movement in his adopted hometown of Dallas.  

Smith led what was essentially an urban middle-class movement in Texas, one 

shaped by his own values and background. Smith’s beliefs developed from several 

disparate sources. He built his early career on an agenda of economic improvement, 

focusing on issues such as education, vocational training, and poverty alleviation. His 

attitudes were generally paternalistic and he often accepted the social segregation of the 

time as something necessary to build stronger black communities. Like many of his 

generation and class, he also believed in Du Bois’s idea of the talented tenth and felt an 

obligation to fight for racial equality.41 

Notably Smith and men like Marshall viewed integration and equality as not one 

and the same. This was central to Marshall’s philosophy, while Smith did not see 

integration as achievable or necessarily desirable until later in his career. Smith’s 

background and attitudes made him somewhat out of touch with African-Americans in 

the lower class in virtually every way but one. As journalist John Howard Griffin once 

said, “Blackness was not a color but a lived experience.”42 Despite his life of comparative 

privilege, Smith certainly shared the lived experience of being black in America. 

Partially in response to his lived experience, Smith’s generation continued to 

establish an alternative culture with a separate set of institutions in place of those in the 

																																																								
41 For information on Du Bois’s “talented tenth,” see W.E.B. Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth,” in The Negro 
Problem: A Series of Articles by Representative American Negroes of Today, edited by Booker T. 
Washington (New York: James Pott & Co., 1903). For contrast, a classic negative assessment of the black 
middle class can be found in E. Franklin Frazier, Black Bourgeoisie: The Rise of the New Middle Class in 
the United States (Glencoe, IL: Falcon’s Wing Press, 1957). 
42 John Howard Griffin, Black Like Me (San Antonio, TX: Wings Press, 2010), 190. 
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mainstream of American culture from which they were cut off due to race. Mutual aid 

societies, churches, universities, political clubs, and associations of all sorts sprang up in 

African-American communities throughout the United States during the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. For middle-class blacks such as Smith, this category also 

included fraternities, insurance companies, banks, and professional societies.43 

Historian Darlene Clark Hine, who has done extensive research on black middle-

class professionals and businessmen, has argued, “Without the parallel institutions that 

the black professional class created, successful challenges to white supremacy would not 

have been possible.”44 Elaborating, Hine argued that these institutions provided “private 

space to buttress battered dignity, nurture positive self-images, sharpen skills, and 

demonstrate expertise. These safe havens sustained relationships and wove networks 

across communities served.” Smith was not a grassroots leader or a working class man. 

He led a revolution informed by his experiences within the black middle class and 

personally helped to sustain these sorts of parallel institutions. The DNCC was one of the 

first organizations to which he lent his energies as a young man. Organizations such as 

the DNCC helped African-Americans withstand the exploitation of the white-dominated 

Southern economic system built upon cheap African-American labor.45  

The NAACP largely included members of the middle-class. Robin D. G. Kelley 

																																																								
43 Several historians have noted this phenomenon. See Phillips, White Metropolis, 16–17; Manning 
Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction in Black America, 1945–1982 (Jackson: 
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argued in Race Rebels that the racial experiences of the middle and lower classes were 

related but not identical. The differences between the groups led to differences between 

the grassroots working-class struggle for equality and the same struggle as defined by 

middle-class organizations like the NAACP and the National Urban League. Legal 

historian Robert Zangrando argued that the NAACP was “a product of middle- and 

upper-class, professional, educated, traditionally oriented America.”46 This was certainly 

true of Smith, who would find a home within the NAACP’s leadership for more than two 

decades. The importance of Smith and the rest of this African-American middle-class in 

Texas cannot be overstated. Through the various organizations that Smith championed, 

he and others successfully channeled the efforts of black communities throughout the 

United States. In Texas, Smith successfully channeled manpower, funds, publicity, and 

other resources in order to promote the organization’s civil rights agenda. In Texas cities 

such as Houston and Dallas, a small middle-class cadre of lawyers, dentists, doctors, and 

businessmen of all kinds developed successful strategies for combating racism and 

inequality.47 

This biographical study of Antonio Maceo Smith’s career examined a 

chronological format. Chapter one followed Smith’s early life in Texas and Arkansas 

until his departure for college in 1919. This chapter also surveyed the African-American 

																																																								
46 Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York: Free Press, 
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experience in Texas and the United States up to that time; particularly the racial climate 

of Texas, in which Smith grew up, as well as his family’s background and success in this 

climate.  

Chapter two covered Smith’s college years in Tennessee and New York and pays 

particular attention to his exposure to the Harlem Renaissance while studying at New 

York University. Upon his departure from New York in 1929 Smith lived in Oklahoma 

and Texas. During this period, Smith focused his efforts on the self-improvement 

ideology of the New Negro and worked through separate, parallel, African-American 

institutions such as the DNCC. It was during this period that Smith firmly established his 

reputation as a community leader in Dallas.  

Chapter three explored the years from 1934 to 1939, which were critical years for 

the civil rights movement in Texas. In these years, Smith helped to reestablish the 

NAACP in Dallas, became active in the Progressive Voter’s League, and helped secure 

the opening of the Hall of Negro Life at the 1936 Texas Centennial Exhibition. It was his 

work in this period that attracted the attention of the NAACP national office, and 

especially Thurgood Marshall. His efforts culminated in the establishment of an 

interlocking web of civil rights organizations throughout the state, which provided for far 

greater coordination of activism across Texas than existed anywhere else in the country at 

that time. 

The years 1939 through 1944 were the focus of chapter four. During this period, 

Smith became significantly more active in the NAACP and helped to reduce the 

infighting that had plagued previous attempts by the Texas NAACP in their attacks on the 

state’s all-white primary election system. During these years the Texas civil rights 
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movement took on national importance under Smith’s leadership. The Smith v. Allwright 

(1944) case, which struck down the legality of the white primary in Texas, affected 

African-American communities across the country. 

Between 1944 and 1950, years that the NAACP became the most important civil 

rights organization in the state, Smith worked with Marshall, and others in Texas and 

fought one of the most important litigation battles in the NAACP’s history up to that 

point—specifically Sweatt v. Painter (1950). As chapter five detailed, the Sweatt case 

integrated the University of Texas Law School. The Sweatt case tackled the legality of 

separate but equal doctrine and set an important legal precedent for the Brown v. Board of 

Education case a few years later. 

Chapter six represented the darkest period of Smith’s professional life, the period 

from 1950 until 1957. During this time, Smith continued to work with the NAACP, 

searching for potential cases to litigate. Following the Brown decision in 1954, he sought 

opportunities to implement the decision in Texas. This search would end in the Mansfield 

High School Crisis in 1956. That same year would see Smith, Marshall, and many others 

become involved in the Texas v. NAACP case. The fallout from this case ended the 

organization’s civil rights leadership within the state, forced Smith’s resignation from the 

NAACP Board of Directors, and effectively shut down the organization within Texas for 

eight months. Neither Smith nor the Texas NAACP recovered to former prominence 

following the conclusion of the case.  

 The conclusion reviewed the legacy of Smith and the Texas civil rights 

movement. It also examined briefly his career after 1957. During this time, the state of 

Texas lagged further and further behind the civil rights activism of the rest of the South. 
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Smith continued to have some success as a local community leader in Dallas, but the 

weakened position of the NAACP in the state, combined with the divergent views of a 

newer generation of African-American community leaders, saw Smith become an ever 

more marginalized figure.  

Legal historian Mark V. Tushnet has said that if the metaphor of a military 

campaign was accurate for the civil rights movement, then “the image should be of trench 

warfare over long periods where nothing dramatic happens.”48 The metaphor perfectly 

encapsulated Smith’s life. His record suggested that he understood innately that there 

would be no epic final battle; there would be no moment when the work for equality 

would be finished. Furthermore, he understood pragmatically that the voting rights battle 

was not the only one that had to be fought. The day-to-day lived experience of 

segregation made life a constant series of small battles in which decisions such as where 

to buy food, where to live, and what entertainment could be accessed also mattered. 

Some historians, such as Carol Anderson, in Eyes Off the Prize, have hypothesized that 

the traditional emphasis on political rights was made at the expense of economic rights 

and that the neglect of economic issues helped undermine the larger civil rights 

movement over time.49 While this was likely true in general, it was not a crime that Smith 

was guilty of committing. Darlene Clark Hine has also argued, “Civil rights and 

inequality or injustice are not just about lynchings and burning crosses, common popular 

images of the American psyche, but it is also being denied the right to be called Mr., or 

																																																								
48 Tushnet, The NAACP Legal Strategy against Segregation, 188. 
49 See Carol Anderson, Eyes Off the Prize: African Americans, the United Nations, and the Struggle for 
Human Rights, 1944–1952 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 1. 
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go to school, or aspire to an improved situation in life.”50 

This introduction opened with an excerpt from Smith’s 1931 graduation speech. 

Coming full circle, another passage highlighted the price paid by African-Americans for 

their second-class citizenship in this country: 

If blood is the price of loyalty, Great God! We have paid in full. The Black man 
has consecrated American soil with his very blood; the tears of his women and 
children and the sweat of his brow has [sic] watered unholy ground. The 
American Negro has undoubtedly paid the price but failed to get a receipt.51 

 
A distinct parallel existed between this section of Smith’s speech and the 

language and metaphor used by Martin Luther King Jr. thirty-two years later in his iconic 

“I Have a Dream” speech. In that speech, Dr. King said,  

America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back 
marked ‘insufficient funds.’ But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is 
bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds in the great vaults 
of opportunity of this nation. So, we’ve come to cash this check, a check that will 
give us upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice.52 

 
Smith lived to hear this speech in 1963, although no record of his reaction exists, 

but Smith likely agreed with its sentiment. It was an idea, in fact, for which Smith spent 

his entire life working and his beliefs never wavered. While he never achieved everything 

that he worked toward, he never doubted the importance of his work, nor did he doubt his 

belief of the ability of American society ultimately to provide equality for its African-

American citizens. 

 

																																																								
50 Hine, Speak Truth to Power, xxiv 
51 A. Maceo Smith, “The Five Realities of Life,” transcript of speech, given during the graduation 
ceremony at Luther High School in Oklahoma, 1931, A. Maceo Smith Collection, Box 1, Folder 1, African 
American Museum, Dallas, Texas. 
52 Martin Luther King Jr., “I Have a Dream,” speech, 1963. Transcript accessed September 1, 2017, 
https://www.archives.gov/files/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf. 
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W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois,	a	man	whom	Antonio	Maceo	Smith	greatly	admired	

throughout	his	life,	said,	“The	problem	of	the	Twentieth	Century	is	the	problem	of	

the	color	line.”1	Du	Bois	shared	this	idea	in	his	groundbreaking	sociological	study,	

The	Souls	of	Black	Folks,	first	published	in	1903,	the	same	year	that	Smith	was	born.	

This	problem	of	the	color	line	was	one	that	both	Du	Bois	and	Smith	spent	their	lives	

examining	and	trying	to	solve.		

Following	Du	Bois’s	line	of	thought,	Rice	University	sociologist	Chandler	

Davidson	once	asked,	“Is	our	political	process	adequate	to	the	task	of	bringing	about	

a	just	society	for	blacks	and	other	racial	minorities?”2	To	most	observers	at	the	time	

of	Antonio	Maceo	Smith’s	birth	in	1903,	American	history	indicated	that	the	answer	

was	an	“emphatic	no.”	Although	there	was	ample	evidence	of	resistance	on	the	part	

of	minority	communities	throughout	the	United	States,	the	American	political	

system	was	not	ready	to	provide	justice	and	equality	to	them.	The	United	States	

developed	an	increasingly	rigid	system	of	segregation.	There	was	little	indication	

that	resistance	to	these	policies	would	intensify	through	the	course	of	Smith’s	life	

and	become	a	mass	movement	for	change.	

Little	Macy,	as	Maceo’s	family	sometimes	called	him,	was	born	in	Texarkana,	

Texas,	into	a	state	and	nation	undergoing	tumultuous	change	at	the	beginning	of	the	

twentieth	century.	Smith	was	born	just	thirty-eight	years	after	the	end	of	the	Civil	

War	and	the	ratification	of	the	Thirteenth	Amendment,	marking	just	over	a	

generation	since	the	end	of	legal	slavery	in	this	country.	It	had	been	only	thirty-five	

																																																								
1 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A.C. McClurg and Company, 1903), vii. 
2 Chandler Davidson, Biracial Politics: Conflict and Coalition in the Metropolitan South (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1972), 3. 
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years	since	the	passage	of	the	Fourteenth	Amendment,	guaranteeing	citizenship	and	

equal	protection	to	African-Americans.	That	year,	1867,	also	marked	the	first	time	in	

American	history	in	which	African-Americans	voted.	Smith’s	birth	was	also	thirty-

three	years	after	the	adoption	of	the	Fifteenth	Amendment,	which	provided	voting	

rights	protections.	It	had	been	just	nineteen	years	since	the	United	States	Supreme	

Court	unanimously	ruled	in	the	Ex	parte	Yarbrough	case	that	it	was	illegal	to	

intimidate	African-Americans	to	keep	them	from	voting	in	congressional	elections.3	

Unfortunately,	these	measures	demonstrated	a	fleeting	activism	on	the	part	

of	the	United	States	government,	amounting	to	a	short-lived	attempt	to	protect	the	

rights	of	African-Americans.	Other	forces	rapidly	drove	American	society	in	the	

opposite	direction.	The	same	Supreme	Court	that	handed	out	the	Yarbrough	

decision	was	also	responsible	for	several	decisions	rolling	back	these	hard-won	

rights.	Smith,	for	example,	was	born	just	seven	years	after	the	Court	handed	down	

its	devastating	decision	in	the	Plessy	v.	Ferguson	case,	which	legalized	segregation	in	

public	facilities.	Given	that	developments	such	as	these	occurred	so	close	to	Smith’s	

lifetime	and	shaped	the	environment	in	which	he	grew	up,	it	is	worth	exploring	

Smith’s	life	more	closely.4	

Following	the	end	of	the	American	Civil	War	and	the	arrival	in	Texas	of	Union	

general	Gordon	Granger	on	“Juneteenth”	1865,	between	200,000	and	250,000	Texas	

slaves	gained	their	freedom.5	The	former	slaves	immediately	set	to	work	finding	

																																																								
3 US Constitution, amendments 13, 14, 15; Ex parte Yarbrough, 110 U.S. 651 (1884). 
4 Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896). 
5 This number represents an estimate of the slave population at the time. The exact number is unknown. 
The 1860 US Census showed 182,566 slaves in Texas, and the 1870 census showed a free colored 



	

	 30	

their	place	in	America’s	postwar	society.	The	Thirteenth	Amendment,	adopted	in	

December	1865,	changed	American	society	forever.	The	upheaval	that	this	event	

caused	came	mostly	from	the	states	of	the	former	Confederacy,	that	for	generations	

had	built	their	entire	social	system	based	on	the	institution	of	African-American	

slavery.	The	magnitude	of	this	upheaval	was	difficult	to	imagine	but	simply	cannot	

be	exaggerated.	As	historian	C.	Vann	Woodward	argued	in	his	seminal	study,	The	

Strange	Career	of	Jim	Crow,	“The	temporary	anarchy	that	followed	the	collapse	of	

the	old	discipline	produced	a	state	of	mind	bordering	on	hysteria	among	Southern	

white	people.”	Woodward’s	study	argued	that	segregation	was	neither	natural	nor	

inevitable.	In	fact,	although	American	history	showed	liberty	and	equality	remained	

in	constant	flux	from	generation	to	generation,	the	generation	following	the	Civil	

War	suffered	particular	fluidity.6		

As	Reconstruction	historian	Barry	Crouch	once	said	of	the	struggles	of	this	

period,	“They	[Texas	freedmen]	accepted	freedom	at	face	value	and	attempted	to	

put	into	practice	all	the	rights	and	privileges	that	it	supposedly	brought.”7	In	Texas,	

African-Americans	worked	tirelessly	to	establish	their	collective	right	to	participate	

																																																																																																																																																																					
population of 253,475. It is generally accepted that much of this change in population took place prior to 
emancipation in 1865 due to the influx of slave owners and their slaves during the Civil War. US Census 
Bureau, The Statistics of the Population of the United States, Eighth Census, Volume I (Washington, DC, 
1860), 423, accessed January 16, 2018, https://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html; U.S. Census 
Bureau, The Statistics of the Population of the United States, Ninth Census, Volume I (Washington, DC, 
1870), 65, accessed January 16, 2018, https://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html. 

Juneteenth (June 19, 1865) continues to be celebrated as a regional holiday in Texas and commemorates 
this event. 
6 C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 22. 
Legal historian Charles Eagles made a similar point regarding the importance of this fluidity. Charles 
Eagles, “The Civil Rights Movement,” in A Companion to the American South, edited by John B. Boles, 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 462–463. 
7 Barry A. Crouch, “Self-Determination and Local Black Leaders in Texas,” in The Dance of Freedom: 
Texas African Americans during Reconstruction, edited by Larry Madaras (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2007), 229. 
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in	this	new	social	order.	Unfortunately,	many	white	Texans	were	just	as	determined	

to	keep	these	freedmen	in	a	state	as	close	to	their	former	enslavement	as	possible.	

The	post–Civil	War	generation	became	a	transitional	one.	Emancipation	gave	the	

hope	that	blacks	might	become	political	actors	on	equal	terms	with	their	white	

neighbors,	and	although	these	hopes	failed,	African	Americans	determined	to	keep	

fighting	for	their	Constitutional	rights.	White	Texans	were	forced	to	contend	

seriously	with	the	political	aspirations	of	this	generation	of	blacks,	who	clearly	

understood	the	importance	of	the	ballot.		

To	most	Americans,	not	just	African-Americans,	the	right	to	vote	was,	and	

remains,	the	most	visible	and	powerful	symbol	of	citizenship.	Many	whites	jealously	

guarded	it.	Therefore,	minorities	consistently	placed	great	importance	on	voting	

rights	as	a	stepping-stone	to	equality.	According	to	political	historian	Paul	Kleppner,	

the	act	of	voting	made	citizens	feel	as	if	they	were	an	integral	part	of	the	political	

system,	and	“the	act	of	casting	ballots	…	strengthens	citizens’	feelings	of	subjective	

competence,	and	the	sense	of	their	own	potential	significance	in	the	governing	

process.”8	Charles	Hamilton	Houston,	who	litigated	cases	for	the	NAACP	in	the	

1930s,	once	said,	“White	America	had	spent	so	much	effort	denying	the	vote	to	

blacks	…	that	there	was	good	reason	to	believe	that	they	must	be	protecting	some	

tool	of	vast	importance.”9	

																																																								
8 Paul Kleppner, Who Voted? The Dynamics of Electoral Turnout, 1870–1980 (New York: Praeger Press, 
1982), 4. 
9 Charles Hamilton Houston as quoted in Steven F. Lawson, Running for Freedom: Civil Rights and Black 
Politics in America since 1941, 4th ed. (Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2015), 2. Many others have made 
this connection between access to the ballot and equality, including most famously both Martin Luther 
King Jr. in 1957 and Malcolm X in 1964. Martin Luther King Jr., “Give Us the Ballot,” speech, 1957. 
Transcript accessed December 15, 2017, 
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At	war’s	end	in	1865,	government	in	Texas	returned	to	business	as	usual,	

with	no	African-American	involvement.	President	Andrew	Johnson’s	Reconstruction	

policies	allowed	“old	guard”	Democrats	to	retain	power	within	Texas	and	other	

former	Confederate	states.	Texas	Democrats	easily	swept	elections	in	1865,	calling	

for	convention	delegates	to	write	the	state’s	new	constitution.	The	rights	initially	

granted	by	this	state	constitutional	convention	included	the	right	to	testify	in	court	

against	other	African-Americans,	to	hold	property,	and	to	sue	and	be	sued	in	state	

court.	Legislators	granted	these	meager	concessions	begrudgingly	in	the	hopes	that	

they	would	appease	the	former	slaves	and	keep	them	away	from	the	question	of	

suffrage.10	

Under	the	policies	of	Presidential	Reconstruction,	Texas	leaders	succeeded	in	

creating	conditions	as	close	to	slavery	as	possible	while	still	paying	lip	service	to	

emancipation.	In	Texas,	the	Eleventh	Legislature	met	in	August	1866	and	enacted	a	

series	of	laws	designed	to	severely	curtail	African-American	freedom.	Across	the	

South	similar	laws	went	into	effect,	ultimately	becoming	known	as	Black	Codes.11		

Despite	these	attacks	on	their	freedom,	African-Americans	in	Texas	were	not	

																																																																																																																																																																					
http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_give_us_the_ballot_address_at_the
_prayer_pilgrimage_for_freedom/; Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” speech, 1964. Transcript 
accessed December 15, 2017, http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/the-ballot-or-the-bullet/ 
10 See Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1988), 241–247; Carl H. Moneyhon, Republicanism in Reconstruction Texas (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1980), 27–28; Journal of the State Convention, Assembled at Austin, February 7, 1866 
(Austin: Southern Intelligencer Office, 1866), 345–352. Also see H. P. N. Gammel, The Laws of Texas, 
1822–1897, Vol. V (Austin: Gammel Book Company, 1898), 857, 860, 881. 
11 See Richard L. Hume and Jerry B. Gough, Blacks, Carpetbaggers, and Scalawags: The Constitutional 
Conventions of Radical Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2008), 266–267. A 
survey of the Black Codes in Texas can be found in Barry A. Crouch, “‘All the Vile Passions’: The Texas 
Black Code of 1866,” in The Dance of Freedom: Texas African Americans During Reconstruction, edited 
by Larry Madaras (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007), 136–145. The relevant legislation can be 
referenced in Gammel, Laws of Texas, Vol. 5, 979–981, 1049–1050. 
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idle.	Without	access	to	the	ballot,	and	with	their	prospects	circumscribed	by	state	

laws,	blacks	had	to	express	freedom	in	other	ways.	They	left	plantations	in	large	

numbers	and	flocked	to	cities	across	Texas.	Once	there,	they	set	up	freedmen	

communities	such	as	Deep	Ellum	and	Little	Egypt	near	Dallas,	Frost	Town	in	

Houston,	and	Gregorytown	in	Austin.	Additionally,	African-Americans	“organized	a	

seemingly	unending	series	of	mass	meetings,	parades,	and	petitions	demanding	civil	

equality	and	the	suffrage	as	indispensible	corollaries	of	emancipation.”12	

Soon	after	this,	though,	the	United	States	government	itself	became	an	ally	in	

the	struggle	for	racial	progress.	The	Congressional	Reconstruction	Plan	of	1867	set	

the	stage	for	large-scale	African-American	political	activity	across	the	United	States.	

The	Reconstruction	Acts	required	the	former	Confederate	states	to	ratify	the	

Fourteenth	Amendment	and	extended	citizenship	and	equal	protection	under	the	

law	to	the	former	slaves.	All	southern	state	constitutions	written	up	to	that	point,	

including	Texas’s,	were	invalidated,	and	moving	forward,	Congress	required	a	

guarantee	of	adult	male	suffrage.	African-Americans	finally	participated	in	the	

political	process,	to	the	great	displeasure	of	many	Southern	whites.13	

Despite	the	jubilation	of	African	Americans,	most	white	Southerners	saw	the	

																																																								
12 For information on these communities, see Alan Govenar and Jay Brakefield, Deep Ellum and Central 
Track: Where the Black and White Worlds of Dallas Converged (Denton: University of North Texas Press, 
1998); Marie Phelps McAshan, A Houston Legacy: On the Corner of Main and Texas (Houston: Gulf 
Press, 1985); Michelle M. Mears, And Grace Will Lead Me Home: African American Freedmen 
Communities of Austin, Texas, 1865–1928 (Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 2009). Quotation from 
Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 (Harper Collins, 1988), 110–
112. 
13 The US Supreme Court had previously ruled in the 1857 Dred Scott case that no person of African 
descent, whether slave or free, could be a citizen of the United States. See Austin Allen, Origins of the 
Dred Scott Case: Jacksonian Jurisprudence and the Supreme Court, 1837–1857 (Macon: University of 
Georgia Press, 2006). Regarding the Reconstruction Acts, see Edward McPherson, The Political History of 
the United States of American During the Period of Reconstruction, April 15, 1865–July 15, 1870 
(Washington, DC, 1871; reprint New York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 191–192. 
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nullification	of	their	state	constitutions	and	the	advent	of	black	suffrage	as	an	

unconstitutional	betrayal	by	the	Radical	Republican-led	federal	government.	After	

all,	according	to	this	point	of	view,	the	United	States	Constitution	specifically	

delegated	the	power	to	establish	voter	eligibility	requirements	to	the	states.	Articles	

published	in	the	Houston	Daily	Telegraph	in	1867	were	indicative	of	the	general	

sentiment	within	the	state.	One	of	these	articles	expressed	the	hope	that	the	United	

States	Supreme	Court	might	soon	rule	the	first	Reconstruction	Act	unconstitutional.	

Another	article	called	the	act	“fraught	with	oppression,”	and	another	even	quoted	

President	Andrew	Johnson	as	saying,	“No	master	ever	had	a	control	so	complete	and	

absolute	over	his	slaves,	as	this	bill	gives	the	military	officers	over	both	white	and	

black	persons.”14	

As	white	Southerners	slowly	conceded	the	inevitability	of	African-American	

suffrage	rights,	factions	debated	how	best	to	deal	with	this	new	reality.	The	virulent	

racism	of	the	time	meant	that	these	debates	often	transformed	into	violence	against	

African-Americans,	especially	those	who	attempted	to	assert	their	newfound	rights	

as	citizens	and	search	for	ways	to	maximize	their	impact	on	the	political	process.	

The	amount	of	violence	committed	upon	blacks	in	Texas	was	staggering,	and	as	in	

the	rest	of	the	former	Confederacy,	these	acts	of	violence	followed	a	pattern.	Texas	

historians	Barry	A.	Crouch	and	Gregg	Cantrell	both	studied	this	issue	and	found	two	

commonalities	to	the	violence	against	African-Americans	at	the	time.	First,	violence	

against	freedmen	was	predominantly	(but	not	solely)	political	in	origin.	Second,	

																																																								
14 US Constitution, Article I, Section 4. Of course, Clause One of this section also states that, as pertaining 
to elections, Congress may “at any time by Law make or alter such Regulations.”; Houston Daily 
Telegraph, March 6, 12, 13, 1867. 
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incidents	of	racial	violence	were	more	frequent	in	areas	where	large	African-

American	populations	caused	them	to	be	seen	as	a	greater	threat	than	in	areas	with	

smaller	African-American	populations.15	

Developing	increasing	political	savvy,	some	early	African-American	

community	leaders	in	Texas,	such	as	George	T.	Ruby	of	Galveston,	realized	that	they	

had	to	do	more	than	cultivate	the	support	of	their	own	communities.	They	sought	to	

develop	alliances	with	local	white	political	leaders,	as	well.	Although	now	politically	

empowered,	African-Americans	were	still	a	minority	and	held	little	power	relative	

to	the	state’s	entrenched	political	elite.	Neither	Ruby	nor	others	necessarily	desired	

the	paternalistic	influence	of	white	politicians,	but	they	did	believe	that	African-

Americans	had	greater	opportunities	and	a	better	chance	of	retaining	their	rights	if	

they	worked	alongside	whites.	Therefore,	African-American	community	leaders	in	

Texas	and	other	parts	of	the	South	found	themselves	drawn	into	a	loose	coalition	

with	Republican	Party	leaders	in	the	late	1860s.	This	generation	pioneered	political	

tactics	that	would	also	be	used	by	future	leaders	such	as	A.	Maceo	Smith.16	

At	the	same	time,	the	Republican	Party	found	itself	in	a	precarious	position	

during	Reconstruction.	Having	no	reliable	political	foundation	in	the	former	

Confederate	states,	it	found	itself	too	weak	there	to	survive	a	hard	campaign	against	

the	Democratic	Party.	This	realization	forced	southern	Republicans	to	seek	ways	to	

attract	black	votes	to	the	party	while	also	trying	not	to	alienate	their	small	cadre	of	
																																																								
15 See Barry A. Crouch, “A Spirit of Lawlessness: White Violence: Texas Blacks, 1865–1868,” Journal of 
Social History 18 (Winter 1984), 217–232, and Gregg Cantrell, “Racial Violence and Reconstruction 
Politics, 1867–1868,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 93 (January 1990), 333–356. 
16 See Carl H. Moneyhon, “George T. Ruby and the Politics of Expediency in Texas,” in Southern Black 
Leaders in the Reconstruction Era, edited by Howard N. Rabinowitz (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1982), 367. 
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white	supporters.	The	biracial	alliances	that	developed	within	the	Republican	Party	

were	contentious	under	the	best	of	circumstances	and	did	not	survive	the	

Reconstruction	era.17	Throughout	the	southern	states,	several	blacks	held	political	

offices	for	the	first	time,	and	this	short-lived	political	coalition	effectively	aided	

African-Americans	in	their	collective	political	activism.	In	Texas,	at	least	sixty-nine	

African-Americans	held	political	office	during	Reconstruction.	Of	these	men,	sixteen	

were	ministers,	which	was	not	surprising	considering	the	high	standing	of	

preachers	in	African-American	communities.	Because	there	existed	no	other	

grassroots	black	political	organization	in	Texas	at	this	time,	churches	emerged	as	

the	only	venue	available	to	mobilize	large	numbers	of	blacks	effectively	for	political	

activism.18	

Texas’s	newly	enfranchised	African-Americans	were	highly	effective	in	1868.	

Roughly	80	percent	of	registered	African-American	voters	voted	in	the	election	that	

year.	Thanks	to	some	confusion	regarding	political	strategy,	only	18,379	whites	

voted,	compared	to	37,750	blacks,	giving	the	freedmen	a	disproportionate	say	in	the	

election	results.19	Of	the	ninety	delegates	this	election	sent	to	the	new	state	

constitutional	convention,	Republicans	accounted	for	seventy-nine,	including	nine	

																																																								
17 Paul D. Casdorph, History of the Republican Party in Texas, 1865–1965 (Austin: Pemberton Press, 
1965), 14–18; James A. Baggett, “Origins of Early Texas Republican Party Leadership,” Journal of 
Southern History 40, No. 3 (August, 1974), 441–454. 
18 Statistics on black officeholders in Texas drawn from the author’s own research as well as the Texas 
entries of Eric Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers: A Directory of Black Officeholders during Reconstruction, 
2nd rev. ed. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Press, 1996). William E. Montgomery, Under Their Own Vine 
and Fig Tree: The African American Church in the South, 1865–1900 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1993), 157. 
19 White political leaders of the time debated whether to come out to the polls in strength or to not come at 
all, thereby scuttling the election due to a rule that at least 50 percent of eligible voters participate. See 
Moneyhon, Republicanism, 78–81; Randolph B. Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1998), 15.  
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African-Americans.	Despite	these	wide	margins,	the	factions	within	the	Republican	

Party	found	themselves	at	odds	with	each	other,	and	little	real	cohesion	existed.	

Ultimately,	the	constitutional	convention	proved	to	be	unsuccessful	in	many	ways.	

Although	approved	by	the	voters	of	the	state	as	well	as	by	the	United	States	

Congress,	the	constitution	written	by	this	group	contained	too	much	compromise	to	

satisfy	any	party.	In	the	eyes	of	black	delegates,	the	new	constitution	did	too	little	to	

protect	African-Americans’	civil	rights,	and	neither	did	the	document	disenfranchise	

all	former	Confederate	leaders,	as	many	had	hoped.20	

Virtually	from	the	onset,	oppositional	forces	eroded	the	newly	granted	rights	

and	political	empowerment	of	African-Americans.	Immense	pushback	came	from	

whites,	and	this	opposition	presented	itself	through	various	forms	of	intimidation	

throughout	the	South.	One	example	of	the	growing	opposition	to	African-American	

political	activism	was	a	series	of	articles	printed	in	the	Houston	Weekly	Telegraph	in	

October	1868	entitled	“To	the	Colored	People.”	

Let	us	talk	to	you	upon	the	subject	of	voting.	And	we	will	tell	you	plainly	that	
we	do	not	think	you	are	qualified	to	exercise	it.	You	likely	think	this	is	not	
your	fault,	because	your	slavery	deprived	you	of	the	opportunity	of	learning.	
We	grant	that	had	you	been	educated,	your	mental	capacity	would	be	much	
greater,	but	you	see	yourselves	that	you	are	now	ignorant,	and	cannot	
understand	the	questions	of	politics	which	are	agitating	the	public	mind.…	
Let	us	now	tell	you	a	very	plain	truth	and	that	is:		
YOU	NEVER	CAN	HOLD	THE	RIGHT	TO	VOTE	CONTRARY	TO	THE	WISHES	
OF	THE	WHITE	PEOPLE	OF	THE	SOUTH.21	

	
Intimidation,	violence,	and	coercion	of	blacks	continued	despite	the	presence	

																																																								
20 Richard L. Hume, “Black and Tan Constitutional Conventions” (PhD diss., University of Washington, 
1969), 137–137; Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction, 16; Journal of the Reconstruction Convention, 
1868, Vol. 2, 520. 
21 Houston Weekly Telegraph, October 1, 1868. Emphasis in original. 
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of	federal	troops	across	the	South.	Some	Southerners	became	increasingly	organized	

and	bold	in	their	reactions	to	Reconstruction.	The	Ku	Klux	Klan,	for	example,	made	

its	first	appearance	during	these	early	Reconstruction	years.	The	Ku	Klux	Klan	of	

this	era	was	a	loose	coalition	of	groups	spread	across	the	Southern	states	that	

formed	a	type	of	vigilante	opposition	to	Radical	Republican	policies	and	African-

American	enfranchisement.	While	the	Klan	was	present	throughout	Texas,	Klan	

activities	were	much	more	concentrated	in	the	rural	counties	of	Northeast	Texas,	

which	was	consistent	with	Crouch	and	Cantrell’s	findings	cited	earlier	regarding	

racial	violence.	Texas’s	African-American	population	was	also	heavily	concentrated	

in	this	region	of	the	state	and	was	arguably	seen	as	a	greater	threat	to	white	

residents	of	that	area.	Political	historian	Paul	Kleppner	has	also	studied	this	

phenomenon.	He	found	that	through	the	1870s	and	1880s,	a	higher	percentage	of	

whites	voted	in	the	South	than	blacks.	Kleppner	argued	that	this	demonstrated	“a	

sense	of	white	racial	consciousness,	channeled	into	political	self-defense,”	and	that	

this	phenomenon	was	more	prevalent	in	counties	where	blacks	outnumbered	whites	

and,	therefore,	once	again,	were	seen	as	a	greater	threat.22	

By	the	early	1870s,	the	same	federal	government	that	had	started	the	

Reconstruction	era	as	a	protector	of	African-American	rights	became	increasingly	

indifferent.	At	times,	they	were	downright	antagonistic	toward	the	rights	of	
																																																								
22 Because of the very loose structure of the Klan, local groups often acted independently of county- and 
state-level leadership, where it existed at all. Also, the Ku Klux Klan of the twentieth century was not 
related to these earlier groups. For further explanation, see Charles C. Alexander, Ku Klux Klan in the 
Southwest (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1965), xi–-xii. For a broader history of the 
Reconstruction era Klan, see Allen W. Trelease, White Terror: The Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern 
Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1995). One of Trelease’s main arguments 
is that groups like the Klan represented a racist response to the perceived threat of African-American 
political power. Kleppner, ‘Who Voted?’, 53. Kleppner found that from 1876 to 1892, the ratio was 69 
percent of whites voting versus 60 percent of blacks in the South. 
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freedmen.	In	the	1870s	and	1880s,	the	United	States	Supreme	Court	led	the	rapid	

erosion	of	the	political	gains	made	by	African-Americans.	First	came	the	

Slaughterhouse	Cases	in	1873,	which	argued	that	the	Fourteenth	Amendment	

protected	only	those	rights	and	privileges	granted	by	United	States	citizenship,	not	

those	rights	granted	through	citizenship	of	an	individual	state.	A	few	years	later,	in	

United	States	v.	Cruikshank	(1876),	the	United	States	Supreme	Court	further	

expanded	its	interpretation	of	the	Fourteenth	Amendment,	ruling	that	the	equal	

protection	clause	did	not	protect	against	the	individual	actions	of	private	American	

citizens,	but	only	against	actions	taken	by	the	state.	Then	in	1883,	the	so-called	Civil	

Rights	Cases	dealt	with	the	increasingly	contentious	issue	of	discrimination	in	public	

accommodations.	Using	the	Cruikshank	case	as	a	precedent,	the	Supreme	Court	

further	reinforced	this	interpretation	of	the	Fourteenth	Amendment	and	ruled	that	

the	United	States	Congress	had	no	right	to	regulate	the	actions	of	private	citizens.	

Stating	that	the	Fourteenth	Amendment	protected	only	against	state	discrimination,	

it	also	struck	down	the	Civil	Rights	Act	of	1875	as	unconstitutional.23	The	Supreme	

Court	clearly	intended	to	circumscribe	the	federal	government’s	ability	to	safeguard	

African-American	civil	rights	with	these	increasingly	narrow	interpretations	of	

constitutional	law.	As	the	scholar	Darlene	Clark	Hine	said,	referring	to	the	Civil	

Rights	Cases,	“With	this	decision,	the	Supreme	Court	had	written	with	broad	strokes	

that	the	black	man	was	now	on	his	own.”24	

																																																								
23 Slaughterhouse Cases, 83 U.S. 36 (1873); United States v. Cruikshank, 92 U.S. 542 (1876); Civil Rights 
Cases, 109 U.S. 3 (1883). 
24 Darlene Clark Hine also discussed these cases while researching the legal history of the Texas White 
Primary cases. See Darlene Clark Hine, Black Victory: The Rise and Fall of the White Primary in Texas, rev 
ed. (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003), 57–64. Quotation taken from 63. 
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Other	extralegal	means	of	suppressing	African-American	rights	remained	in	

use	in	Texas	at	the	conclusion	of	Reconstruction.	White	Citizens	Councils	sprang	up	

in	various	places	to	control	county-level	politics.	Perhaps	the	most	notorious	

organization	of	this	sort	was	Fort	Bend	County’s	Jaybird	Democratic	Association.	

During	Reconstruction,	Fort	Bend	had	a	very	large	African-American	population,	

and	several	African-Americans	had	served	in	local-	and	county-level	government	

positions.	Upon	organization	in	the	1870s,	the	Jaybirds	of	Fort	Bend	County	set	to	

work	reclaiming	control	of	local	politics.	They	were	so	successful	that	almost	no	

African-Americans	remained	in	office	in	the	county	by	1890.	The	repression	of	the	

local	black	population	after	the	Jaybirds’	takeover	of	local	politics	was	so	severe	that	

it	also	triggered	a	decades-long	migration	of	blacks	from	that	county.25		

The	Jaybirds,	however,	were	not	the	only	political	group	that	undermined	

African-American	rights	in	Texas.	The	state	government	also	worked	in	earnest	to	

reduce	black	political	activism.	One	example	is	the	political	work	of	Alexander	

Terrell,	a	man	whose	name	became	synonymous	with	minority-voter	suppression	in	

twentieth-century	Texas.	Born	into	a	Virginia	slave-holding	family	in	1829,	he	

moved	to	Austin,	Texas,	in	1852	and	became	involved	in	state	politics	after	serving	

as	a	Confederate	general	during	the	Civil	War.	Among	his	legislative	priorities	were	

the	poll	tax,	the	adoption	of	a	direct	primary,	and	the	end	of	public	education	in	

Texas.	Terrell	made	his	first	attempt	at	passing	a	poll	tax	bill	through	the	Texas	state	

legislature	in	1879.	At	that	time,	it	passed	the	Senate	but	failed	in	the	House,	a	defeat	

																																																								
25 Fort Bend County is located in south Texas, directly southwest of Houston. Hine, Black Victory, 72–78. 
Also see Steven Hahn, A Nation Under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery 
to the Great Migration (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2003), 394–397. 
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that	repeated	itself	in	1881	and	1883.	The	State	Legislature	also	passed	laws	in	

1876	and	1884	mandating	separate	public	school	facilities	for	black	and	white	

children.	Other	Southern	politicians	ultimately	beat	Terrell	in	his	pursuit	of	a	direct	

primary	law.	South	Carolina	adopted	a	direct	primary	law	in	1896,	followed	by	

Arkansas,	Georgia,	Florida,	and	Tennessee	in	the	next	few	years.	Texas	finally	

followed	suit	in	1903.	By	1915,	thirteen	southern	states	had	passed	some	form	of	

direct	primary	law.	In	these	states,	the	direct	primary	became	a	vehicle	for	further	

reducing	the	political	power	of	African	Americans.	In	Texas	and	throughout	the	

South,	states	adopted	rules	for	their	primary	elections	that	barred	minorities	from	

taking	part.26	

In	1873,	Texas	Democrats	also	began	gerrymandering	districts	within	the	

state	to	break	up	the	strongest	blocs	of	black	voters.	One	of	the	most	effective	

redistricting	techniques	used	was	that	of	the	floater	district.	A	floater	district	

essentially	joined	a	county	with	a	large	African-American	population	to	adjacent	

counties	with	smaller	populations.	These	districts	were	specifically	designed	to	

nullify	the	power	of	counties	with	African-American	majorities.	By	joining	together	

several	smaller	counties	with	white	majorities,	these	voters	could	override	the	black	

majority	in	the	adjacent	county.	Efforts	such	as	these	were	extremely	effective;	only	

four	African-Americans	won	state	offices	after	1873.	Nathan	Haller,	elected	to	the	

Twenty-Fourth	State	Legislature	in	1896,	was	the	last	African-American	to	serve	in	

																																																								
26 Irby C. Nichols Jr., "Terrell, Alexander Watkins," Handbook of Texas Online, accessed October 28, 
2017, http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fte16; Hine, Black Victory, 70, 80; and J. 
Morgan Kousser, Colorblind Injustice: Minority Voting Rights and the Undoing of the Second 
Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 200. 



	

	 42	

the	Texas	House	of	Representatives	until	Houston’s	Barbara	Jordan	in	1966.27	

Of	course,	black	Texans	were	not	idle	during	this	time,	nor	were	they	passive	

observers	of	these	events.	They	used	a	remarkably	broad	range	of	responses	to	the	

waning	African-American	political	power.	African-Americans	in	Texas	continued	to	

vote	when	able	to	do	so,	continued	to	migrate	from	rural	areas	into	cities	such	as	

Houston,	and	continued	to	flesh	out	the	meaning	of	freedom	for	themselves.	They	

continued	to	build	communities	for	themselves	and	continued	to	lobby	for	

improvements	to	those	communities.	African-American	communities	in	Texas	and	

throughout	the	South	lobbied	for	improvements	such	as	better	roads,	access	to	

education,	jobs,	and	even	the	hiring	of	black	police	officers	in	the	hope	that	this	

would	provide	more	impartial	enforcement	of	the	law	within	their	communities.	

Other	examples	of	African-American	community	activism	abounded	in	Texas.28	

African-Americans	set	up	churches	that	functioned	as	the	cornerstones	of	

their	communities.	These	early	independent	churches	operated	as	much	more	than	

spiritual	centers	of	their	communities,	making	little,	if	any,	distinction	between	

spiritual,	social,	economic,	educational,	or	political	matters.	They	provided	guidance	

in	these	areas	because	they	were	often	the	only	organization	within	African-

American	communities	adequately	prepared	to	do	so.	Historian	Eugene	Genovese	

referred	to	African-American	slave	preachers	as	accommodationists.	Whether	or	not	

																																																								
27 Merline Pitre, Through Many Dangers, Toils, and Snares, (Austin: Eakin Press, 1998), 146, 212; Eric 
Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers, xxix. 
28 W. Marvin Dulaney, Black Police in America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), xv. Black 
Dallasites petitioned the city council there for black officers as early as 1888. See Darwin Payne, Quest for 
Justice: Louis A. Bedford Jr. and the Struggle for Equal Rights in Texas (Dallas: Southern Methodist 
University Press, 2009), 73; James M. Smallwood, Time of Hope, Time of Despair: Black Texans during 
Reconstruction (Port Washington, New York: Kennikat Press, 1981), 102–104; Crouch, “Self-
Determination,” 344–345. 
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that	allegation	was	true,	these	very	same	men	and	women	thrived	as	independent	

leaders	of	their	communities	after	emancipation.29		

As	early	as	1865,	Texas	blacks	began	to	set	up	their	own	independent	

congregations.	Trinity	Methodist	Episcopal	Church	in	Houston,	Texas,	established	in	

1865.	Another	early	example	from	Houston	was	Antioch	Baptist	Church,	founded	in	

1866.30	These	churches,	like	so	many	others	in	the	post-war	South,	grew	out	of	

existing	slave	congregations.	The	leadership	of	these	churches	found	it	natural	to	

work	toward	a	holistic,	inclusive	view	of	improvement	that	included	both	spiritual	

issues	such	as	salvation	and	secular	issues	such	as	literacy	and	economic	

development.	As	one	historian	has	stated,	“For	black	churchmen	to	have	drawn	a	

line	between	political	and	religious	concerns	in	the	years	following	emancipation	

would	have	been	ideologically	impossible.”31	

Texas	blacks	organized	a	State	Convention	of	Colored	Men	in	1883,	which	

was	held	in	Austin.	Topics	debated	and	reported	on	by	the	group	of	120	

representatives	included	discrimination	in	public	places,	education,	and	convict	

labor.	A	Texas	State	Colored	Alliance	was	formed	three	years	later,	and	in	1890	a	

Texas	Colored	Farmers’	Alliance	was	also	organized.	African-Americans	in	San	

																																																								
29 Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made, (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), 
222, 263. 
30 For the history of Trinity Methodist Episcopal Church (now Trinity United Methodist Church), see 
Trinity United Methodist Church 100th Anniversary Celebration Program, Trinity United Methodist 
Church Collection, MSS 0210, Houston Metropolitan Research Center, Houston, Texas. Also see I. M. E. 
Blandin, History of Shearn Church, 1837–1907 (Houston: Shearn Auxiliary of Women’s Home Missionary 
Society, 1908). For the history of Antioch Baptist Church, see Antioch Baptist Church Centennial Houston 
1866–1966: One Hundred Years of Progress (Houston: Antioch Baptist Church, 1966). Both of these 
churches are still in operation in Houston, Texas. 
31 For information on this phenomenon generally, see Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: The 
Aftermath of Slavery (New York: Alfred A. Knopf Inc., 1979), chapter 9. The quotation is from 470. 
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Antonio,	Texas,	lobbied	for	better	schools	for	their	children.	They	believed	this	was	

their	right	given	that	they	were	being	taxed	by	the	city	but	not	receiving	what	they	

thought	were	their	due	benefits.32		

Forty-eight	African-American	newspapers	were	founded	in	Texas	prior	to	

1900,	most	of	which	were	clustered	in	larger	cities	such	as	Austin,	Dallas,	and	

Houston.	Two	of	the	most	important	were	the	Dallas	Express,	founded	in	1892,	and	

the	Texas	Freeman,	founded	in	1893.	Both	newspapers	evolved	into	politically	

independent	voices	of	protest	on	behalf	of	Texas	blacks.	Supported	by	African-

American	readership,	and	therefore	not	reliant	on	white	patronage,	these	papers	

and	others	like	them	were	somewhat	sheltered	from	white	economic	pressures	and	

could	afford	to	be	a	more	militant	voice	for	their	communities.33	Although	they	were	

rare	in	Texas,	some	African-American	workers	even	experimented	with	unions.	The	

International	Longshoreman’s	Association	of	Galveston,	Texas,	for	example,	

represented	a	biracial	coalition	of	union	members	through	the	1880s	and	1890s.34	

Reactions	by	African-Americans	outside	of	Texas	followed	similar	lines	as	

well.	In	1883,	famed	African-American	editor	of	the	New	York	Globe,	T.	Thomas	

Fortune,	editorialized	that	there	was	“no	law	in	the	United	States	for	the	Negro.”	

Black	African	Methodist	Episcopal	(AME)	bishop	Henry	McNeal	Turner	referred	to	

																																																								
32 A Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States, Volume 2: From the Reconstruction 
Years to the Founding of the N.A.A.C.P. in 1910, edited by Herbert Aptheker (New York: The Citadel Press, 
1951), 679, 805–807; Kenneth Mason, African Americans and Race Relations in San Antonio, Texas, 1867–
1937, (New York: Routledge Press, 1998), 132. 
33 Henry Lewis Suggs, “Introduction,” in The Black Press in the South, 1865–1979 (Westport, CT: 1983), 
14–15; James M. Smallwood, “Texas,” in The Black Press in the South, 1865–1979, edited by Henry Lewis 
Suggs (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1983), 357–360. 
34 More information can be found in Clifford Farrington, Biracial Unions on Galveston’s Waterfront, 1865–
1925 (Austin: Texas State Historical Association, 2007). 
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the	United	States	Constitution	as	“a	dirty	rag”	and	suggested	that	African-Americans	

should	consider	returning	to	Africa.35	Back	in	Texas,	Richard	Allen,	one	of	the	few	

blacks	to	remain	active	in	Houston	politics	through	the	1870s	and	1880s,	publicly	

backed	the	Kansas	Exodus	Movement,	a	highly	publicized	effort	to	build	African-

American	communities	in	that	state	in	response	to	the	continued	loss	of	civil	rights	

in	Texas.	This	action	reflected	Allen’s	belief	that	Texas’s	blacks	would	be	better	able	

to	assert	their	citizenship	rights	without	violence	or	retribution	outside	of	the	Lone	

Star	State.36		

In	the	1890s	the	rise	of	populism	in	Texas	and	in	other	parts	of	the	country	

gave	African-American	leaders	such	as	John	B.	Rayner	of	Calvert,	Texas,	additional	

political	influence.	Populist	party	members	often	were	sent	into	African-American	

communities	in	order	to	rally	voters,	and	Rayner	quickly	became	the	most	

prominent	black	populist	in	Texas,	responsible	for	bringing	thousands	of	African-

American	voters	to	the	Populist	Party.	At	a	time	when	divisions	within	the	

Democratic	Party	created	powerful	opportunities	for	new	independent	parties,	

many	were	attracted	to	the	cause.37	

Probably	the	greatest	blow	to	African-American	rights	in	the	post–Civil	War	

																																																								
35 Both quotations from Hine, Black Victory, 64. 
36 Richard Allen was elected to the Twelfth State Legislature in 1869, elected Houston Street 
Commissioner in 1878, and later served as the Deputy Collector of Customs in Houston. He held power 
through shrewd political negotiations and, in part, through the patronage of the local Greenback Party in 
Harris County, Texas. Merline Pitre, “Richard Allen: The Checkered Career of Houston’s First Black State 
Legislator,” Houston Review 8 (1986), 79–88. 
37 Jack Abramowitz, “John B. Rayner: A Grass-Roots Leader,” Journal of Negro History 36 (April 1951), 
160–193. Also See Hine, Black Victory, 76; and Lewis L. Gould, Progressives and Prohibitionists: Texas 
Democrats in the Wilson Era, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1977), 6. Even Sam Johnson, Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s father, joined the Populists in the 1890s. See Robert Dallek, Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson 
and His Times, 1908–1960 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 20–23. 
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era	was	the	1896	United	States	Supreme	Court	decision	in	Plessy	v.	Ferguson,	in	

which	the	majority	opinion	of	the	Court	held	that	the	Louisiana	state	legislature	had	

not	violated	the	Thirteenth	or	Fourteenth	Amendments	by	its	passage	of	a	law	in	

1890	requiring	separate	accommodations	for	black	and	white	train	passengers.	The	

Court	held	that	these	Reconstruction	Amendments	dealt	solely	with	the	issue	of	

political	equality	and	not	social	equality.		Justice	John	M.	Harlan	cast	the	single	

dissenting	vote	in	the	case,	stating	that	“rather	than	relieving	social	tensions	

between	the	races,	compulsory	segregation	laws	would	aggravate	them.”38	The	age	

of	formal	Jim	Crow	segregation	had	officially	arrived	in	the	United	States.		

“By	1900,	the	black	man	hung	suspended	between	slavery	and	citizenship,”	

claimed	Darlene	Clark	Hine.39	By	this	era,	which	historian	Rayford	Logan	famously	

referred	to	as	the	nadir	of	race	relations	in	the	United	States,	it	seemed	that	

American	society	was	anything	but	just	in	regard	to	African	Americans.	Segregation	

in	American	society	was	never	inevitable,	and	an	opportunity	had	clearly	been	

missed	at	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century,	one	that	several	historians	have	

commented	upon.	Thomas	Dyja,	in	his	biography	of	NAACP	leader	Walter	White,	

said,	“An	earlier	generation	of	black	men	and	women	had	seen	the	Promised	Land	of	

full	participation	in	American	life	and	then	had	been	forcibly	removed	from	it.”	To	

Dyja,	“segregation	meant	hope	stolen,	clocks	turned	back,	waking	up	to	find	you	

																																																								
38 Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896). 
39 Hine, Black Victory, 67. 
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were	still	in	the	nightmare.”40	Texas	historian	Randolph	B.	Campbell	also	said	that	

the	Reconstruction	era	“allowed	at	least	one	generation	of	black	men	to	enjoy	full	

citizenship	and	equal	rights.”	This	may	be	an	overstatement,	because	“full	

citizenship	and	equal	rights”	did	not	typically	include	the	prospect	of	racial	violence,	

social	and	economic	discrimination,	and	other	forms	of	intimidation.	Nevertheless,	

Campbell’s	point	should	not	be	dismissed	lightly.	African-Americans	had	taken	part	

in	the	American	political	process	in	ways	never	before	possible.41	Thurgood	

Marshall	biographer	Howard	Ball	referred	to	the	turn-of-the-century	South	as	a	

"feudal	land,	an	Americanized	version	of	European	society	in	the	Middle	Ages	…	

[where]	values	were	rooted	in	the	land,	in	stability	and	permanence,	in	hierarchy	

and	status,	in	caste	and	class,	and	race."42	

Many	whites	living	in	areas	with	large	African-American	populations,	such	as	

the	counties	of	East	Texas,	overstated	the	threat	of	black	political	influence.	In	the	

words	of	one	historian,	“The	white	supremacist	attitudes	associated	with	

antebellum	America	were	enduring	legacies	that	could	not	be	erased	or	eliminated	

overnight.”43		These	antebellum	legacies	of	racism	continued	into	the	twentieth	

century.	One	East	Texas	town,	Greenville,	even	proudly	flew	a	banner	that	read,	“The	

																																																								
40 See Rayford W. Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877, 1901 (New York: 
Dial Press, 1954). Both quotes are from Thomas Dyja, Walter White: The Dilemma of Black Identity in 
America (Chicago: Kelmscott Ink, 2008), 9. 
41 Randolph B. Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 1865–1880 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1997), 1. 
42 Howard Ball, A Defiant Life: Thurgood Marshall and the Persistence of Racism in America (New York: 
Crown Publishers, Inc., 1998), 9. 
43 Jesse Thomas Moore Jr., A Search for Equality: The National Urban League, 1910–1961 (University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1981), 12. 
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Whitest	People,	the	Blackest	Soil.”44	These	attitudes	propelled	the	further	erosion	of	

African-American	rights	in	Texas.	In	1902,	the	Texas	Legislature	finally	passed	a	poll	

tax	amendment,	effectively	disenfranchising	thousands	of	black	voters	in	the	state.	

As	Darlene	Clark	Hine	argued,	“The	cumulative	effect	of	the	Court’s	restrictive	

pronouncements	was	to	establish	the	constitutional	foundation	for	black	second-

class	citizenship	and	disfranchisement.”45	

Antonio	Maceo	Smith	was	a	second-class	citizen	of	this	republic	and	the	

fourteenth	of	fifteen	children.46	At	the	time	of	Smith’s	birth,	Texarkana,	his	

birthplace—right	on	the	border	of	Texas	and	Arkansas—was	a	busy	town	of	roughly	

5,500	people.47	Not	only	a	thriving	farming	community,	Texarkana	was	also	a	

growing	manufacturing	center	that	boasted	a	busy	rail	line	connecting	its	local	

economy	to	other	towns	within	the	region.	The	city’s	economy	also	benefited	from	

its	proximity	to	the	Piney	Woods,	making	it	an	important	city	for	regional	lumber	

companies	as	well.	During	the	first	few	decades	of	the	twentieth	century,	Texarkana	

was	well	known	for	its	thriving	job	market.	Perhaps	no	group	benefited	more	from	

these	job	opportunities	than	local	African-Americans.	For	those	blacks	working	as	

tenant	farmers	or	farmhands	in	the	area,	the	better	paying	jobs	offered	by	the	local	

rail	and	lumber	companies	allowed	many	to	leave	farming	behind,	and	historian	

																																																								
44 D. B. Hardeman and Donald C. Bacon, Rayburn: A Biography (Houston: Gulf Publishing Company, 
1987), 111. The sign remained up in Greenville, Texas, until sometime in the mid-1960s. 
45 Hine, Black Victory, 44, 81. 
46 There was some discrepancy regarding Smith’s birthdate. His obituary and grave marker both list his 
birth as 1903; his death certificate and other documents, however, list his birth as 1902. The 1903 date is 
the most commonly accepted and is the one that Smith himself cited. 
47 The 1900 US Census population for Texarkana, Texas, was 5,256. US Census Bureau, The Statistics of 
the Population of the United States, Twelfth Census, (Washington, DC, 1900), 465, accessed January 16, 
2018, https://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html. 
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Walter	Buenger	has	estimated	that	half	of	the	total	labor	force	in	the	Texarkana	area	

at	this	time	was	African-American.48	

Smith’s	parents	were	Howell	Frank	Smith	and	Winnie	Smith.	According	to	

United	States	Census	records,	Howell	Smith	was	a	successful	entrepreneur	who	

owned	and	farmed	his	own	land.	Census	records	revealed	that	Howell	Smith	was	

born	in	1855	in	Virginia	and	listed	him	as	literate	and	as	a	mulatto.	No	one	knew	if	

Howell	was	formerly	a	slave.49	Howell’s	life	would	have	been	considered	an	

economic	success	by	any	measure,	but	given	the	fact	that	so	few	African-Americans	

owned	their	own	land	at	this	time,	his	success	was	all	the	more	impressive.	

Economic	historian	Jay	Mandel	revealed	that	by	1910,	only	17	percent	of	all	African-

American	farmers	in	the	South	owned	land.	He	argued	that	poverty	among	Southern	

blacks	was	a	fundamental,	systemic	aspect	of	the	agriculturally	based	economy	of	

the	day.	Although	Howell’s	farm	was	on	the	Arkansas	side	of	the	state	line,	near	

Ogden,	he	also	owned	real	estate	in	Texarkana.	Only	eighteen	miles	separated	the	

towns,	and	anecdotal	evidence	showed	that	“little	Macy”	and	the	rest	of	the	Smith	

																																																								
48 The Piney Woods is a roughly 54,000-square-mile region of pine and white oak forests covering portions 
of East Texas, Southwestern Arkansas, and Northwestern Louisiana, which has historically been an 
important lumber region throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. See A. Weakley, T. Cook, E. 
Dinerstein, K. Wolfe, “Piney Woods Forests,” World Wildlife Fund, 2017, accessed September 19, 2017, 
https://www.worldwildlife.org/ecoregions/na0523.  This description of Texarkana is drawn from Walter 
Buenger, The Path to a Modern South: Northeast Texas between Reconstruction and the Great Depression 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 43–44, 136–137, 170. 
49 Records related to Howell F. Smith were located in the 1880, 1900, 1910, and 1920 census records. US 
Census Bureau, Tenth Census of the United States, 1880, Records of the Bureau of the Census, Record 
Group 29. National Archives, Washington, DC; US Census Bureau, Twelfth Census of the United States, 
Cut Off, Miller, Arkansas; Roll 68, Page 2B, Enumeration District 0118, FHL microfilm 1240068 
(Washington, DC: National Archives and Records Administration, 1900); US Census Bureau, Thirteenth 
Census of the United States, Johnson, Little River, Arkansas, Roll T624, Page 1B, Enumeration District 
0037, FHL microfilm 1374068 (Washington, DC: National Archives and Records Administration, 1910); 
US Census Bureau, Fourteenth Census of the United States, Johnson, Little River, Arkansas, Roll T625, 
Page 9B, Enumeration District 35, FHL microfilm 1374068 (Washington, DC: National Archives and 
Records Administration, 1910); all accessed September 30, 2017, Ancestry.com. 
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family	likely	spent	much	of	their	time	in	Texarkana.50	

Buenger	has	shown	that	relations	between	blacks	and	whites	in	Northeast	

Texas	were	not	governed	solely	by	racial	attitudes,	but	also	had	a	class	and	

economic	context	as	well.	While	this	argument	can	easily	be	taken	too	far,	one	can	

speculate	that	young	Smith	might	have	had	less	exposure	to	the	harsh	racism	of	the	

region	than	members	of	lower-class	African-American	families.	Although	any	

African-American	might	be	subject	to	racial	violence,	in	the	rural	South	violence	was	

often	inflicted	upon	lower-class	black	workers	and	sharecroppers	as	a	means	of	

social	control.	In	contrast,	more	affluent	African-American	families	could,	and	often	

did,	move	in	response	to	racial	violence,	thereby	depriving	local	economies	of	

entrepreneurial	opportunities	and	dollars.	The	growing	regional	economy	and	labor	

market	made	it	possible	for	blacks	to	successfully	migrate,	change	jobs,	and	

continue	to	provide	for	their	families.	In	this	climate,	shaped	as	it	was	by	an	

economic	system	reliant	upon	black	labor,	being	the	son	of	a	successful	independent	

farmer	and	businessman	likely	provided	some	benefit	to	young	Maceo.51		

Much	of	what	we	know	about	Maceo’s	youth	in	Texarkana	came	from	a	brief	

biography	that	appeared	in	Tall	Black	Texans	in	1972.	The	book	was	intended	as	a	

textbook	for	African-American	students,	and	Smith’s	biography	within	it	was	almost	

																																																								
50 Jay Mandel, Not Slave, Not Free: The African American Economic Experience Since the Civil War. 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1992), 17–18, 43. Information regarding Howell Smith’s Texarkana 
properties can be found in Keith Volanto, “The Life and Work of Dr. Beadie Eugene Conner: An African 
American Physician in Jim Crow Texas,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 115, no. 3 (January 2012), 
261–262. Research for this article was heavily based upon an unpublished autobiography of Beadie 
Connor, a childhood friend of A. Maceo Smith. 
51 For more on this relationship between race and class in the region, see Walter Buenger, The Path to a 
Modern South, 170. For more on this confluence of race and class in the Southern economy see, Jack M. 
Bloom, Class, Race, and the Civil Rights Movement (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 3. 
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certainly	based	on	his	own	recollections.52	Almost	the	entirety	of	the	account	of	his	

childhood	in	the	book	is	impossible	to	corroborate.	Parts	seemed	too	good	to	be	true	

and	may	in	fact	were	apocryphal.	Adams	wrote,	for	example,	

His	mother	called	him	‘pretty	boy,’	and	dressed	him	in	home-made	[sic]	cotton	
knee	britches	of	colorful	plaids	and	checks.	He	was	always	neat.	Little	white	
boys	would	stare	at	him	wonderingly	downtown	as	if	to	ask:	‘How	come	you	
look	so	different	from	the	hordes	of	other	Black	kids	we	see?’	Maceo	would	
hold	his	head	high	and	look	quickly	in	the	other	direction	for	he	knew	full-well	
that	he	had	only	to	stare	back	at	them	to	start	a	fight.53	

	
Although	it	is	impossible	to	be	sure	of	the	validity	of	specific	events,	grains	of	

truth	likely	exist	in	the	account.	It	seems	reasonable	to	believe	that	even	a	family	as	

financially	successful	as	Maceo’s	would	be	frugal	enough	to	dress	their	children	in	

homemade	clothes.	Also	reasonable	was	the	constant	awareness	of	potential	conflict	

with	the	children	of	local	white	residents,	although	no	specific	event	or	moment	of	

racial	conflict	was	authenticated	in	Maceo’s	childhood.	This	account	at	least	

indicated	a	general	attitude	regarding	interracial	relations	during	his	youth.	

Certainly	several	historians	have	addressed	this	aspect	of	daily	life	and	can	

corroborate	the	racial	attitudes.	For	example,	although	writing	about	African-

American	teachers	specifically,	historian	Adam	Fairclough	has	made	a	comment	that	

can	apply	broadly	to	southern	society:	“During	the	Jim	Crow	era	nearly	all	black	

southerners	faced	the	problem	of	needing	to	appease	whites	while	still	maintaining	

personal	dignity	and	racial	loyalty.”	William	H.	Chafe	also	commented	on	this,	

saying,	“African	Americans	daily	faced	the	challenge	of	adapting	the	rules	and	

																																																								
52 See Effie Kaye Adams, Tall Black Texans: Men of Courage (Dubuque, IA: Kendall-Hunt, 1972), 22–27. 
53 Adams, Tall Black Texans, 22. 
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regulations	of	Jim	Crow	to	their	own	purposes.”54	Adams’s	account	of	Maceo’s	

childhood	in	Texarkana	stressed	his	concern	as	a	child	regarding	why	his	mother	

was	not	called	Miss	or	Mrs.	in	a	show	of	respect	like	local	white	women.	William	

Hastie	himself	believed	that	“not	a	small	part	of	the	task	of	the	Negro	in	America	is	

learning	to	walk	without	timidity,	neither	looking	for	trouble	nor	avoiding	it,	and	

taking	full	advantage	of	the	privileges	of	citizenship	wherever	he	may	be.”	This	was	

a	difficult	walk	for	Maceo,	like	many	of	his	contemporaries.55	

Increasingly,	these	privileges	of	citizenship	were	more	difficult	to	maintain	

for	Texas’s	black	population	as	Smith	grew	up	in	and	around	Texarkana.	Michael	

Phillips	summed	up	the	era,	saying,	“Life	for	African	Americans	in	Texas	might	have	

been	expected	to	inspire	surrender	rather	than	activism.”56	Terrell’s	election	law	

went	into	effect	in	1903,	the	year	of	Maceo’s	birth.	It	made	primaries	mandatory	for	

all	major	political	parties.	The	Terrell	Laws	also	required	each	voter	to	sign	a	party	

loyalty	pledge	and	pay	a	poll	tax.	These	requirements	severely	limited	the	voting	

rights	of	minorities	as	well	as	poor	whites	within	the	state.	In	1905,	Terrell	pushed	

through	a	bill	amending	the	original	statute,	this	time	making	it	illegal	for	anyone	

else	to	pay	the	poll	tax	of	an	African-American.	The	law	also	gave	the	political	parties	

themselves	the	right	to	determine	their	own	membership	requirements.	With	this	

authority,	the	Texas	Democratic	Party	immediately	barred	blacks	from	membership.	
																																																								
54 Adam Fairclough, Teaching Equality: Black Schools in the Age of Jim Crow (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 2001), 14; William H. Chafe, Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell About Life in 
the Segregated South, edited by Willian H. Chafe, Raymond Gavins, Robert Korstad, and the staff of the 
Behind the Veil Project (New York: New Press, 2001), xxxii. 
55 Adams, Tall Black Texans, 22; Gilbert Ware, William Hastie: Grace Under Pressure (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1984), 185. 
56 Michael Phillips, White Metropolis: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion in Dallas, 1841–2001 (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2006), 105. 
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This	state	action	successfully	blocked	African-Americans	from	voting	in	local	and	

state	elections;	however,	it	is	important	to	note	that	some	African-Americans	

continued	to	vote	in	national	elections,	as	well	as	local	nonpartisan	elections.	So,	

while	disenfranchised	in	most	cases,	blacks	still	retained	some	very	limited	

influence	at	the	ballot	box.	African-American	leaders	in	Texas	continued	to	press	

members	of	their	communities	to	pay	their	poll	taxes	anyway	in	hopes	that	these	

restrictions	might	be	reversed.57	

Smith’s	East	Texas	home	was	a	hotbed	of	activity	for	activists	on	both	sides	of	

the	racial	controversies	of	the	day.	Local	chapters	of	both	the	new	Ku	Klux	Klan	and	

the	fledgling	NAACP	appeared	during	the	1910s	and	1920s,	the	years	of	Smith’s	

childhood.	This	new	Klan	was	not	directly	descended	from	the	original	Klan	of	the	

nineteenth	century	but	was	inspired	by	it.	It	not	only	promoted	white	supremacy	

and	racial	animosity	toward	African-Americans,	like	the	original	Klan,	but	also	

distrusted	other	groups	that	it	perceived	as	un-American,	such	as	Catholics,	Jews,	

and	immigrants.	The	first	Klan	chapter	in	Texas	emerged	in	1920	and	quickly	

became	ubiquitous	throughout	the	state.	Historian	W.	Marvin	Dulaney	has	shown	

that	the	Klan	infiltrated	politics	and	public	institutions	throughout	the	state.	In	

Dallas,	for	example,	the	police	department	was	made	up	almost	entirely	of	Klan	

members,	according	to	Dulaney’s	research.	While	there	was	some	opposition	to	the	

Ku	Klux	Klan	in	Texas,	its	public	presence	and	power	muted	this	opposition	
																																																								
57 Lewis Gould, Progressives and Prohibitionists, 6–7; Hine, Black Victory, 84–87; and Melvin J. Banks, 
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throughout	much	of	the	1920s.58	

Smith	was	only	six	years	old	when	the	NAACP	was	organized	in	1909.	

Although	it	would	be	another	two	decades	before	he	became	personally	involved	in	

the	organization’s	work,	he	probably	quickly	became	aware	of	it	as	a	child.	

Established	in	1909	in	the	aftermath	of	the	short-lived	Niagara	Movement,	the	

NAACP	attempted	to	deal	with	racial	discrimination	and	disenfranchisement	on	a	

national	level.	A	Legal	Redress	Committee	was	formed	at	the	national	office	in	New	

York	City	in	1911	and	litigation	became	one	of	the	primary	activities	of	the	young	

organization.	As	historian	Patricia	Sullivan	has	characterized	it,	the	NAACP	was	

initially	“quite	a	threadbare	organization,”	and	it	faced	major	obstacles	in	

attempting	to	spread	its	message	across	the	country.59	Despite	the	fact	that	future	

generations	of	civil	rights	activists	saw	the	NAACP	as	a	conservative	organization,	

this	was	not	the	case	in	its	early	years.	Sociologist	E.	Franklin	Frazier,	for	instance,	

consistently	characterized	the	NAACP	as	militant,	and	this	was	easy	to	believe	given	

the	organization’s	early	goals,	which	included	an	end	to	segregation,	educational	

equality,	reenfranchisement	of	African	Americans,	and	proper	enforcement	of	the	

Fourteenth	and	Fifteenth	Amendments.	The	NAACP	also	had	a	decidedly	middle-

class	outlook	that	did	not	appeal	to	many	African	Americans.60	
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Not	until	1914	did	the	first	NAACP	field	worker	arrive	in	Texas,	and	

according	to	Sullivan,	this	worker	found	many	Texas	blacks	interested	in	the	work	

of	the	NAACP	but	fearful	of	joining	such	a	radical	organization.	Nonetheless,	despite	

this	initial	reluctance,	the	first	NAACP	branch	in	Texas	was	established	in	El	Paso	in	

1915,	followed	by	a	San	Antonio	branch	in	1917.	In	1918	at	least	twelve	more	

branches	were	established	in	Texas,	and	by	the	end	of	1919	there	was	a	total	of	

thirty-one	branches	in	the	state.	Texarkana	organized	a	branch	in	1918	and	surely	

attracted	the	notice	of	local	African-Americans,	particularly	those	of	the	middle	class	

such	as	Smith’s	family.	It	also	clearly	attracted	the	attention	of	local	whites,	who	

viewed	the	organization	as	a	threat	to	white	supremacy.	Racial	animosity	thrived	

during	these	decades,	and	attempts	to	express	liberty	on	the	parts	of	blacks	often	

led	to	white	backlash.61	

Patterns	of	African-American	activism	and	white	backlash	created	cycles	of	

reaction	in	Southern	communities	like	those	in	East	Texas.	As	repression	became	

more	extreme	and	more	violent,	African-Americans	reacted	in	bolder	and	more	

direct	ways	which	in	turn	fueled	more	attempts	at	repression.	Some	of	the	growing	

impetus	to	form	NAACP	branches	were	attributed	to	this	cycle.	In	1916,	one	of	the	

most	extreme	spectacle	lynchings	in	the	country	took	place	in	Waco,	Texas.	The	

lynching	of	Jesse	Washington	attracted	at	least	ten	thousand	spectators	to	the	small	

town,	many	of	whom	climbed	upon	benches,	tables,	cars,	and	even	box	trucks	in	

order	to	get	a	good	view	of	the	event.	The	NAACP	had	investigated	lynchings	since	
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	 56	

its	inception,	but	the	Washington	lynching	increased	the	organization’s	focus	on	this	

issue	and,	through	its	deft	handling	of	such	a	public	issue,	helped	the	group	gain	

greater	prominence.62	

The	years	during	and	immediately	following	World	War	I	(WWI)	saw	a	

continuation	of	violence.	Maceo’s	youth	saved	him	from	personal	involvement	in	the	

war,	although	by	one	estimate,	at	least	two	hundred	thousand	Texans	of	all	races	

served	in	the	United	States	military	during	the	war.	In	all	likelihood,	then,	he	

probably	knew	or	was	at	least	aware	of	other	local	boys,	probably	just	a	few	years	

older	than	himself,	who	did	serve.	Smith	did	not	leave	the	Texarkana	area	himself	

until	after	the	close	of	the	First	World	War.		August	23,	1917,	brought	a	riot	in	

Houston	involving	the	24th	Infantry	Regiment,	an	African-American	unit	that	had	

recently	arrived	in	the	city.	In	response	to	the	riot,	dozens	of	black	soldiers	were	

sentenced	to	life	imprisonment	or	scheduled	for	execution.	At	the	very	end	of	the	

war,	W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois	wrote	in	the	Crisis	magazine	that	African-American	veterans	

“proved	worrisome	to	many	southern	whites	who	feared	that	military	experience	

would	foster	a	new	spirit	of	independence	and	a	willingness	to	challenge	the	

existing	racial	order.”63	

Du	Bois	was	onto	something.	The	year	following	the	war’s	conclusion	saw	an	

																																																								
62 Hine, Black Victory, 89. For an account of the Jesse Washington lynching and more information 
regarding spectacle lynching generally, see Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of 
Segregation in the South, 1890–1940 (New York: Ransom House Press, 1998), 215–221. For the 
importance of this event to the NAACP, see Robert L. Zangrando, The NAACP Crusade against Lynching, 
1909–1950 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1980), especially 21–22.  
63 Hine, Black Victory, 89. Also see Baltimore Afro-American, September 1, 1917, reprinted in A 
Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States, 1910–1932 (vol. 3) edited by Herbert 
Aptheker (Secaucus, NJ: The Citadel Press, 1973), 184–185. Quotation from W. E. B. Du Bois, “Close 
Ranks,” The Crisis, No. 3 (July 1918), 111. 
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explosion	of	violence	across	the	country.	Longview,	Texas,	was	the	location	of	one	of	

the	worst	race	riots	of	the	period	during	what	David	F.	Krugler	has	called	“the	year	

of	racial	violence.”	At	least	ten	major	riots	took	place	during	this	time,	as	well	as	

many	other	lesser	incidents.64	The	Longview	incident	most	likely	was	sparked	by	

the	publication	of	an	article	in	the	Chicago	Defender	regarding	a	recent	lynching	in	

nearby	Kilgore,	Texas.	Dozens	of	men	and	women	were	attacked	during	the	riot,	and	

the	homes	and	businesses	of	several	African-Americans	were	destroyed.	When	

NAACP	officials	called	for	an	end	to	segregation	in	the	state	following	the	riot,	the	

organization	found	itself	under	investigation	by	the	state	attorney	general	as	an	act	

of	reprisal.	The	NAACP’s	records	were	subpoenaed,	and	the	national	secretary,	John	

R.	Shillady,	traveled	to	Austin	to	deal	with	the	situation.	While	there,	he	was	

severely	beaten	by	a	group	of	men	that	included	a	local	constable	and	a	county	

judge.	In	the	aftermath	of	the	assault,	Texas	governor	William	P.	Hobby	famously	

said,	“Your	organization	can	contribute	more	to	the	advancement	of	both	races	by	

keeping	your	representatives	and	their	propaganda	out	of	this	state	than	in	any	

other	way.”65	

Of	course,	African-Americans	were	not	the	only	minority	in	Texas,	and	the	

Latino	population	of	the	state	was	also	subjected	to	a	Jim	Crow	system	of	
																																																								
64 David F. Krugler, 1919, The Year of Racial Violence: How African Americans Fought Back (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1–4. The riots that Krugler investigates were “Charleston, South 
Carolina (May 1919); Longview, Texas (July 1919); Bisbee, Arizona (July 1919); Washington, D.C. (July 
1919); Chicago, Illinois (July 1919); Knoxville, Tennessee (August 1919); Omaha, Nebraska (September 
1919); Phillips County, Arkansas (October 1919); Gary, Indiana (October 1919); and Bogalusa, Louisiana 
(November 1919).” List taken from 3. 
65 Details of the Longview riot can be found in Ethan Michaeli, The Defender: How the Legendary Black 
Newspaper Changed America, From the Age of the Pullman Porters to the Age of Obama (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016), 106–108; and also Kenneth R. Durham, “The Longview Race Riot of 
1919,” East Texas Historical Journal 18, no. 2 (Spring 1980), 13–21. Hine, Black Victory, 90. Quotation 
from Gould, Progressive and Prohibitionists, 253. 
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discrimination	almost	identical	to	that	affecting	African-Americans.	From	1880	to	

1930,	Texas	ranked	third	in	the	United	States	in	the	number	of	lynchings	per	state.	

While	most	of	these	victims	were	African-Americans,	not	all	were.	Latinos	were	also	

lynched,	as	well	as	whites	on	rare	occasions,	although	scholars	have	studied	this	

phenomenon	far	less.	Research	conducted	by	historians	Stephanie	Cole	and	Alison	

M.	Parker	has	found	that	in	comparison	to	the	3,346	verified	lynchings	of	African-

Americans	in	this	period,	there	were	597	lynchings	of	Latino	Americans.	Their	data	

also	shows,	however,	that	far	more	Latinos	were	lynched	in	Texas	than	any	other	

state	in	the	union.	66	

Although	Plessy	v.	Ferguson	(1896)	did	not	technically	apply	to	Mexican-

Americans	due	to	the	fact	that	they	were	legally	considered	white,	they	were	subject	

to	a	de	jure	form	of	Jim	Crow	segregation	in	Texas	and	other	states	with	sizable	

Mexican-American	populations.	Outside	of	traditional	Tejano	enclaves	in	South	and	

West	Texas	such	as	San	Antonio,	however,	most	Texas	cities	in	the	early	twentieth	

century	had	only	very	small	Mexican-American	populations.	Dallas,	for	example,	had	

only	about	2,900	Mexican-American	residents	by	1920,	and	most	of	those	had	

arrived	during	the	previous	generation.	Houston	also	did	not	have	significant	

Mexican-American	population	growth	until	after	1900.67		

Sociologist	David	Montejano	has	examined	the	character	of	this	

																																																								
66 Walter Buenger, Beyond Texas Through Time, 167. For more information on nonblack mob violence, see 
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discrimination	in	Texas	and	found	that	“blacks	and	Mexicans	were	basically	seen	as	

different	aspects	of	the	same	race	problem.”	In	East	Texas,	where	there	were	large	

concentrations	of	African-Americans	but	very	small	Mexican-American	populations,	

separate	white	and	black	schools,	neighborhoods,	churches,	and	other	institutions	

developed.	The	same	held	true	in	West	and	South	Texas,	but	the	African-	and	

Mexican-American	statistics	were	reversed.	In	these	regions,	there	were	larger	

numbers	of	Mexican-Americans	but	few	blacks.	Therefore,	the	institutions	in	these	

parts	of	the	state	were	divided	into	white	and	Mexican.68	In	addition	to	Jim	Crow–

style	segregation,	Mexican-Americans	faced	other	systemic	discrimination.	For	

example,	in	1918,	the	Texas	Legislature	made	it	illegal	to	use	of	the	Spanish	language	

on	school	grounds.	Historian	Guadalupe	San	Miguel	has	said	that	Texas	was	

“notorious	for	providing	the	least	amount	of	public	education	for	Mexican	

Americans	while	fiercely	defending	its	record	of	inferior	and	separate	schooling.”69	

While	events	unfolded	in	Texas,	young	Smith	entered	public	school	to	begin	

his	education.	Adams’s	biography	indicates	that	young	Smith	was	unimpressed	with	

the	public	schools	available	to	black	students	in	Texarkana,	and	presumably	the	

schools	nearer	to	his	father’s	farm	in	Ogden,	Arkansas,	were	no	better.	She	also	

wrote	that	Smith’s	parents	placed	great	importance	on	his	education.	This	assertion	

seems	reasonable	given	the	fact	that	both	of	his	parents	were	literate	at	a	time	when	

African-Americans	had	such	little	access	to	educational	opportunities.	The	
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recollections	of	Maceo’s	childhood	friend,	Beadie	Conner,	indicated	that	both	he	and	

Maceo	understood	the	importance	of	education	and	its	potential	impact	on	their	

lives.	Like	so	many	other	children,	these	friends	would	use	education	as	a	means	of	

escaping	the	limitations	of	their	small-town	lives.	In	Maceo’s	case,	it	was	his	

educational	journey	that	started	him	on	his	path	to	becoming	a	future	Texas	civil	

rights	leader.70	
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 “New York,” said African-American author Ralph Ellison. “That’s not a place, 

it’s a dream.”1 And so it was for Antonio Maceo Smith when he arrived there in late 

1924, just as the Harlem Renaissance was coming to national prominence. It was during 

the Harlem Renaissance that the term New Negro came into common usage, denoting a 

form of racial pride and militancy to writers such as Alain Locke, who promoted it as the 

calling card of the new generation of African-American cultural leaders. Smith was one 

such member of this generation. While living in New York City during the 1920s, Smith 

was influenced by several groups active in the city and by several philosophies and 

approaches to the problems of civil rights activism. While Smith saw firsthand the 

political tactics of the NAACP and the economic concerns of the National Urban League 

(NUL), it was the radicalism of the New Negro ethos as well as the mantra of economic 

independence of Marcus Garvey that the young Smith found most appealing at this time. 

He subsequently applied these lessons to his budding career as a civil rights activist upon 

his return to Texas in 1929.2 

 The journey that led young Smith to New York and to the epicenter of the Harlem 

Renaissance began in 1919 back in his hometown of Texarkana, Texas. It was in that 

year that, just after the close of World War I and amidst the racial turmoil of what 

historian David F. Krugler referred to as the “year of racial violence,” seventeen-year-old 

Antonio Maceo Smith and his childhood friend, Beadie Conner, left Texarkana together 

in pursuit of their college educations. Their first stop was Bishop College in Marshall, 

																																																								
1 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Random House, 1942), 152. 
2 Arnold Rampersad, Introduction to The New Negro: Voices of the Harlem Renaissance, edited by Alain 
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Texas, a small college for African-Americans founded in 1881, that also operated a 

college preparatory program that appealed to the young men. Despite the school’s 

positive reputation in Texas, the pair of friends quickly decided that it was not the best 

choice for them and set their sights higher. In his autobiography, Beadie Conner said, 

“While Bishop was a good school, Maceo and I both felt we could do better 

academically. Fisk [University] represented that chance.” Fisk University, in Nashville, 

Tennessee, was then considered to be one of the best schools for African-Americans in 

the nation.3 

 Schools such as Bishop and Fisk served an important role in African-American 

communities throughout the country, and their influence on students cannot be 

overstated. They provided not only an education to their students but also a sense of 

close-knit community. The fact that African-Americans rarely found appointments as 

professors at other schools meant that many of the brightest African-American teachers in 

the country taught at what are now traditionally referred to as historically black colleges 

and universities (HBCUs). The very existence of the HBCUs and their often highly 

qualified black faculty helped to undermine the concept of Jim Crow second-class status 

in the United States. Historian Adam Fairclough has argued that black teachers often 

“cultivated a strong ethos of racial pride” in their students and, by doing so, “performed 
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political work of the most far-reaching kind.”4  

 While at Fisk University, Maceo did well in his academic courses, gained a 

reputation as a talented football player, and managed to find time for other extracurricular 

activities. One of these activities, one that remained dear to him throughout his life, was 

his membership in Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity. Smith pledged to the Chi Chapter at 

nearby Meharry Medical College since Fisk University did not officially recognize 

fraternities on its campus. In the language of the fraternity, this was where he first “saw 

the light of Alpha.”5  

 Alpha Phi Alpha was not just the oldest African-American Greek-letter fraternity 

in the country but also one of the most socially conscious of these organizations, 

something that might have appealed to young Smith. Founded on the Cornell University 

campus in New York in 1906 by a group of nine African-American students, Alpha Phi 

Alpha was heavily influenced by the Niagara Movement meeting that had taken place the 

year prior. Its creation was intended to achieve several goals for the founding members. 

Modeled as it was on white Greek-letter fraternities, Alpha Phi Alpha provided increased 

legitimacy for the members’ activities; it helped to compensate for the members’ social 

exclusion from an overwhelmingly white student population; and it provided an outlet for 

the members to pursue community service and promote a message of racial uplift. Henry 

A. Callis, one of the nine founding members, said that the group was intended to 

“stimulate, develop, and cement an intelligent, trained leadership in the unending fight 

																																																								
4 Both quotations from Adam Fairclough, Teaching Equality: Black Schools in the Age of Jim Crow 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2001), 43, 67. 
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for freedom, equality and fraternity.” When Smith joined Alpha Phi Alpha, he became a 

member of a community that included current and future members such as Charles 

Hamilton Houston, Thurgood Marshall, Paul Robeson, and Martin Luther King Jr. Even 

W. E. B. Du Bois ultimately allowed himself to be (retroactively) inducted into the 

fraternity.6 

 Maceo graduated from Fisk University in 1924 with his bachelor’s degree, and 

none other than Du Bois himself delivered the graduation address. According to Smith’s 

later recollection, Du Bois instructed the graduates “to go out and conquer the world with 

applied thought.”7 Smith likely left the university with far more than a diploma and Du 

Bois’s admonishment, however. He left with an affirmation of self-worth, an exposure to 

people and ideas from across the country, and a network of fellow graduates and Alpha 

brothers to keep him connected to the world outside of his former Texarkana home. 

Smith must have impressed his professors because, according to Effie Kaye Adams’s 

biography, that it was the faculty at Fisk who encouraged Maceo to pursue graduate 

work. He applied and was accepted to the MBA program at New York University 

(NYU), where he began his studies that fall.8 

 Finally parting company with Beadie Conner, his companion at both Bishop and 

Fisk for the previous five years, Smith made his way to New York City alone.  

Upon his arrival in New York, Smith quickly found accommodations near the university. 
																																																								
6 Robert L. Harris, Jr., “Lobbying Congress for Civil Rights: The American Council on Human Rights, 
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He then immediately went in search of work but was disappointed by the lack of job 

opportunities for black college graduates. The twenty-one-year-old Smith was forced to 

take a job as a porter at Grand Central Station, just two miles from campus. The Red 

Caps, as they were called, were notoriously underpaid and heavily reliant upon tips for 

their livelihood. To make ends meet in these early years, Smith also sold coal on the 

street for extra money. Just a few miles from his job at Grand Central Station and from 

the NYU campus lay Harlem, which was gaining national prominence for what became 

known as the Harlem Renaissance.9 

 Many Americans were first introduced to Harlem by Rudolph Fisher’s 1925 short 

story “The City of Refuge,” published in Atlantic Monthly. In this story, he depicted a 

remarkably realistic, if ironic, portrait of Harlem as home to an African-American version 

of the American Dream. However, the end of the tale exposed it as having the same 

shortcomings of race and class as the rest of the nation. Fisher’s protagonist, King 

Solomon Gillis, was dazzled by Harlem: “In Harlem, black was white. You had rights that 

could not be denied you; you had privileges, protected by law. And you had money. 

Everybody in Harlem had money. It was a land of plenty.”10 Although Gillis’s impression 

proved to be not entirely accurate, a confluence of race and class built Harlem into the 

iconic area it became in the 1920s. Alain Locke said, “Harlem, I grant you, isn’t typical—

but it is significant, it is prophetic.”11 Harlem developed as an African-American enclave 

in New York City and served the same purposes as other ethnic enclaves. Places such as 

Chinatown or Little Italy gave immigrants a sense of community, provided a cultural 
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anchor, and afforded some economic security to minorities unavailable in more ethnically 

diverse neighborhoods of the city. Harlem provided all of these benefits as well, but 

instead of providing them to recent immigrants, these benefits accrued to African-

Americans. 

 By the early 1920s, black real estate and business ownership in Harlem had 

exploded, and the area became home to major organizations such as the NAACP and the 

NUL. Harlemites gave financial support to dozens of African-American businesses and 

enterprises such as newspapers, magazines, political organizations, grocery stores, and 

clubs. Companies catering specifically to African-Americans sprang up throughout the 

neighborhood. Economically dependent upon black Harlem to support them, these 

organizations were more effectively isolated from potential white economic intimidation. 

Although there were still dangers, Harlem provided a greater degree of security to 

African-Americans than many other neighborhoods.12 

 This neighborhood became the fertile ground in which the New Negro ethos grew 

and developed. While there was little unity of thought, tactics, or agenda by Harlem 

Renaissance figures, most understood the New Negroes as being those who were willing 

to break with the civil rights methods of the past and who “connoted a new militancy in 

their determination to receive respect for the humanity, defend constitutional rights and 

privileges, and participate fully in American society.”13 Although not of the Harlem 

Renaissance generation himself, Ralph Ellison summed up some of these sentiments in 

The Invisible Man when his unnamed lead character said, “I am not ashamed of my 
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1996), 67, 119–120. 
13 Erin D. Chapman, Prove It on Me: New Negroes, Sex, and Popular Culture in the 1920s (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), 7. 



	

	 67	

grandparents for having been slaves. I am only ashamed of myself for having at one time 

been ashamed.” Although the Harlem Renaissance was influential throughout the United 

States, it was at heart an urban phenomenon. The movement likely could not have taken 

place without the sense of community and identity that developed within that enclave and 

others like it.14 

 Smith quickly immersed himself in his new life in New York City. Adams’s 

biography of Smith told students attending NYU’s registration day stood in unsegregated 

lines while waiting to sign up for classes, a fact that left a permanent impression on 

Smith. Despite the fact that the university itself was desegregated, African-American 

students were still a decided minority at the school. Smith and other black students likely 

felt a certain isolation from the rest of the student body. For his part, Smith combatted 

this isolation in two ways. First, he immersed himself in fraternity life, becoming one of 

the most energetic members of Alpha Phi Alpha’s Eta Chapter. Second, Smith became a 

very active member of Harlem society.15  

 In addition to his studies and his employment, Smith became the manager of his 

fraternity’s basketball team. He was already a budding entrepreneur, and the local 

newspapers credited him with developing the idea of intrafraternal exhibition games 

within the city. As a vehicle for fund-raising, Smith’s team played other Alpha chapters as 

well as teams sponsored by other Greek-letter fraternities. For example, in March 1926, 

Smith’s team of NYU Alphas (Eta Chapter) played a visiting team of Alphas from 
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Howard University. Later that month, Smith’s team played the Omega Psi Phi fraternity’s 

team “for the inter-fraternity basketball championship laurels of New York City.” These 

games often corresponded with holidays and regularly had music and dancing following 

them, and the advertisements often specifically mentioned Smith by name as the manager 

of the team as well as a contact person for securing tickets for the events.16 

 Smith’s name also often appeared in the society pages of the newspapers of the 

time, listed as an attendee of various parties and events.  Many of these appearances in 

the society columns were innocuous affairs such as bridge parties, dances, teas, and 

college formals. These events were also regularly attended by well-known African-

American figures of the day, such as one in March 1928 that was attended by famous 

African-American actor and singer Paul Robeson. Smith made headlines as well when he 

represented his school debate team at a public interracial debate staged in 1928 as part of 

a benefit for A. Philip Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP), the most 

prominent African-American union at the time. Randolph spoke at the event, which the 

New York Amsterdam referred to as “another step in the direction of bringing about a 

closer co-operation between all youths in the city.” At the event, Smith debated the 

impact of the press, arguing, “Such evils as lynching, the penal system of the South and 

other social evils have been exposed by the press.”17 Smith also attended at least one 

event sponsored by The Crisis, the official magazine of the NAACP, edited by W. E. B. 
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Du Bois. Additionally, Smith’s name was frequently mentioned in relation to events at the 

National Urban League (NUL) headquarters in Harlem.18 

 Although not as well known as the NAACP, the NUL was a prominent civil rights 

organization that, like the NAACP, was also based in Harlem in the 1920s. Initially 

founded in 1910 as the Committee on Urban Conditions Among Negroes in New York 

City (CUCANNY), the organization worked under various guises and acronyms until it 

found its permanent identity in 1920 as the National Urban League. The focus of the 

NUL’s efforts was social as well as economic equality for African-Americans, and like 

the NAACP, it was also interracial. The NUL had chapters across the country as the 

NAACP did, but in these early years, it gave greater emphasis to working with labor 

unions and on behalf of economic equality.19 The NUL’s national office in Harlem was 

housed in a large building that also served as a community center. Dances, college 

events, and political meetings were often held there, some of which were specifically 

hosted by the NUL. It was these events that Smith most regularly attended.20 

 Smith’s entrepreneurial streak and boundless energy were apparent in the historical 

record. He joined the IBPOE of W (Improved Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks of 

the World), an African-American fraternal order, and became manager of the local 

lodge’s baseball team. In this capacity he continued to arrange games and other events, 

similar to his previous work with his fraternity’s basketball team. At the same time, he 

																																																								
18 Chicago Defender, April 23 and July 2, 1927; New York Amsterdam News, October 17, 1926, November 
30, 1927, and March 14, 1928. 
19 For information on the progression from CUCANNY to NUL see Jesse Thomas Moore, Jr., A Search for 
Equality: The National Urban League, 1910–1961 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1981), 40–47; and for the NUL’s labor advocacy see Moore, Search for Equality, 57–60; “National Urban 
League Celebrates Ninety Years of Service,” New York Beacon, November 1, 2000. 
20 For two examples see Chicago Defender, April 23, 1927; and Baltimore Afro-American, December 3, 
1927. 
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continued his activities with Alpha Phi Alpha even served as his chapter’s senior delegate 

at the fraternity’s national convention in Cleveland in 1927. Smith took part in an 

organizing committee in 1927 that attempted to broaden access to the Boy Scouts of 

America’s programs in Harlem.21 An article in the New York Amsterdam News in 

September 1927 provided a snapshot of Smith’s life: 

Maceo Smith, recording secretary [of the I.B.P.O.E. of W. lodge], who was on a 
visit to his old home in Texas, has returned. Young Smith, who is in charge of the 
credit department of the Dobkins Coal Co., is a graduate of Fisk University and at 
present is finishing a course in business administration at the New York 
University.22 

 
In a few short years, the former Red Cap had elevated himself to managing the credit 

department of a local business while continuing to manage his studies and other 

activities.  

 Following graduation from NYU in 1928, Smith kept extremely busy. He enrolled 

in post-graduate courses at nearby Columbia University and focused more of his attention 

on his new home, establishing two new businesses based in Harlem. One was a small 

company he called the Harlem Advertising Agency; the second was a weekly newspaper 

focused on the Harlem community called the Harlem Home Journal.23 Smith and another 

young African-American businessman, C. Benjamin Curley, also began a survey of 

African-American businesses in Harlem under the auspices of the local branch of the 

National Negro Business League (NNBL), an organization founded by Booker T. 

Washington in 1900 and committed to black business development. Although 

																																																								
21 New York Amsterdam News, April, 27, 1927, August 3, 1927, September 14, 1927, and December 14, 
1927.  
22 New York Amsterdam News, September 14, 1927. 
23 He took courses in business and economics while at Columbia University. Baltimore Afro-American, 
June 16, 1928; A. Maceo Smith, “A. Maceo Smith Profile,” circa 1973, A. Maceo Smith Collection, Box 1, 
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Washington himself had become a much more controversial figure to many by this time, 

the NNBL concept had many adherents, particularly in urban areas like Harlem.24  

 The New York Amsterdam News reported on Smith and Curley’s work in August 

1928, at which time the young men presented their findings in a public meeting. Their 

report surveyed thirteen hundred black-run Harlem businesses and was described by that 

newspaper as a “discredit upon the Negroes of Harlem.” The young men announced that 

many African-Americans in Harlem were reluctant to do business with black merchants 

when business could be done with white businessmen instead. They reasoned that many 

African-Americans believed that white businesses provided better service, and therefore 

small-scale black businesses were stigmatized. The article continued, “By patronizing the 

white stores the Negro furnishes them with the resources to ruin the Negro merchant,” 

and it argued for unity among Harlemites in supporting black businessmen.25 The young 

men making the report echoed Marcus Garvey’s theme of economic independence and 

emphasized the importance of African-American purchasing power. It was an idea that 

stayed with Smith throughout his life and remained a prominent part of his activism. In a 

speech in the 1960s, Smith argued, “For blacks to obtain true equality, they would have 

to not only seek remedies from the law, but would have to at the same time, establish an 

																																																								
24 W. E. B. Du Bois famously attacked Washington for his racial uplift philosophy. William Monroe 
Trotter, another major critic of Washington, referred to him as "the Benedict Arnold of the Negro race.” For 
more on these controversies, see Robert J. Norell, Up from Slavery: The Life of Booker T. Washington 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2009); Quotation from 6. 
25 New York Amsterdam News, July 11, 1928, and August 29, 1928; Both quotations from August 29, 
1928. Other historians have also corroborated the existence of this phenomenon in Harlem. See Jervis 
Anderson, This Was Harlem: A Cultural Portrait, 1900–1950 (New York: Farrar Straus & Giroux, 1983), 
146–147; and Colin Grant, Negro with a Hat: The Rise and Fall of Marcus Garvey (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 186. For more information on the history of the NNBL, see John H. Burrows, The 
Necessity of Myth: A History of the National Negro Business League, 1900–1945 (Auburn, AL: Hickory 
Hill Press, 1988).  
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independent fiscal position.”26 

 No records discovered to date show how successful Smith’s business ventures 

were; however, there was also no evidence that he held any other jobs at this time, and 

the newspapers continued to report favorably on his efforts. Therefore, Smith was 

probably at least moderately successful as an independent businessman in Harlem. He 

had much to be proud of, especially given the limited opportunities provided to most 

African-Americans in the early twentieth century. He had taken advantage of every 

opportunity, earned two college degrees, established himself in business, and become a 

member of an exceedingly small group—that of the African-American middle class. In 

addition to his entrepreneurial efforts, Smith immersed himself in community activism in 

Harlem. He worked on behalf of fraternal organizations such as Alpha Phi Alpha and the 

IBPOE of W, and he was active in the NNBL and the NUL. Although these organizations 

represented varied philosophies and programs of racial improvement, they had in 

common a strong emphasis on racial solidarity.27 

 The first evidence available of anything amiss in Smith’s life arrived in January 

1929 in the form of a small news item in the Defenders’ “Tid-Bits of New York Society” 

column. 

Called Away: 
A. Maceo Smith, editor of the Harlem Home Journal and a young, progressive 
business man of Harlem, was called to Texarkana, Ark., to be at the bedside of his 

																																																								
26 Henry R. White, transcript of speech, Joseph E. Lockridge Foundation Dinner, March 26, 1976, A. 
Maceo Smith Collection, Box 1, Folder 10, African American Museum, Dallas, Texas. For more on 
Garvey’s ideas on economic independence, see Grant, Negro with a Hat, 186–187. 
27 Henry R. White, transcript of speech, Joseph E. Lockridge Foundation Dinner, March 26, 1976, A. 
Maceo Smith Collection, Box 1, Folder 10, African American Museum, Dallas, Texas; Adams, Tall Black 
Texans, 23; Chicago Defender, January 26, 1929; Darlene Clark Hine, “Black Professionals and Race 
Consciousness,” Journal of American History 89, no. 4 (2003), 1279–1280. 
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mother, who is ill.28 
 
In an interview given toward the end of his life, Smith said that he had returned to 

Texarkana in 1929 in order to settle his father’s estate after his death and then decided to 

stay in Texas permanently. The available sources contradicted this story, however. 

Records indicate that his father, Howell Smith, died in 1927. An article in the New York 

Amsterdam News in 1927 mentioned that Smith made a trip to Texas, but it did not 

mention a reason for the trip. Perhaps Smith’s memory failed him in this instance, 

causing him to conflate these two trips—one dealing with his father’s death and the other 

his mother’s later illness.29  

Smith did, in fact, return to Texas in 1929; however, the historical record was 

unclear as to why he did so. In the aforementioned interview, the interviewer, Dale 

Tomlinson, introduced Smith by saying: 

The situation in the South for black people so angered him that he said he pulled 
off his New York clothes and just got busy. It was the beginning of a missionary 
spirit against prejudice and restrictions of blacks that lasted the rest of A. Maceo 
Smith’s life.30 

 
Frankly, though, this often-repeated story speaks more to the mythology that had built up 

around Smith by that time than the reality of his life in 1929. While Smith might have 

been truly angered by what he saw back in Texas, it was unlikely that it came as a 

surprise to him. After all, Smith himself had grown up in Texarkana and had been 

																																																								
28 Chicago Defender, January 26, 1929. Although the date of her death is unknown, she lived at least long 
enough to appear in the 1940 census records. US Census Bureau, Sixteenth Census of the United States, 
1940, Records of the Bureau of the Census, Ogden, Little River, Arkansas; Roll T627, Page 2B, 
Enumeration District 41–46 (Washington, DC: National Archives and Records Administration, 1910); all 
accessed September 30, 2017, Ancestry.com. 
29 A. Maceo Smith, undated interview transcript, by Dale Tomlinson and Dorothy Irwin, (circa 1975), 2. 
The date found on Howell Smith’s gravestone at Armstrong Cemetery in Little River, Arkansas, is January 
26, 1927. New York Amsterdam News, September 14, 1927. 
30 Smith, undated interview transcript, 2. 
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immersed in the systemic racism of Southern culture almost his entire life. Only nine 

years had passed since Smith had left Texas to pursue his education at Fisk University, 

and Nashville, despite its reputation as a somewhat more progressive city situated in a 

border state, was still rigidly segregated and subject to occasionally violent incidents. 

Even in Harlem, where African-Americans typically found more liberty and opportunities 

than in other areas, Smith still likely felt his options proscribed by mainstream society. 

Furthermore, the moment of his return to Texas soil was not the “beginning of a 

missionary spirit against prejudice and restrictions of blacks.” Smith had already 

immersed himself in community activism while still in Harlem; he could not wait until 

his return to Texas.31 

 So while his 1929 trip home may have provided Smith with the opportunity to 

take up civil rights work in Texas, there may also have been other reasons for his move. 

Harlem and the rest of the United States were beginning a dramatic economic shift at the 

end of the 1920s and, although speculative, Smith may have found himself a victim of the 

effects of the Great Depression. Although the October 1929 stock market crash usually 

marked the beginning of the Great Depression, the economy showed the signs of 

economic distress months earlier. Manufacturing slowed across the nation, and 

businesses in areas such as Harlem felt the softening of the economy. These were areas 

with many small businessmen working with small savings and little margin for error. As 

																																																								
31 A brief summary of the racial climate in Nashville, Tennessee, can be found in David Halberstam, The 
Children (New York: Random House, 1998), 1–22; Smith, undated interview transcript, 2. 
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consumer demand for various commodities diminished, it was these businesspeople who 

often felt the effects of the slowing economy first.32 

Although Harlem historian Gilbert Osofsky has said, “The Great Depression 

brought an abrupt end to the concept of a ‘New Negro,’” it was not abrupt or sudden.33 

The symptoms had been present already. Life in Harlem was severely disrupted by the 

crash and the onset of the Great Depression, but it was not correct to say that these events 

ended the Harlem Renaissance, as has been argued by Arnold Rampersad. Recent studies 

have shown that Harlem Renaissance artists did not suddenly cease their output after 

1929, and in fact, artistically at least, the Harlem Renaissance continued into the 1930s 

and even the early 1940s. Many Harlem Renaissance figures continued to produce 

novels, paintings, plays, and other forms of art, although many did so outside of Harlem. 

As the Depression deepened and the substantial patronage for Harlem artists dried up, 

many went elsewhere to earn a living. Renaissance figures moved to other metropolitan 

areas, spreading the impact of the Harlem Renaissance, while crushing poverty took hold 

in the former capital of the New Negro.34 

 Bedrock institutions such as newspaper publishers folded in many African-

American communities. Having examined this phenomenon in the South, James 

Smallwood said, “Inadequate funding, the lack of a professionally trained staff, and poor 

																																																								
32 Robert H. Frank and Ben S. Bernanke, Principles of Macroeconomics, 5th ed. (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 
2012), 98–99; Charles P. Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929–1939 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1973), 43. 
33 Osofsky, Harlem, 186. 
34 This migration from Harlem has been noted by several researchers, including William S. McConnell in 
his introduction to Harlem Renaissance (Farmington Hills, MI: Greenhaven Press, 2003), 18–19; Also see 
Wintz, The Harlem Renaissance in the American West, 3–4. 
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advertising were … perennial problems of the Southern black press.”35 Although purely 

speculative, perhaps Smith’s own advertising agency and his small Harlem Home 

Journal were affected by the economic downturn. Even Adams’s glowingly positive 

account of Smith’s life hinted at this possibility: “But this venture [Smith’s advertising 

company] was short-lived. The Black ghetto of Harlem was soon dealt a devastating blow 

by the depression, rendering a multitude of its inhabitants to a life of chaotic despair.”36 

 Smith returned to his hometown of Texarkana. Soon after his arrival there, he 

organized the Smith and Daniels Realty Company with another local businessman as his 

partner. Perhaps using his Harlem contacts with the National Negro Business League, 

Smith also organized a Texarkana branch of the NNBL. During this time he traveled 

throughout the region (Texas, Arkansas, and Oklahoma) as an agent for the Universal 

Life Insurance Company and, according to his own recollections, began organizing local 

Negro Business League branches in other cities.37  

 Twenty-six-year-old Maceo Smith found the state not materially different than the 

one he had left as a teenager. If anything, the systemic racism of his youth was more 

rigidly enforced, with continued incidents of coercion and violence. By the time of 

Smith’s return, the revitalized Ku Klux Klan was already deeply entrenched across the 

state, and Texas ranked third in the United States in the number of lynchings that had 

																																																								
35 James M. Smallwood, “Texas,” in The Black Press in the South, 1865–1979, edited by Henry Lewis 
Suggs (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1983), 364, 429. 
36 Adams, Tall Black Texans, 23. 
37 Adams stated that Smith returned to Texarkana in 1931; however, this is in error. Contemporary 
newspaper articles show that he was already established in Texarkana at least as early as April 1930, and 
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	 77	

taken place over the previous generation.38 Very soon after his return to Texas, one of the 

most horrific incidences of racial violence in its history took place in Sherman, Texas, 

roughly sixty-five miles north of Dallas. On May 9, 1930, a mob attempted to take a 

black man from the courthouse in order to lynch him and, in the process, set the 

courthouse on fire and rioted through the African-American business district of the city, 

permanently destroying most of the buildings there.39 William J. Durham, an African-

American lawyer and resident of Sherman, who later became a notable civil rights 

activist himself, witnessed the mob violence, which he recounted in a letter to Smith in 

1940. 

I saw Negro women and children in the streets without shoes, seeking 
shelter and protection, while the officers paraded around the streets behind the 
mob, sometimes mingling with the members of the mob. No effort at all was 
made to protect Negro property by the officers, and no compensation was ever 
made by the City or County authorities for the destruction of such property.… 
 

After the mob had molested Negro Citizens as above stated, the body of 
the victim was dragged through the Negro section of town, and finally burned in 
front of a Negro Business, which Business was also burned.  

 
I talked with a white citizen, who formerly was Chief of Police in the City 

of Sherman, and who later was elected Sheriff of Grayson County. He advised 
that if he had been Sheriff at the time, he would have turned the victim over to the 
mob to be lynched when they asked for him, rather than to have the courthouse 
burned.40 

																																																								
38 Chandler Davidson, Biracial Politics: Conflict and Coalition in the Metropolitan South (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1972), 16; Michael Phillips, “Why Is Big Tex Still a White Cowboy?: 
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(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2016), 354–377. 
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 In spite of the violence, African-American enclaves within the state continued to 

form and strengthen, fostering the development of a racially conscious middle class. 

Texas had the largest African-American population in the Southwest and became a 

bastion of activism; large districts formed in cities such as Houston, Dallas, San Antonio, 

and El Paso. These communities, much like Harlem, were less reliant upon white 

economic support and fostered an environment conducive to activism. Dallas folklorist 

and educator J. Mason Brewer even admonished other African-Americans to “put the 

larger black community ahead of even their own career ambitions.”41 The black delegates 

attending the 1928 Democratic National Convention in Houston were forced to sit behind 

chicken wire but never lost their political ambitions. Neither did they fully lose their 

political voice. While economic and physical intimidation diminished voter turnout, and 

the poll tax and white primary further withered African-American access to political 

power, these devices were never entirely successful. Local policies varied, but in many 

Texas cities, blacks continued to vote in nonpartisan elections as well as general 

elections.42 

 African-Americans were not the only minority group subjected to this systemic 

racism in Texas, nor were they the only group to develop modes of resistance. The so-

called Mexican-American generation of activists also faced the same sort of Jim Crow 

																																																								
41 Phillips, “Why Is Big Tex Still a White Cowboy?” 145. For more on the size of Texas’s urban African-
American populations and the similarities among these communities and Harlem, see Wintz, The Harlem 
Renaissance in the American West, 8–13, 31–33. Quotation taken from 31. 
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segregation and oppression as African-Americans.43 Researchers Stephanie Cole and 

Allison Parker have found that Mexican-Americans were also lynched in large numbers 

and that these acts of violence were much more common in Texas than in any other 

state.44 There were similarities between early Mexican-American civil rights 

organizations such as the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and 

African-American organizations such as the NAACP. Similar tactics were frequently 

employed, and there was a similar ethos of solidarity and sacrifice, as suggested by 

Mexican-American activist Carlos Castañeda, who said there was “a sacred duty of all 

Latin American citizens to take an active part in the social, economic and political 

development of their adopted country or the country where God has willed they be 

born.”45 Despite the similarity of outlook and tactics, the tendency was for both groups to 

follow their own paths to social improvement in the first half of the twentieth century. 

Sociologist David Montejano argued that, despite the differences in these two movements 

for equality, from the perspective of most white Texans, they were “different aspects of 

the same race problem.”46 

																																																								
43 The term Mexican-American generation refers to the generation active beginning in the 1930s of 
predominantly American-born men and women of Mexican descent who identified themselves as a 
distinctive ethnic group, also identified with their legal status as white in American society. See Arnoldo 
De Leon, Ethnicity in the Sunbelt: Mexican Americans in Houston (College Station: Texas A&M 
University Press, 2001), 138–139, and Neil Foley, The White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites 
in Texas Cotton Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 209. 
44 Stephanie Cole, “Finding Race in Turn-of-the-Century Dallas,” in Beyond Black and White: Race, 
Ethnicity, and Gender in the U.S. South and Southwest, edited by Stephanie Cole and Alison M. Parker 
(College Station: Texas A&M Press, 2004), 36, 41, 63. 
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 Smith’s activities in Texas were consistent with his experiences in Harlem, where 

he had absorbed the idea that economic and social improvements were directly tied 

together for African-Americans. Many of the speeches he made during this time focused 

on the theme of economic improvement. One example was a 1934 speech that he gave in 

which he said, “The social and economic aims of our race have been well defined.… We 

have aimed for broader development and today we are passing through an economic 

revolution for financial independence and equal opportunities.” Economic development 

remained a priority for Smith throughout his life. Unlike many of his contemporaries, 

especially those immersed in the New Negro ethos of the 1920s, Smith never disparaged 

Booker T. Washington or his particular brand of racial uplift as epitomized by the NNBL. 

This was an example of Smith’s comfort in absorbing elements of various philosophies, 

provided that they helped him toward his ultimate goal of improving the lives of African-

Americans within the country. Smith somehow managed to take Washington’s ideas of 

economic improvement and divest them of the accommodationism that men such as W. 

E. B. Du Bois saw at their heart. Instead, Smith married the soul of economic 

improvement with the militancy of the New Negro spirit. He often spoke about the 

importance of solidarity and self-sufficiency in terms reminiscent of Marcus Garvey, 

though he never shared Garvey’s extreme militancy or racial prejudices.47  

 It was a formula that Smith employed by Smith for the rest of his life. Even a 

generation after his return to Texas, Smith still espoused these same beliefs. In a visit to 
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Texarkana in 1960, he outlined his philosophy once again. The first point Smith made 

was that “the most dangerous and untenable position in which you or I, or any race or 

ethnic group, can find itself is to have to depend solely upon an unfriendly source of 

supply for its basic needs.” Here and throughout his life, even in his earliest days in 

Harlem, Smith argued for the creation of a foundation of African-American businesses 

built to provide for the needs of their communities. Second, Smith argued, 

You and I will never attain economic, social and political respectability as long as 
we come to the banquet table with nothing but the appetite. As the old deacon 
says in his prayer in "God's Trombones," Lord we come to Thy ever overflowing 
and abundant fountain bringing our empty pitchers.48 

 
Smith’s strategy of economic uplift did not include the idea of handouts or gifts. He felt 

that African-American communities could and should work for economic improvement. 

This meant more than simply having black-owned and -operated businesses; it also meant 

having community members willing to support them with their patronage. This allowed 

businessmen to provide better services and cheaper products as well as to create jobs for 

other members of African-American communities. Smith argued that blacks had to be 

prepared and “at the same time, establish an independent fiscal position.”49 

 The Chicago Defender reported on Smith’s social life, travels, and other activities 

during this time. Newspaper articles show that Smith immersed himself in the Texarkana 

society and business community with the same gusto that he showed in New York. Smith 
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also promoted his economic views in his travels while he established new Negro 

Business Leagues branches in 1930 and 1931. One has the sense of a young man of great 

energy looking for a way to utilize it to the greatest advantage.50 

 Perhaps that was why, in late 1931, Smith relocated to Oklahoma City. For a 

young man on the make, the move made good sense. It was a much larger city, with a 

population of roughly 185,000 versus Texarkana’s census population of 16,600 in 1930. 

Smith took a position as the Oklahoma state manager for the Universal Life Insurance 

Company. Once in Oklahoma City, he continued his travels and began working with that 

city’s Negro Business League, much as he had done in Texarkana, but this time in the 

official capacity as the organization’s secretary.51 According to a newspaper article 

printed in 1932, Smith set to work on a membership drive for the league and managed 

other activities. According to the article, the Oklahoma City Negro Business League’s 

mission was as follows: 

To spread the gospel of cooperation and efficiency; to build bigger and better 
Negro business; to secure jobs for the jobless; to co-ordinate local business 
activity for improved service; to engage in such civic activity as will help the 
community; to act as a medium of contact between our business men and 
financial and commercial organizations of other groups.52 

 
 Smith also continued to show an aptitude for publicity. This was a talent he had 

exploited since his earliest days in New York City, as well as in Texarkana. A succession 

of articles related to the insurance industry and the activities of the local Negro Business 

League mentioned him by name. Smith must have cultivated many contacts by this time, 
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two of whom became increasingly significant. These were Albon L. Holsey, the 

executive secretary of the NNBL, and Roscoe Dunjee, who served as the advertising 

manager of the Oklahoma City NNBL branch as well as the publisher of the Oklahoma 

City Black Dispatch. In 1932, Smith sent a letter to Holsey, subsequently printed in at 

least one national paper, affirming that the Oklahoma City branch would continue to 

grant the national body “our sincere and hearty moral and financial support.” While a 

wonderful affirmation of the organization’s unity, it was also a wonderfully shrewd bit of 

publicity, allowing Smith’s name to be associated with Holsey’s. It was these sorts of 

publicity tactics that Smith continued to hone.53 

 Like Texarkana, though, Oklahoma City proved too small to contain Smith’s 

energies and ambitions. According to Smith’s recollections late in life, it was E. J. 

Crawford who finally brought him to Dallas, Texas, the city that would be his home for 

the rest of his life. Crawford was a Dallas undertaker and businessman looking for help in 

organizing a life insurance company for Dallas blacks. Smith recalled that, during a trip 

that Crawford made to Oklahoma City in 1932, they began negotiations to bring him to 

Dallas. The date was set for January 1, 1933, at which time Smith began work on what 

ultimately became the Western Mutual Life Corporation. Smith became the company’s 

first vice-president the following year.54 

 Smith found Dallas a bustling city, increasingly dominated socially, economically, 

and politically by its business elite and deeply fragmented along lines of both class and 

race. In the early twentieth century, the people of Dallas encountered lynchings, major 
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labor strikes, attempts at labor organization, and vicious reprisals by businesses. The 

white upper class of Dallas set to work isolating themselves from the lower class, 

particularly lower-class minorities, and although Dallas was not heavily segregated in the 

late nineteenth century, it rapidly became so in the early twentieth. In 1907, the city 

charter was changed to allow for segregation in almost all aspects of life, including 

churches, schools, and other public facilities. In 1916 and 1921, the city passed laws to 

allow for residential segregation. The large numbers of African-Americans and Mexican-

Americans attracted to the city’s booming economy found themselves squeezed by 

residential segregation, although in separate areas of the city.55 

 Forced literally and figuratively to live within ever-shrinking spaces (political space 

and physical space, such as segregated neighborhoods), an increasingly resilient and 

powerful culture separate from that of mainstream Dallas developed. It was a culture that 

emphasized racial pride and cultivated parallel institutions to stand in for those that were 

inaccessible to African-Americans. If segregation was “a symbolic form of establishment 

violence” that was more subtle but just as effective as the public spectacle of lynching, as 

argued by Michael Phillips, then it also served to reinforce a distinctive community 

identity.56 

 When Smith took up residence in Dallas in 1933 he arrived with a growing network 

of personal and professional connections, a reputation as a young go-getter, and a letter of 
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introduction from Albon L. Holsey, formerly of the Tuskegee Institute, who had been a 

friend and confidante to Booker T. Washington and was now the national executive 

secretary of the NNBL. On the strength of this letter, Smith was hired almost 

immediately as the executive secretary of the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce 

(DNCC), the organization that would define his early years of activism in Dallas. Smith 

was hired not just to revitalize the languishing organization but specifically to develop 

economic and political programs designed for overall community improvement. The 

DNCC was originally established in 1926 by Dallas’s recently established black middle 

class, but by the time of Smith’s arrival, it had virtually ceased operations and the city 

itself was feeling the deepening effects of the Great Depression.57 

The worsening Depression had hit minority workers especially hard and at times 

had exacerbated racial tensions. African-American workers had little job protection. 

There were few labor laws at the time, and the most powerful labor unions of the era 

were racially restrictive. Blacks were often first fired and last hired, and competition for 

jobs occasionally sparked racial violence. By the early 1930s African-American 

unemployment was at a staggering 50 percent. In Dallas, years of neglect by city 

politicians were aggravated by the early years of the Depression. Housing in minority 

neighborhoods in Dallas was substandard and often lacked basic infrastructure such as 

streetlights, paved roads, and adequate sanitation.58 
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With this in mind, business development and job creation initiatives were not 

enough for Smith and the rest of the newly reconstituted DNCC. The organization set to 

work addressing the needs for broad community improvement. Under Smith’s leadership, 

the DNCC insinuated itself into various negotiations with various government offices and 

began to act as a liaison between government and the black community in Dallas. The 

DNCC lobbied the city government regarding issues as varied as access to city parks, 

improvement of educational facilities, increased access to health care, and access to 

adequate housing.59 Following an incident between white police officers and three 

African-American men in a predominantly black neighborhood in North Dallas regarding 

a traffic violation, the DNCC even investigated the incident and reported its findings to 

the Dallas Police Department. The report took the police to task for having inexperienced 

police officers patrolling the area and requested that the city conduct a traffic survey as 

well as assign more experienced officers to patrol the neighborhood in the future.60 

In addition to its role as political advocate, the DNCC also worked to increase 

employment and entrepreneurship opportunities for black Dallasites. The DNCC did 

mundane but important work such as conducting business surveys to quantify the various 

needs of the city. After one of these economic surveys, Smith and the DNCC determined 

that African-Americans’ access to manufacturing and industrial work was a particularly 

weak point in the economy. In response, the chamber executed a letter-writing campaign 

directed at African-American-owned industrial companies and asked that they relocate 
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plants to Dallas. On occasion, the DNCC approached white-owned businesses within 

African-American neighborhoods and requested that they hire black workers.61 

The DNCC also began sponsoring various business- and employment-related 

conferences. In March 1935, for instance, a statewide vocational conference for black 

youth was held in Dallas. More than 350 Texans attended this particular conference, over 

which Smith presided. In a speech given at the conference, Smith expressed his desire to 

see a broad, integrated approach to economic problems in the state, saying, “If the Negro 

were treated as an integral part of our broad unemployment problem, rather than as a 

special race problem, demanding special attention, the general problem would not be so 

acute, and often times so distasteful.”62 Regional business conventions and annual trade 

weeks were set up to showcase local black-owned businesses and attract local consumers. 

The DNCC also conducted monthly clinics for local African-American businessmen.63  

 Smith made full use of a new and powerful ally in his efforts to improve the lives of 

African-Americans in Dallas—the Dallas Express. This politically independent, black-

supported, weekly newspaper was a cornerstone of the Dallas community. Founded in the 

1890s and widely read throughout the state, the Express was known for taking aggressive 

stands on racial issues, and its readership proved receptive to the type of economic 

improvement that Smith espoused. Showing the same publicity savvy in Dallas as he had 

in New York, Texarkana, and Oklahoma City, Smith made full use of the power of the 
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press.64 While protests, political events, and violence are obvious parts of the civil rights 

movement in the popular mind, Smith and the Dallas Express made news out of the more 

mundane lived experience of segregation and inequality. They actively collaborated in 

shaping public opinion within African-American communities in Dallas and throughout 

the state. As reported in the Express, Smith’s revitalized chamber promoted black 

business development; it sponsored public events such as parades, initiated membership 

drives, requested infrastructure improvements from politicians, and sought out 

employment opportunities for African-Americans.65  

 Smith further tied himself to the newspaper in the public mind when he wrote a 

series of articles in late 1934 that were prominently placed on the front page of the Dallas 

Express.66 In the first article, “Negro Newspaper: The Voice of the Race,” for example, 

Smith focused on the importance of African-American newspapers, calling them “the 

chief medium of self expression for the race.” He implored blacks to support these 

newspapers because they performed functions for black communities that “white papers 

cannot and will not perform,” such as promoting the accomplishments of the African-

American community. In other articles, Smith continued to ask for support for African-

American businesses, a recurrent theme since his school days in New York. “As a 

consumer the Negro represents one of the most fertile markets in America,” Smith 

argued. He told his readers that if Dallas blacks consumed goods and services solely from 
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other African-American businesses, it would create the equivalent of twelve thousand 

new jobs for Dallas blacks. Although it’s difficult to verify Smith’s calculations, it was 

certainly a memorable argument.67 

 In one of the last articles in this series, Smith stated that although the Depression 

had struck African-Americans harder than any other group in the country, there was more 

than economics holding them back. The lack of black political strength, he argued, also 

hindered economic recovery. Smith blamed this situation on Texas’s mainstream white 

leadership. 

Today, the dominant race believes not only in sub-standard wages, but sub-
standard, or shall we say 'no- standard’ jobs, and lower living conditions for 
Negroes. Yet our responsibilities are equal when it comes to matters of taxation, 
public and private charities and educational endowments.68 

 
He also pointed out the mechanism by which this condition was allowed to exist. 
 

Today the great State of Texas, by home-made legal subterfuge and innuendo, 
denies Negroes the right of voting in the Democratic primary. In a One Party State, 
as we have, this denial is equivalent to a denial of property rights and taxation 
without the privilege of choosing representation, which caused the Revolutionary 
War.69 

 
Smith’s direct attacks were bold, and potentially risky, given the prevalent racial attitudes 

of the day. His proposed solutions were equally bold; he suggested that Dallas blacks 

educate themselves on political issues, pay their poll taxes, and financially support 

litigation efforts made on their behalf.70 

 Some might interpret these articles as nothing more than a paean to consumerism 

and perhaps even a venal attempt by Smith to promote himself and his chosen soapbox, 
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the Dallas Express. Although Smith was adept at generating publicity for himself, these 

articles represent more than just shameless self-promotion. Looking deeper, one can see 

that these articles achieved a number of important goals: they shaped public opinion by 

highlighting the potential economic power of black consumers, and they increased the 

public profile of both the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce and Smith within the state 

of Texas, helping to cast both in the role of community leaders. Throughout the articles, 

Smith emphasized racial solidarity, support of African-American businesses, and even 

the notion of collective political action, an arena in which Smith was only beginning to 

involve himself. They tied the success of the Express to the success of the DNCC and the 

African-American community at large, giving readers a perceived stake in the success of 

the newspaper and the activities it promoted. 

 Smith continued to write articles for the Express throughout the 1930s. They often 

focused on his overriding theme of an independent African-American economy, but over 

time they became bolder and acquired greater militancy. “The most important problem 

before the Negro today is the bread and butter problem,” Smith argued in a front-page 

editorial. Since most African-Americans were dependent upon white business owners for 

jobs, he reasoned that “the white man—will first take care of his own; and the Negro, at 

best, can only get what is left.” Smith called once again for solidarity within the black 

community in order to support black-owned businesses. These businesses would be the 

first to hire additional black workers, he said, reasoning that this sort of solidarity was 

common among those of other racial and ethnic groups but that, without it, “the Negro 

remains a helpless parasitical group with much pride and empty stomachs.”71 Smith told 
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readers that if they could not buy goods from African-American-owned businesses, they 

should at least buy where blacks were employed. In a particularly powerful essay 

published in November 1938, Smith made his case, saying, “We hold that Negroes can 

do more about their economic condition than the Federal Government, Charitable 

Agencies or friends who are interested but powerless against a great mass of inertia on 

our part.” In no uncertain terms, Smith placed the blame for poor treatment of African-

American consumers with blacks themselves: “If one department store continues to hire 

our people and another unceremoniously fires its colored workers, you are an accomplice 

if you continue to trade there.”72 

With slogans such as, “Sales Make Jobs,” “Remember the Negro Merchant 

Whenever You Buy,” and “Buy Where Your Trade Is Appreciated,” Smith drove home 

his message to Dallas Express readers. While his editorials focused heavily on economic 

issues, they carried an undercurrent of racial activism as well. In a later editorial, Smith’s 

growing militancy became more evident when he wrote that blacks must “make the 

spending dollar do ‘double duty,’” a clear reference to the economic solidarity espoused 

by several African-American leaders, including Marcus Garvey.73 Smith’s economic 

argument also carried a social significance. 

Many Dallas firms where Negroes trade represent a large income volume employ 
few or no Negroes; refuse to advertise in Negro newspapers; and even escort our 
housewives to segregated counters and cubby holes to make their purchase. These 
nefarious practices cannot mean ‘appreciation.’… When Dallas housewives and 
family heads realize the importance of their spending power much offensive 
treatment will recede into thin air and the hundreds of our boys and girls who are 
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graduating from schools and colleges each year will find gainful employment 
right here in our great city of achievement.74 

 
Smith clearly saw the “nefarious practices” of white businesses toward black customers 

as inappropriate and in need of change. Further, he told his readers how to make it 

change. The “offensive treatment will recede into thin air” when the black community’s 

economic might was used, he said. It left little doubt as to whether or not he felt other 

tactics might work.75 

 One of Smith’s more original ideas for marshaling the economic strength of Dallas 

blacks was the “Housewives League,” which he envisioned as an auxiliary of the DNCC. 

America in the 1930s had strict gender expectations and wives generally made most 

purchases related to the home. Smith’s plan was for at least five thousand African-

American housewives to be organized into neighborhood units. The leadership of each 

unit would vet businesses according to whether or not they were black-owned or 

employed blacks and their treatment of black customers. The members of each unit were 

then expected to act in unison to either support businesses that received the league’s 

endorsement or to avoid those that did not. The details of this plan give little indication of 

Smith’s personal ideas regarding women and the gender biases of the era. The fact that 

they were auxiliary members rather than full members does not prove that Smith shared 

the traditional gender biases of his generation but that, at a minimum, he was willing to 

exploit them.76 

 The Housewives League was just one example of what became a pattern of 

organizational tactics. Smith’s activism was built on the idea that change was only 
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possible when African-Americans, a minority in American society, could be persuaded to 

come together for a common cause. Under Smith’s leadership, the chamber also 

sponsored several industry-specific organizations for African-American businesses in the 

hopes that these associations would allow black businessmen to more easily use the 

power of collective action. The earliest of these groups was an African-American 

insurance association, which should not be surprising given Smith’s background. Soon 

after, a retail merchants association was formed to help stimulate business growth in 

Dallas. A few weeks later, a Dallas Press Association was established under the DNCC’s 

auspices, which included the Dallas Express, the Dallas Gazette, and the Informer. In the 

case of the Dallas Press Association, a statement was released stating, “It is understood 

that publications not represented in the association membership would not be given the 

support of the Chamber, and that these newspapers oftentimes defeat the business 

purposes of legitimate newspapers.” Following these groups were a Taxi Association, an 

Agricultural Council, Volunteer Health League, Nurses Association, Teachers Institute, 

and even an Undertakers Association.77 

 Although only thirty years old upon his arrival in Dallas, Smith had a formidable 

body of experience to draw from and set him apart as an up-and-coming community 

leader. He had internalized the lessons of the Harlem Renaissance and, as a part of the 

black middle class, he expected to have a role in leading the African-American 

community toward economic and political goals.78 His previous experience in Harlem, 

Texarkana, and Oklahoma City as a businessman, activist, and self-promoter prepared 
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him to become a major voice in Dallas’s African-American community, a voice that was 

articulate, passionate, and determined. In a 1934 speech, Smith said, 

The glowing oratory and eloquence … might lead you to believe that the roads to 
our social and economic goals are rosy – not so. There are no royal roads to 
success. There will be no roses in your pathway. George Eliot has well said: It 
will never rain roses; if you want more roses, you must plant more rose trees.’79 

 
 Smith had begun to plant his roses in Dallas, but despite his successes, he 

increasingly looked for opportunities to cast his net wider. In order to prepare Dallas’s 

black community for the fight for economic equality, he had organized a coalition of 

African-American businessmen under the banner and control of the DNCC. Smith, 

however, envisioned larger possibilities for African-Americans, both within Dallas and 

beyond. He had gained a reputation within Dallas as a successful community activist but 

began to believe that his skills as an organizer could be used in new ways and in broader 

settings. During the second half of the 1930s, Smith had several opportunities to put his 

skills to the test and at the same time establish himself as the most influential African-

American leader within the state. 
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T. M. Alexander, a prominent Atlanta businessman and secretary of the Atlanta 

Negro Chamber of Commerce, wrote a letter to the Dallas Express in January 1935 in 

which he complimented A. Maceo Smith on the work he had done since his arrival in 

Dallas two years earlier. “It is his type of spirit and farsighted vision that will make 

America a better place in which to live; it is this type of intelligent leadership that 

characterizes the present day youth of the Negro race,” Alexander said, adding that while 

economic, educational, and political improvement were all necessary, “what we need 

most at this point is vision to see that all we may accomplish along other lines will be of 

little value unless we are Citizens in fact, and have a part in molding the civilization in 

which we must live.” Alexander believed that this vision would come from within the 

African-American community itself through men like Smith. Alexander stated, “Our 

destiny lies within our own hands.”1 

Smith’s arrival in Dallas, Texas, coincided with a growing tide of activism within 

the state. Black leaders, primarily from the middle class, often paternalistic in their views, 

and at least sympathetic to the New Negro ethos, were emerging in cities throughout the 

state. By the time of Smith’s arrival Texas had the largest black population in the West, 

one increasingly clustered in the state’s urban centers such as Dallas. Houston had the 

largest African-American population in the state in 1930, and Dallas followed a close 

second. Both cities had significant African-American enclaves able to support a small but 

important group of well-educated black middle-class professionals and businessmen. 

Both cities also had major newspapers serving their respective communities: Dallas had 

the Express, and Houston had the Informer. These communities had members willing to 
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put their money and efforts into civil rights actions. The rigidly enforced segregation of 

these cities and others like them allowed relatively large, isolated, and tightly knit 

African-American enclaves to emerge. In turn, that helped to support emergent middle-

class leadership. In Dallas this nascent community leadership began to press for civil 

rights early in the twentieth century, establishing an NAACP chapter in 1918 and the 

Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce in 1926. Houston, El Paso, and other cities 

followed suit.2 

In the late 1930s, Smith worked on behalf of several civil rights groups and 

helped knit together the threads of unconnected local movements into a statewide drive 

for civil rights. His energy and vision transcended his roots in Dallas and made him one 

of the most effective and well-known leaders in the state. Smith’s organizational fervor 

throughout the decade was instrumental in making Texas’s African-American civil rights 

movement the most highly organized in the nation for a time. Ultimately, this highly 

sophisticated statewide network of organizations drew the attention of civil rights leaders 

from other parts of the country. While Smith initially focused primarily on economic 

issues, it was not long before he explored tactics of political activism as well.  

 In 1934, Smith made his first serious foray into direct political action. The Alpha 

Phi Alpha fraternity, whose members had been involved in politics since its inception, 

sponsored a nationwide “Citizenship Drive” in April of that year. The Dallas chapter 

sponsored a program in which prominent African-American community leaders, 

including Smith, spoke about the importance of voting and political participation. 
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Following the success of the Dallas program, Smith, his close friends Reverend Maynard 

Jackson, the pastor of Dallas’s New Hope Baptist Church, Ammon S. Wells, and a local 

attorney formed the Progressive Citizens League (PCL).3 The idea of a voters league was 

not new. Several others had existed prior to the PCL. Rev. Jackson’s father had helped 

found a Negro Voters League in Atlanta, Georgia, in the 1920s, and a California voters 

league had formed in 1923. A Houston and Dallas Independent Voters League also 

existed in the early 1920s.4  

 Smith and Jackson’s hastily assembled PCL set to work on a poll-tax payment 

campaign and initiated a lawsuit against the Dallas County Democratic Party in an 

attempt to end the white primary there. Using campaign slogans such as “The Coin to 

Use for Civic Advancement Is the Ballot,” the PCL sought to register ten thousand 

African-American voters and launched a citywide effort, supported by generous press 

coverage.5 Little came of either of these efforts at the time. A Dallas judge immediately 

dismissed the case, and no appeal was ever filed due to lack of funds. The poll-tax 

campaign succeeded in registering about fifteen hundred black voters in the city, not 
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enough to significantly impact that year’s local elections.6 

Also in 1934 came the announcement of the Texas Centennial Exposition to be 

held in 1936 and intended to commemorate the anniversary of Texas’s independence 

from Mexico. Texas cities vied for the right to host the celebration. State fairs, 

expositions and the like were big business, even during the Great Depression. Historian 

Robert W. Rydell’s research has shown that roughly a million Americans visited 

expositions held in the United States from 1876 to 1916, and they became increasingly 

important attractions in the 1920s and 1930s. Alone, the 1933 Chicago Century of 

Progress Exposition alone drew hundreds of thousands of people. Construction of the 

Chicago exposition also employed twenty-two thousand people, significantly boosted 

retail sales for the city and left its investors with a handsome profit. It had hoped that the 

proposed Texas centennial might also serve as a catalyst for further business development 

in the region selected. Both the Texas legislature and the United States Senate organized 

commissions and provided funding for the proposed centennial, sweetening the economic 

pot for local business leaders.7  

A committee of prominent Dallas businessmen led by banker R. L. Thornton 

quickly secured the right to host the centennial in Dallas. Smith set to work to ensure that 

African-Americans would be included in the exposition. Most previous major 

expositions, including those held in Philadelphia, Atlanta, and Chicago, included exhibits 
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for people of various nationalities. Some had exhibits highlighting Native American 

culture; a few had exhibits focused on stereotypical elements of black culture such as 

slavery and cotton; but none ever had direct input from African-Americans themselves.8 

At times the pervasive racism of the day precluded any exhibitions for blacks, as 

happened in the 1926 Philadelphia Sesquicentennial Exposition. Blacks also received 

almost none of the economic gains of these events. Very few blacks were employed 

during the Philadelphia or Chicago expositions, either in the construction phase or during 

the events. The Chicago exposition in 1933 refused to employ blacks until the 

intervention of A. Philip Randolph, perhaps the most well-known civil rights leader of the 

1930s.9 

 Through the DNCC, Smith began lobbying both city and state officials for African-

American participation in the Texas Centennial Exposition. He made contact with the 

newly appointed exhibition commission and began promoting his plans with recurring 

press releases to African-American newspapers such as the Dallas Express.10 Smith made 

contacts with legislators and sent a telegram to Texas senator George C. Purl, imploring 

him to include a $100,000 appropriation for an African-American exhibit hall: 

Negro life and Heroism constitutes a definite part in the history of Texas and 
necessitates their inclusion in the Centennial exposition. Please lend your support 
towards restoring amount sufficient to exhibit the History of Negro life in Texas 
Centennial. We are counting on you.11 

 

																																																								
8 The only notable major exhibition to have an African-American created exhibit was the Paris World’s 
Fair of 1900. W. E. B. DuBois created and managed this exhibit. Ragsdale, Centennial ’36, 62–63; Jim 
Schutze, The Accommodation: The Politics of Race in an American City (New York: Citadel Press, 1987), 
58–59; Rydell, All the World’s a Fair, 21–28, 52–53.  
9 Rydell, World of Fairs, 159, 163, 166–168. 
10 Dallas Express, September 22, 1934. 
11 Dallas Express, October 27, 1934. 
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In response to Smith’s lobbying, Purl finally recommended that Smith submit a formal 

plan to his joint-legislative committee. Smith, joined by a Houston architect J. L. Blount 

and J. Mason Brewer, a historian and folklorist, hastily prepared a presentation for the 

committee. According to several sources, Smith spoke for more than an hour outlining 

his various plans for a proposed African-American exhibit hall. According to several 

sources, Smith’s presentation was well received but nothing came of these efforts.12 

When the Texas Governor finally signed the appropriations bill, it contained $2.7 million 

for the Dallas exposition but no funding for the African-American exhibit.13 

 In early 1935 while still seeking funds for the centennial exhibit, Smith once 

again entered local politics. Sarah T. Hughes, state legislator representing Dallas County, 

was appointed to the 14th District Court, creating a vacancy for her position that would 

be filled in a special election. Although African-American voting rights were extremely 

limited, in Dallas they had traditionally voted in nonpartisan elections such as these. The 

electoral field was wide open and before long more than sixty candidates had entered the 

race for Hughes’s vacant seat. Several black Dallasites, including Smith, saw this special 

election as their first real chance to make a political impact. At this point Ammon S. 

Wells, Smith’s friend and colleague from the PCL, entered the race.14 

 Smith and Rev. Jackson became Wells’ campaign managers and attempted to 

marshal their flagging PCL to Wells’ cause. Wells gave several campaign speeches 

																																																								
12 This is recounted in both Robert W. Rydell, World of Fairs: The Century-of-Progress Expositions 
(University of Chicago Press, 1993), 171–172; and Kenneth B. Ragsdale, Centennial ’36: The Year 
America Discovered Texas (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1987),64–65; Maceo Smith 
Interview, circa 1977, Dale Tomlinson, Dorothy Irwin, 5–6. 
13 Rydell, World of Fairs, 171–172; Ragsdale, Centennial ’36, 64–65; A. Maceo Smith, undated interview 
transcript, by Dale Tomlinson and Dorothy Irwin, (circa 1975), 5–6. 
14 Dallas Express, March 2, 1935; Michael Phillips, White Metropolis, 113; Smith, undated interview, 6–8. 
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focused on his constitutional right to serve in the legislature and on his record as a 

successful lawyer. The PCL had initiated a poll-tax drive in the city prior to the 

announcement of the special election, but even with publicity from the Dallas Express it 

had gained little ground among black voters. Smith even penned a front-page editorial for 

the Express titled “Don’t Be a Slacker” in which he told readers that the “first requisite to 

citizenship is the possession of a poll tax receipt.”15  

 Consensus among African-American leaders at the time held that the white vote 

would split in this special election and that the black electorate would vote for Wells in a 

solid bloc. At least some political leaders agreed with this assessment and feared that 

Wells might win the legislative seat. Ultimately, Smith and Rev. Jackson were 

approached by Dallas leaders who argued that Wells’s election would hurt race relations 

in the city. According to Smith, these men, who he refused to name later in life, offered 

funding for the Hall of Negro Life exhibit if Wells would renounce his candidacy.16 

 Clearly overestimating the strength of their voting bloc, Smith, Jackson, and Wells 

refused the offer outright. When the votes were counted, Wells finished fifth with 1,001 

ballots; the winner polled 1,844 votes. It was a remarkable showing for Wells, but several 

things had worked against him in this special election. Threats from the Ku Klux Klan 

had been reported in the papers and KKK leaflets had been distributed in African-

American neighborhoods. Because of ambiguities in African-American voting rights, 

many blacks remained unsure about their eligibility to participate in the election. There 

was also some apathy regarding the idea of an African-American winning a seat in the 
																																																								
15 Dallas Express, March 23, 1935; January 19, 1935; and January 26, 1935. Quotation from January 19, 
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16 Dallas Express, March 16 and 23, 1935; Rydell, World of Fairs, 171–172; Phillips, White Metropolis, 
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state legislature. The poll tax was an unjustifiable expense given the odds of a successful 

election. Despite Smith’s efforts and Wells’s relative popularity, most African-American 

voters had not registered and paid their poll tax, and of those that had, only 40 percent 

voted. If the black voters had been better organized, the outcome might have been 

different.17 

 The election represented a low point for Smith. He, Wells, and Jackson had directly 

attacked the political establishment with their campaign and failed. The Dallas Express 

gave the election a strong positive spin, stating, “Never before in the history of Dallas 

County have the Negroes been so politically united.”18 Smith’s decision to pursue the 

obvious long shot of the campaign might seem surprising at first, but it was actually a 

logical next step in the evolution of the activist philosophy that he had followed since his 

early exposure to the Harlem Renaissance. He never doubted the importance of his 

activism to improve life for African-Americans. Smith had been aggressive in his efforts 

at economic uplift and increasingly militant in his writings and speeches to the African-

American community, slowly directing them to new opportunities for advancement and 

equality. Wells’s election campaign provided a new and more direct method of achieving 

the same ends and did so on a larger stage than any of his earlier efforts.19 

 During the campaign, Smith exhibited an aggressive and almost cavalier attitude 

toward the political establishment and his refusal to even entertain the deal presented by 

white Dallas leadership cost him funding for the African-American centennial exhibit. 
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His actions also soured his relationships with the business and political community in 

Dallas, forcing him to look for new allies in his quest for funding. Time was running 

short, though, as the centennial exposition was scheduled to open in just fifteen months. 

Through a mutual friend, Smith found an unlikely ally in Walter D. Cline, a well-

connected oilman from Wichita Falls, Texas. Cline, along with Smith and other African-

American community leaders, launched the Central Exposition Corporation to support 

the exposition with $50,000 of bonds as well as a statewide Negro Centennial 

Commission to organize the sale of the bonds to blacks across the state. With this 

machinery in place, Cline then approached R. L. Thornton and other Dallas leaders with 

his plan, knowing that they believed that African-American support of the centennial was 

essential to its financial success. After all, more than fifty-three thousand African 

Americans had attended the previous year’s Texas State Fair on its annual “Negro 

Day.”20 

 On the strength of the promised bond sales and the support of African-American 

leaders who promised to help promote the exposition, Cline convinced Dallas leaders to 

end their grudge against Smith and support the addition of the Hall of Negro Life to the 

centennial celebration. This approval did not include funding, however. For that, these 

business leaders approached Texas congressmen Wright Patman and Sam Rayburn and 

asked them to support the project. Cline also contacted Vice President John Nance 

Garner, asking for his support of the project. Garner, Patman, Rayburn, but others might 

have had their own reasons for supporting the project. Given the continuing shift of 

African-American voters away from their traditional affiliation with the Republican  

																																																								
20 Smith, undated interview, 8; Phillips, White Metropolis, 113; Dallas Express, October 20, 1934; and July 
8, 1935. 



	

	104	

Party to the Democratic Party, some have perceived this as an attempt to woo black 

voters.21 

 Congress approved the $100,000 expenditure for the Hall of Negro Life and also 

appointed a National Negro Advisory Committee to manage the exhibit, comprised of 

seven African-Americans from across the United States. They included Eugene K. Jones, 

a race advisor in the Department of Commerce, and W. R. Banks, the principal of the 

Prairie View State College. Smith, who had earlier been elected general manager of the 

Negro Centennial Commission, organized a whirlwind bond sales campaign across the 

state. His plan called for setting up centennial sales offices in every town in Texas with a 

black population of two thousand or more. Smith himself concentrated on East Texas, 

assigning the rest of the state to other African-American leaders. If the newspaper reports 

were accurate, Smith coordinated at least $15,000 of fund-raising by himself, canvassing 

East Texas towns such as Tyler, Texarkana, and Kilgore.22 

 Smith was the driving force behind the creation of the Hall of Negro Life, so it 

came as a great surprise to many in Texas when he was not appointed the general 

manager of the exhibit hall. Instead, Jesse O. Thomas, a regional director for the National 

Urban League and a former Booker T. Washington protégé, was chosen as general 

manager. Smith himself was assigned the position of assistant general manager. The 

Atlanta Daily World published a thoughtful editorial reasoning that the appointment “is in 

no sense an indication that Mr. Thomas is possessed of better qualifications for the 
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position than Mr. Smith.” Instead, the article contended that Thomas was simply a more 

well-known figure nationally and therefore made a better choice for Washington 

politicians eager to cater to prospective voters. The article also stressed that neither 

Dallas nor the state of Texas had contributed financially to the Hall of Negro Life and 

therefore had no say in the decision. What the author could not have known was that this 

lack of funding had been retribution for Smith’s support of the Wells election campaign 

in the previous year.23 

 The hard work of preparing the exhibition was perfectly suited to Smith’s 

organizational skills. He marshaled an extraordinary array of resources to ensure the 

exhibition’s success in the time available. Smith and other leaders had promised broad 

African-American support and attendance of the centennial and now they had to deliver. 

Promotion began immediately with the publication of the plans for the Hall of Negro Life 

in the Dallas Express. Numerous articles followed, all designed to keep public interest 

high and billing it as the “first World’s Fair to extend official recognition to the Negro 

Race.”24 Relying on his extensive network of contacts, Smith managed preparations for 

the exhibits themselves. He enlisted W. R. Banks and several faculty members at the 

Prairie View State College to prepare ideas for exhibits. Members of the state 

Agricultural Extension Service provided a document compiled a few years earlier titled 

"Outstanding Achievements in Negro Home Demonstration Work." These elements 

provided the blueprint for the exhibit hall. Smith solicited artifacts to display from 
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individuals around the country.25 

 The Texas Centennial Exposition opened its doors on June 6, 1936, with a record-

breaking attendance of 117,000, an even larger crowd than had been at the famed 

Chicago World’s Fair a few years earlier. President Franklin Roosevelt spoke at the 

Cotton Bowl a few days later and then finally, on June 19, 1936, the Juneteenth holiday, 

the Hall of Negro Life opened its doors. Measuring fourteen thousand square feet, the 

interior had space for art, music, sculpture, and historical exhibits. It included an outdoor 

stage and seating for fifteen hundred people.26  

 Upon entry to the building, all visitors were given a pamphlet written by W. E. B. 

DuBois titled, “What the Negro Has Done for the United States and Texas.”27 A special 

exhibit highlighted the career of George Washington Carver and a Harlem-style café was 

set up near the hall that proved to be the only integrated dining on the fairgrounds. 

General Manager Thomas received funding through the National Youth Administration 

to pay forty-eight African-American youths to act as guides in the exhibit building. 

Although the hall ultimately attracted four hundred thousand visitors and was lauded by 
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the public, historians have debated the legacy of these exhibits.28 

 Robert Rydell, for example, has argued that the very fact of Thomas’s 

appointment as general manager of the Hall of Negro Life meant that the “ideological 

footings of the Negro Building were set firmly in the tradition of economic 

accommodation and political compromise developed by Washington in the last century” 

and also charged the leadership of the hall with elitism in their choice of exhibits.29 While 

the indictment of elitism was likely accurate, where Rydell saw accommodationism, 

Michael Phillips instead saw the assertion of the New Negro ethos and the cultural 

influence of the Harlem Renaissance. Certainly, Smith’s own background made him 

predisposed to the spirit of the Harlem Renaissance. The work of Harlem Renaissance 

figures was prominent throughout the exposition. The walls of the main lobby of the hall 

held four murals by Aaron Douglas, famed Harlem Renaissance painter and later the 

founder of Fisk University’s Art Department. World-famous Harlem musicians Cab 

Calloway and Duke Ellington also performed at the centennial. The William E. Harmon 

Foundation, which acted as patron to several Harlem artists in the 1920s and 1930s, lent a 

collection of African-American artwork valued at $75,000 to the Hall of Negro Life.30 

 Contemporary observers struggled with how to interpret the social experiment 

embodied by the Hall of Negro Life. Perhaps the most scathing attack came from Charles 

H. Bynum, a well-known black Dallas teacher. Referring to the Texas Centennial 
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Exposition as “the 1936 debacle,” Bynum claimed that had conditions for African-

American visitors been more favorable, there would have been roughly twice the turnout. 

There was some truth to Bynum’s criticism. Smith and General Manager Thomas had 

been forced to negotiate African-American access to the various parts of the exposition, 

and what they managed to accomplish was a compromise by any definition.31 

 Although there were no restrictions on when blacks could attend the exposition 

there were strict limits on where African-Americans could go and what they could see. 

Blacks were banned by the same access to most exhibits that whites had and all 

concessions and bathrooms were also strictly segregated. “Negro Days” were set up on 

the nineteenth of June, August, and October, when increased access was granted to most 

exhibits. All parts of the Hall of Negro Life, however, and all events held there were 

integrated. It was not an ideal situation and it bothered Smith: it was the price paid to 

partially integrate the centennial and it would not have been possible if not for the 

funding and oversight from the federal government. “State, Local, and Centennial 

officials led Negroes to believe and to work expecting that their rights and privileges 

would be fully respected,” Bynum stated, while he referred to Jesse O. Thomas, W. R. 

Banks, and the other members of the National Negro Advisory Committee as “Centennial 

apologists” who “tried vainly to explain away and justify gross injustices.” The only 

black leader involved with the exposition that avoided Bynum’s condemnation was 

Smith, whom he labeled as a “victim of treacherously vicious crosscurrents; personal, 

local, state, Federal, and Central Exposition.”32 
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 A few contemporaries, though, were more understanding of what Smith, Thomas, 

and others had tried to accomplish. An editorial written by a visitor to the Texas 

Centennial Exposition had this to say: 

It is true that there is prejudice in Dallas, and should be expected to be found on 
the exposition grounds as long as those grounds are located in Texas, but there is 
more tolerance and less proscription on the exposition grounds than any other 
place in Texas.33 

 
Smith used the Hall of Negro Life and its presence in the Texas centennial as a way to 

push the racial boundaries of the state. While this editorial conceded that the 

"administrative staff in charge of Negro participation would not be expected to change 

the whole social pattern of Texas in 90 days,” Smith tried to give it a nudge. As he said in 

an interview late in life, “You got to start somewhere… This was the way we started 

out.” Smith, the “New Negro” pioneer, took a risk on the centennial because he believed 

that opportunity for change was worth the compromises made. Smith’s social experiment 

with the Hall of Negro Life was a bold one with a subversive edge. He had created a 

public and racially integrated site, funded by the federal government, organized and 

operated by African-Americans that wholeheartedly celebrated the place of blacks in 

American life.34 

 While Smith toiled to boost attendance at the centennial, he also saw an 

opportunity to promote his own agenda. He coordinated several state and national 

meetings, conventions, conferences, and other special events to be held at the Texas 

Centennial Exposition. A statewide Negro Amateur Boxing Tournament was held on 

June 19, and this event was followed by an interracial track meet that took place on the 
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fair grounds. The event drew a large number of white participants and spectators due to 

the attendance of Jesse Owens and Ralph Metcalfe, African-American track superstars 

who represented the United States at the Olympic Games later that year. Star director 

Orson Welles brought his all-black adaptation of Macbeth to the Hall of Negro Life for a 

two-week engagement.35 Smith’s beloved Alpha Phi Alpha held their southwestern 

regional convention at the centennial, and a Greek-letter conference attended by eight 

separate fraternities and sororities also met during the exposition. Other gatherings 

followed in rapid succession: the Knights of Pythias, the National Alliance of Postal 

Employees, and the Baptist Young Peoples Union all held meetings during the Texas 

centennial. On behalf of the DNCC, Smith extended invitations to other Negro Chambers 

of Commerce for a statewide meeting and to the recently formed Texas Negro Peace 

Officers Association (TNPOA) to meet at the centennial exposition. In fact, the members 

of the TNPOA were asked to lead the “Negro Day” parade of October 19. Dallas itself 

had no African-American police officers, a fact that could not have been far from 

anyone’s mind watching this procession.36 

 Smith also organized a meeting of the state’s five remaining NAACP branches in 

Texas: Austin, Dallas, El Paso, Houston, and Waco. All other branches within the state 

had gone dormant during the racial conflicts and the KKK resurgence of the 1920s. 

Earlier in the year, Smith, Rev. Jackson, and Juanita Craft had reorganized Dallas’s own 

NAACP branch and held the branch’s first official meeting in nearly a decade. Smith was 
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elected secretary. The group of twelve delegates from the five remaining NAACP 

branches in the state agreed in principle to the establishment of a Texas Conference of 

NAACP Branches, as well as to the idea of developing a unified civil rights program to 

be followed by all branches.37 

 The Hall of Negro Life, along with the rest of the Texas Centennial Exposition, 

closed in November 1936 but plans had already been made to reopen the fair in the 

summer of 1937, rebranded as the Pan-American Exposition. In February, however, the 

Committee on Negro Participation received a letter from Vice President Garner stating 

that the Hall of Negro Life would not be included in the new exposition and that he 

would “therefore appreciate the cooperation of your Committee in dismantling the Negro 

Building as expeditiously as possible.” According to Garner, the decision was made 

“upon the advice of the Exposition authorities” as the Hall of Negro Life did not 

“harmonize with the purposes of the new Exposition.” Several people tried to appeal the 

decision, including Smith, Thomas, Walter White of the NAACP, and even George 

Sergeant, the mayor of Dallas. None of the efforts were successful.38 

 Although Garner may have spoken truthfully that there was nothing more to the 

decision to dismantle the Hall of Negro Life, many historians have interpreted events 

otherwise. The scholar Michael Phillips referred to the exhibit as “too dangerous to 
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survive” in his history of Dallas.39 If, in fact, the decision was made on the 

recommendation of exposition authorities, as Garner stated, this could have been another 

act of retribution directed against Smith and the African-American community. 

Exposition officials might have thought that they no longer needed African-American 

support, despite the consistently high attendance by blacks throughout the run of the 

centennial. Regardless, only two buildings at the Texas Centennial Exposition were 

constructed with federal funds, a federal building and the Hall of Negro Life. Of the two, 

only the Hall of Negro Life was demolished after the centennial exposition closed in 

1936.40 

 Although the demise of the Hall of Negro Life was a blow to the African-

American community, Smith personally gained a great deal from his involvement with 

the Exposition. Smith’s name became synonymous with the Hall of Negro Life in the 

African-American press. The Kansas City Plaindealer labeled him the “live wire 

secretary of the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce.” The Pittsburgh Courier called 

Smith a “champion of the race” and congratulated him for “doing effective work for race 

betterment and inter-racial good-will at Dallas.” Over half of the articles related to the 

Hall of Negro Life found during research of this chapter referred to Smith by name. This 

was the case not just in the Dallas Express but also in other regional and national papers 

such as the Houston Informer, the Kansas City Plaindealer, the Chicago Defender, and 

the New York Amsterdam News. His name even appeared in the social pages at times. In 
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his official capacity as assistant general manager, Smith traveled widely, making new 

contacts, and the various meetings held at the exposition connected him to African-

American leaders from across the state and nation.41 

 Smith had suffered major public defeats in 1935 with his initial failures to secure 

funding for the Hall of Negro Life from city and state leaders, as well as the failure of 

Wells’s election campaign. Two years later, though, he enjoyed a much-heightened 

reputation throughout Dallas and the state. Although black Dallasites had once been 

skeptical of Wells’s chances of victory, his fifth-place finish had energized the 

community, pointing to new political possibilities. Smith had boldly refused to yield to 

white community leaders and yet still secured approval and funding for the Hall of Negro 

Life. These facts empowered African-Americans who had seen tangible results from 

Smith’s activism. While he continued in his role as executive secretary of the DNCC, 

Smith prepared to capitalize on his newfound fame and credibility as a leader.42 

 The PCL launched another poll-tax campaign in late 1935, capitalizing on the 

success of Wells’s campaign. But Smith saw the opportunity to do more. Along with his 

old friend Rev. Maynard Jackson, now president of Dallas’s influential 

Interdenominational Ministers’ Alliance (IMA), Smith set about reorganizing the PCL 

into a new organization with a new agenda. Renaming the organization the Progressive 

Voters League (PVL), Smith and Jackson set a goal of ten thousand registered African-

American voters for the next election.43 
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 Two things set Smith’s new PVL apart from its predecessor. First, this was a much 

more broadly inclusive organization that effectively unified the efforts of more than fifty 

smaller organizations, all of which were granted seats on the PVL’s advisory board. 

Second, unlike its predecessor, the PVL did not stop at voter registration. Its advisory 

committee was tasked with developing a political platform on behalf of Dallas’s African-

American community. This committee immediately endorsed New Deal policies and 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s reelection. In addition, the PVL began to publicly recommend 

reforms to the Dallas city government.44 

 Several leaders realized that there were large groups of African-Americans who had 

never been encouraged to vote before this time. Concurrent with the drive to get voters to 

register and pay their poll taxes, the DNCC launched a “Negro Mayor of Dallas” 

campaign. The goals of the campaign were to raise funds for the DNCC and help prepare 

blacks for electoral participation by electing someone from their own community to 

honorary public office. Smith and others saw the campaign as preparation for the 

upcoming city council elections. In order to be eligible to vote in the campaign, each 

potential voter had to register by paying the minimum one-dollar fee to join the DNCC. 

Smith allowed himself to be nominated, and in 1936 ran a good-natured campaign against 

friend and local businessman A. A. Braswell to become the first Negro Mayor of Dallas. 

Both men gave speeches, published their political platforms in the Dallas Express, and 

made several public appearances to support the DNCC’s membership drive.45 

 The innovative program was an enormous public relations success and was reported 
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widely in other newspapers. Even George Sergeant, the mayor of Dallas, became 

involved, issuing a proclamation declaring October 15, 1936, “as official election day for 

Dallas Negroes in behalf of the Negro Chamber of Commerce,” which added legitimacy 

to the campaign.46 A. A. Braswell, who beat Smith in the election, was sworn into his 

new honorary office by Mayor Sergeant and appeared alongside him publicly on at least 

one occasion. The campaign was so popular that it became an annual event for the 

DNCC.47 

 Smith’s organizational skills had long served him in uniting people for a common 

cause. As secretary of the Dallas NAACP branch, Smith ensured that organization’s 

endorsement of the poll-tax campaign. Rev. Maynard, president of the Dallas IMA, was 

also appointed president of the PVL, and the two organizations agreed to continue to 

work closely on the poll-tax campaign. Smith was appointed secretary of the PVL and 

arranged for the organization to share office space with the DNCC, effectively linking the 

activism of the DNCC, PVL, and IMA. A sixteen-foot tall sign was placed on the outside 

of the building to advertise the efforts:  

OFFICIAL HEADQUARTERS 
PROGRESSIVE VOTERS LEAGUE 

GOAL: 10,000 REGISTERED NEGRO VOTERS48 
 
One of the PVL’s press releases, written by Smith, said, “This block of votes can easily 

be the balance of power in the spring election… Candidates will be contacted for definite 

pledges to support the vital issues of the community.” As the 1937 city council elections 
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approached, the success of this new PVL became apparent, with a final tally of seven 

thousand African-American voters in Dallas who had registered and paid the poll tax. 

While still far short of ten thousand voters, this represented a four-fold increase in 

registered voters from the PVL’s efforts two years earlier.49  

 Publicity persisted as the election approached, and the Dallas Express continued to 

print articles reinforcing the responsibility to vote in the upcoming election. One article 

stated, “The Dallas citizen who failed to pay his poll tax in a time like this is a liability,” 

and “Any Negro who breaks the ranks for any reason or selfish motive is a traitor to the 

cause.” The PVL even received a very public endorsement from the “Brown Bomber” 

himself, Joe Louis, commending them on their work and stating that while he “did not 

wish to be involved in politics… the work of the League seems to be a welfare movement 

rather than a political campaign.” The famous boxer’s statement came right after the 

PVL’s release of their political platform. Smith, Jackson, and others intended to use the 

PVL and the power of the ballot to bring about concrete social change. The published 

platform asked potential city council candidates to endorse all of the following issues: 

first, a crime reduction plan that included the hiring of black policemen; second, 

additional recreational facilities for African-Americans; third, increased employment of 

African-Americans by the city; fourth, expanded school facilities; and fifth, public 

housing and slum-clearance initiatives in African-American neighborhoods.50  

 These demands may appear conservative, and in fact, one historian has 
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characterized them as mild.51 Each of these five points, however, represented an 

intractable problem that had lingered for years, sometimes decades. Given the Southern 

political climate, they were anything but mild. These demands represented a direct attack 

on entrenched traditional prejudices and social injustices that had continued since 

emancipation. According to Smith’s later recollection, several candidates for city council 

visited Smith’s office prior to the election. As he was unwilling to negotiate the five 

points of the published platform, each candidate was given an all-or-nothing choice. In 

Smith’s own words, “We said, ‘Now, gentlemen, what’s your position on these? Now, 

it’s either yes or no on it. We have no other program.’”52 

 When the vote was counted, five of the nine candidates endorsed by the PVL had 

won election. It was a close vote, and the PVL’s actions had been decisive. The other four 

candidates endorsed by the PVL had lost by fewer than one thousand votes each. It was 

an enormous victory for the PVL and the African-American community in Dallas, 

although not a complete one. African-Americans had turned out in large numbers to vote, 

making up roughly one-sixth of the overall registered voters in Dallas in 1937, but the 

PVL had not achieved its goal of ten thousand registered black voters. The PVL also did 

not field an African-American candidate for city council, relying instead on the perceived 

electability of white candidates.53 

 Following the installation of the new city council, the DNCC and PVL set to work 

ensuring that the council members honored their pledges, and a few elements of the PVL 
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platform were quickly approved.  A city park was designated for the use of the African-

American community. More blacks were hired by the City of Dallas, and the construction 

of a second African-American high school was approved.54 

 Some elements of the PVL platform proved much more difficult to achieve, though, 

such as the appointment of black police officers and the development of low-income 

housing in African-American neighborhoods. Black Dallasites had lobbied for African-

American police officers periodically since 1888, and in the early 1920s proposals were 

made for both African-American and Mexican-American police officers, although 

nothing came of these requests due to backlash from the white community. By the time of 

the 1937 election, several Texas cities already had black police officers, including Austin, 

Beaumont, Corpus Christi, Galveston, Houston, and San Antonio. Smith had made the 

appointment of black policemen a goal of the DNCC since his arrival in Dallas, and a 

sympathetic editorial printed in 1935 said that the Chamber had “gone into this from 

every angle” and asked for “the direct support of every Negro man and woman in the city 

of Dallas.”55 

 Initially, prospects of finally gaining black police officers looked strong. Despite 

serious reservations, Dallas city manager Hal Moseley recommended the appointment of 

two of them. The DNCC and PVL sought African-American men interested in taking the 

Civil Service Board exam; the necessary first step in qualifying for police training, and 

within a month, seventy-five men had filed their applications. Although the city council 
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approved the plan with a five-to-two vote, opposition rapidly mounted. Petitions 

opposing the plan circulated throughout Dallas’s white neighborhoods, and a few Dallas 

citizens went to court and were granted a temporary injunction against the city.56 Former 

Texas governor O. B. Colquitt also made a public statement against the plan, saying,  

It is our duty to treat Negroes fairly and to see that they are properly cared for but it 
is a serious mistake to start granting them equality. The appointment of Negro 
policemen would be the entering wedge toward social equality. City officials should 
be taught that such catering to Negro votes won't be tolerated in Dallas.57 

 
The city council quickly reversed its decision to appoint blacks to the police force. 

Historian Robert Fairbanks has argued that this decision was partly based on the growing 

image-consciousness of a Dallas leadership that feared that the opponents of the measure 

might draw unfavorable national press to the city.58 

 To help keep the pressure on, Smith extended an official invitation from the DNCC 

to several black police officers from Oklahoma and other cities in Texas to lead a parade 

at the Pan-American Exposition and helped them organize the Texas and Oklahoma 

Association of Negro Peace Officers. This organization returned to Dallas for its annual 

convention in 1938, with Smith as one of the speakers. These visits were calculated to 

draw attention to the lack of black police officers, as described in one article. “The visit 

of policemen to Dallas is expected to continue until Dallas accords representation to 

Negroes in the police department.”59 While the Express continued to publicize the need 

for black police officers, the DNCC and PVL continued to submit petitions to the city 
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council in 1938 and 1939, and a small number of African-Americans continued to take 

the Civil Service Board exam. However, nothing came of these efforts. Dallas did not 

hire the first black police officers until after World War II. Even then, once appointed, 

these first two officers were not authorized the use of patrol cars and were not allowed to 

dress at the downtown police station. Instead, they had to use space at a nearby housing 

project.60 

 Housing was another major problem for the Dallas community. Residential 

segregation in Dallas had intensified throughout the 1920s and 1930s, reinforced by 

social convention, the systemic poverty in many minority communities, and the 

prevailing attitude by some political leaders that segregation reduced racial conflict. In 

1935, the DNCC had lobbied for slum clearance, the development of public housing 

projects in black neighborhoods, and a grant of federal funding for the proposed project.61  

 While the DNCC focused on the employment of black police officers and other 

community issues, the PVL and the Dallas branch of the NAACP coordinated the efforts 

regarding the housing problem. The findings of a housing survey were startling. 

Conducted by the PVL and faculty at Booker T. Washington High School, roughly 38% 

of all African-American homes in Dallas were in need of general repair; 18% used wells 

instead of city water; 30% were without electricity; and 37% had only outdoor toilets. 

Once the Dallas Housing Authority was created in early 1938, the PVL petitioned that 

body to support federally funding housing projects as well as slum-clearance initiatives to 

																																																								
60 Dallas Express, September 10, 1938; October 22, 1938; January 21 1939; and April 15, 1939; Payne, 
Quest for Justice, 74. 
61 Dallas Express, June 1, 1935; August 10, 1935; and February 8, 1936; Harvey J. Graff, The Dallas Myth: 
The Making and Unmaking of an American City (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 158, 
166–168; Dulaney, “The Progressive Voters League,” 161, 162. 



	

	121	

improve conditions.62 It did not take long for a federal earmark of three million dollars to 

be approved by the National Housing Administration, with initial proposals calling for 

segregated housing projects to be located in black, white, and Mexican neighborhoods of 

the city.63 

 Local fighting over the details of the project threatened to scuttle it almost from the 

beginning. The first major issue was finding a suitable location for housing units that 

would not encroach on white neighborhoods. As frustrations mounted, those on both 

sides of the issue lashed out. The Dallas Real Estate Board came out against the housing 

proposal, arguing before the city council “the proposal to establish housing units tended 

toward changing the American standard of living.” Concurring with this assessment, 

Councilman J. Willis Gunn opposed the project, stating that it “was ruinous and would 

lead toward socialism.” By the end of 1939, the issues related to these housing projects 

had not yet been settled and both sides initiated lawsuits. Ultimately, the less urgent white 

housing project was constructed first, while the city, Smith, and the PVL sought 

resolution to the problems surrounding the African-American project.64 

 Despite the promise of political change after the 1937 city council election there 

were limits to what the black community could achieve. Smith, though, never believed 

that politics would be the sole solution to problems in the African-American community; 

it was simply one of several means available. Smith looked beyond Dallas for new 

opportunities in the late 1930s, hopeful that effective, organized activism could 
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encourage broader changes.65 

 In early 1937, the DNCC voted unanimously to affiliate itself with the National 

Negro Business League (NNBL). Smith became a member of the NNBL’s executive 

committee and participated in the nationwide reorganization of the NNBL then taking 

place. As part of his new duties, Smith began traveling widely once again, establishing 

new affiliates in cities such as Corsicana, Port Arthur, Sherman, and Tyler, Texas. He 

even wrote a pamphlet, published by the DNCC, on how to organize a local Negro 

Chamber of Commerce.66  

 In May 1938, Smith issued a call to organize a statewide Negro Chamber of 

Commerce. The meeting was held in Dallas in mid-June and hosted at least ten 

independent Negro Chambers of Commerce as well as NNBL affiliates from across the 

state, officially merging them under the banner of the Texas Negro Chamber of 

Commerce (TNCC). Texas governor James V. Allred spoke at the meeting and Smith 

was elected president of the new state organization.67 

 The organization of the TNCC was a shrewd move for Smith, who was now in a 

leadership position that allowed him to shape and launch his own statewide economic 

program. While the DNCC was already influential in the state, often cited as a model of 

effective economic development in black communities, the TNCC allowed Smith to 

implement his own five-point action plan:  

The creation of business bureaus to stimulate and promote Negro business 
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establishments; the establishment of housewives leagues thru-out the State; the 
encouragement of agricultural pursuits; the establishment of local units of the 
organization in all Texas towns, and the development of the educational program in 
the public school system for vocational training.68 

 
He also launched a campaign to organize additional chambers throughout the state that 

would be trained in the use of the tactics that he and the DNCC had already pioneered in 

Dallas. The organization of the TNCC allowed Smith to streamline the economic 

programs of the various independent chambers and the NNBL affiliates, thereby avoiding 

wasteful duplication of efforts. Smith leveraged his elevated public status and authority to 

secure his election as a national vice president of the NNBL, taking charge of the 

southwest region.69 

In his capacity as a vice president of the NNBL, Smith helped to shape national 

programs modeled after his work in Dallas. He also continued to travel, leading a 

delegation to Kansas City in April 1939 to organize a chamber there and to Oklahoma 

City and Omaha later in the year. By the end of his first year in office, Smith boasted the 

creation of thirty new affiliates across the southwestern United States. An editorial in the 

Dallas Express applauded the dramatic change in the direction of the NNBL, saying that 

it “showed signs of adapting its program to the needs of average business and setting out 

on a course of helpfulness to the smaller merchant.”70 

 At virtually the same time as his work with the NNBL and TNCC, Smith decided 

to launch a similar initiative with the NAACP. He set out to consolidate the small group 
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of branches that had met during the Texas centennial in 1936 and shape it into an actual 

statewide organization. Smith received substantial aid in his efforts to organize the Texas 

State Conference of NAACP Branches from the national office, who had been watching 

events unfold in Texas for some time. Juanita Craft, Walter White, and Charles Houston 

were all involved in the creation of the organization. R. D. Evans, a prominent Waco 

attorney and member of the NAACP national board of directors, called for the meeting of 

all Texas branches to take place in Dallas in June, to coincide with the Juneteenth 

celebration there sponsored by the DNCC. Roscoe Dunjee, a prominent Oklahoma civil 

rights leader and a former colleague of Smith’s, also traveled to Texas to help organize 

the new group.71 

 The first meeting of the Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches received 

wide press coverage, as Smith was only too happy to report to Walter White. “No doubt 

you have observed from press reports that the Conference was a success in every way.” 

Compared to the five branches that had attended Smith’s meeting the previous year, 

delegates from eight branches now attended. Smith was elected secretary of the new 

organization by unanimous consent. Discussion sessions included “Discrimination and 

Legal Redress” and “The Texas Negro and the Ballot.” Resolutions were adopted 

outlining the agenda for the new organization, which included an investigation of black 

employment by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in Texas, requests for 

increased public school funds for African-Americans, the creation of a university for 
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blacks in Texas, and full voting rights. Efforts immediately began to increase the number 

of branches in the state and to reorganize older, inactive branches in Texas.72  

 Encouraged by their success in the 1937 elections in Dallas, Smith and Maynard 

Jackson again joined forces in June 1938 to launch a Texas Progressive Voters League 

(TPVL). The official statement from Jackson said, “The time has come when Texas 

Negroes should unite and consolidate their strength to meet political emergencies.” 

Meeting in Houston, the new organization sought to imitate the Dallas PVL’s program at 

a statewide level, organizing African-American voters into a solid bloc across the state. 

Jackson was elected the president of the state group, and Smith was elected state 

organizer. The TPVL worked as a lobbying organization, promoting the needs of Texas 

blacks. In September 1938, for example, Smith and Jackson met with Governor-elect W. 

Lee O’Daniel to discuss his political program and how it would affect African-

Americans. The organization also issued a press release stating, “The immediate 

objective of the League is to effect methods of reentering the Democratic primaries in 

Texas.”73 

 Smith took on one last major role as the decade came to a close. In November 

1939, he was appointed a racial relations adviser for the United States Housing Authority 

(USHA). Although the historical record is not clear, this appointment likely came about 

due to his relationship with Robert C. Weaver, former aide to Secretary of Interior Harold 
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Ickes. By this time, Weaver had moved on from his position with Ickes and was now the 

special assistant to USHA administrator, Nathan Straus.74 Weaver and Smith had met in 

Washington while Smith was assistant general manager of the Hall of Negro Life. Both 

attended conferences together and had worked together on issues related to public 

housing proposals in Dallas. According to the official press release, Smith’s duties were 

to “promote the integration of Negroes into all phases of the Governments public housing 

program in the Southwest … [and] will include consideration of problems of racial policy 

in the development of low-rent housing projects in that region.”75 Smith’s appointment 

was widely reported in newspapers and was celebrated in Dallas with a banquet attended 

by more than 150 friends. Smith, as energetic and busy as ever, resigned his posts as 

secretary of the DNCC and the Dallas PVL but remained on the boards of directors of 

both organizations. He also retained his position in the TNCC and his vice presidency in 

the NNBL, and he remained secretary of the Texas State Conference of NAACP 

Branches. His loss to Dallas was lamented in an editorial in December 1939: “Too often 

in the past, when men and women who had worked with unusual devotion to some 

program, were removed by death of some other factor, the whole outfit folded its tent and 

disappeared.” The issue was a real one to many Dallasites. Smith had spent most of the 

decade shaping community programs in the city, and while the editorial stated, “The loss 

of A. Maceo Smith to the Progressive Voters League and the Chamber of Commerce as 
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their executive secretary is a real one,” it also urgently reassured readers that the work of 

these organizations would continue.76 

 Smith once said in a speech, “The strength of Negro progress in Texas is the 

strength of its organized stamina,” and for most of the 1930s he strove to prove the 

statement true.77 Smith’s organizational efforts united much of the African-American 

leadership of the state in an unprecedented manner. The Dallas Negro Chamber of 

Commerce, the Texas Negro Chamber of Commerce and the National Negro Business 

League, the Dallas Progressive Voters League and Texas Progressive Voters League, the 

Dallas Branch of the NAACP, as well as the Texas State Conference of NAACP 

Branches all benefited from his organizational genius. These organizations formed an 

interlocking web of collective activism and dealt with an enormous variety of social, 

political, and economic issues. A hallmark of Smith’s vision was the manner in which 

these groups complemented one another but generally did not duplicate efforts. Each 

focused on specific issues and supported the others as appropriate.  

 By the end of the 1930s, Texas’s African-American population stood apart from 

the rest of the nation in terms of its organizational sophistication and high level of 

activism. Other historians have also noticed this early mobilization of Texas’s black 

population and Smith’s role in making this happen, but none have adequately 

investigated it or emphasized it in their work. Finding their collective voice, these Texans 

began to reach for ever more lofty goals, and civil rights leaders from around the country 
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began to take notice. Now that the organizations and leadership were in place, the 

question became one of what to do next.78 

Although there were many successes to celebrate, not everything Smith touched 

was an unqualified success. African-Americans had become the balance of power in the 

1937 city council election, but only after three years of hard work trying to engage 

Dallas’s black community and win them over to the possibility of success. The PVL 

influenced the 1938 and 1939 elections in Dallas but did not replicate the impact of the 

1937 election. The DNCC made enormous gains on behalf of black Dallasites but had 

also fallen short in some areas. By the end of the decade, there were still no black postal 

workers or police officers in Dallas. Also, while significantly more African-Americans 

were given jobs with the City of Dallas, they were primarily as janitors or other menial 

labor positions—never as administrators. 

Through the efforts of Smith and others, such as Juanita Craft and R. D. Evans, 

the NAACP had a renewed presence in the state of Texas after being cowed into silence 

for so many years. The Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches drew a great deal of 

attention to the state from some of the most important civil rights activists in the country. 

Although the state conference was inadequately funded at this point and unable to do 

more than support local initiatives, the publicity surrounding its activities had the effect 

of immediately elevating the NAACP in the minds of Texas blacks, giving it increased 

credibility.79 
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 While generations of African-American leaders had emphasized the importance of 

political activism and voting rights, Smith never embraced this as his single goal. Even 

Charles W. Bryant, delegate to the Texas state constitutional convention in 1868, had said 

then, “Give us the ballot and give it to us for all time, and then if you can outrun us in the 

race of life, all is well.” Smith had always been pragmatic and by the late 1930s he had 

seen firsthand evidence of the limitations of black political participation in Southern 

society. He continued his economic activism and said in a 1938 speech. “The Declaration 

of Independence was signed 162 years ago, but Negroes must sign a new declaration of 

independence,” one that was based on economic independence. Through his new role 

with the USHA, Smith found yet another way to help the African-American community, 

by wielding the authority of the federal government. Last, with his new association with 

the NAACP, Smith began to further explore the possibilities of legal action to achieve his 

goals as well.80 
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 Antonio Maceo Smith ended the 1930s as one of the most prominent civil rights 

activists in Texas. His activities had been reported widely in newspapers such as the 

Dallas Express and the Chicago Defender and Smith was on his way to living up to 

publisher Carter Wesley’s comment that he was “possibly the most publicized [black] 

man in Texas.”1 He had organized members of Texas’s African-American communities 

into a coalition of state-level civil rights organizations and achieved a level of activism 

and coordination never before seen elsewhere in the country. Beginning in the late 1930s, 

Smith took his place among the other prominent black leaders in the state, and throughout 

the next decade he exerted influence across the state in unprecedented ways. 

 In the 1940s the NAACP leadership deliberately shifted its focus to the southern 

states and saw an opportunity to dramatically expand membership there. Historian 

Patricia Sullivan argued that at the time, “The intensity and clarity of the black-white 

divide in the South offered a bold contrast to the North’s more cancerous brand of racial 

inequality and made it more vulnerable to challenge.”2 The NAACP’s most prominent 

challenges to this racial inequality took place in Texas during the 1940s and drew 

attention to the state from the rest of the nation. 

By that time Smith had brought his organizational skills to bear in virtually every 

aspect of the movement to eliminate racial inequality in Texas except for the field of 

litigation. Although Smith’s Progressive Citizens League had initiated a suit against the 
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white primary in 1934 nothing came of it and it was not until the 1940s that he fully 

embraced litigation as an important tool for social improvement, adding it to his 

repertoire of economic, social, and political reform tactics. In the court trial system, 

Smith also saw the possibility that segregation could be brought to an end, a goal he had 

not considered possible in the past and had not generally worked to achieve. Ever 

pragmatic, Smith instead had focused on improving, or equalizing, the opportunities for 

African-Americans rather than concerning himself with desegregation. As Smith more 

closely aligned himself with the NAACP, an organization that many considered radical 

due to its avowed goal of integration, he had to reconsider his own philosophies. 

Once he became invested in the mission of the NAACP Smith was instrumental in 

unifying the state’s leadership behind the organization’s litigation campaigns. He helped 

to blunt the divisions between the leaders of the various branches within the state, helping 

them to find consensus regarding tactics and also provided significant support from other 

civil rights organizations such as the Texas Negro Chamber of Commerce (TNCC) and 

the Texas Progressive Voters League (TPVL). Smith played an integral role in the two 

most significant civil rights cases in Texas during the first half of the decade. The case of 

Page v. Dallas (1943) provided pay equalization for African-American teachers in 

Dallas, and the case of Smith v. Allwright (1944) struck down the legality of the all-white 

primary after years of litigation.3 

 Despite its continued activism within the state, the NAACP did not loom very 

large in the minds of most Texans in the late 1930s, including Smith. Although he had 
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ties to the organization starting in 1936 it was not until late 1938 Smith focused serious 

attention on the NAACP. Prior to that he clearly preferred to work through other civil 

rights organizations. In September 1938, for example, he and Rev. Maynard Jackson 

visited Governor W. Lee O’Daniel and lobbied for policies to improve black 

communities in Texas. The two men did so as officers of the TPVL—not as officers of 

the NAACP—although both men served in that capacity as well. Smith spent most of his 

time working with the TNCC, the TPVL, or the National Negro Business League 

(NNBL). He reasoned that the various organizations could each focus on a specific area 

of racial improvement and draw interest from a specific segment of the African-American 

population. For a time Smith saw the Texas NAACP as simply one more part of his web 

of civil rights organizations, and not even a particularly important one.4 

Smith based his attitude in part on public sentiment toward the NAACP in the 

state at the time. By late 1938, the NAACP had been active in Texas for twenty-five 

years and had little to show for its efforts. Black Texans associated with the organization 

had already launched four cases against the state’s exclusionary all-white primary 

elections: Nixon v. Herndon (1927), Nixon v. Condon (1932), Nixon v. McCann (1934), 

and Grovey v. Townshend (1935). Although the NAACP scored legal victories with the 

first three cases, the primaries were still not opened to African-Americans. The last case, 

Grovey, turned out to be a near-crippling defeat that threatened to undermine all of the 

work done to that point. Since Smith’s return to Texas in 1931, he had steered clear of 

litigation tactics and the open, toxic rivalries between the various branches in the state5 

																																																								
4 Dallas Express, June 11, 1938; June 25, 1938; September 24, 1938. 
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In addition, Smith expressed discomfort with the Margold Plan, named after 

NAACP attorney Nathan Margold, who in 1930 began formulating a plan for attacking 

segregation through the court system. His plan advocated for litigation in border states 

rather than in the Deep South and for cases that focused on poorly funded segregated 

schools in order to bring economic pressure to bear on the system of “separate but equal.” 

Margold believed that the legal cases would show that under current circumstances 

separate was not equal and was therefore unconstitutional. The plan stressed that no 

direct attack on segregation be made until such time as sufficient legal precedents were 

established to ensure a decisive court victory. Smith believed that the Margold Plan could 

be used to justify permanent separate and equal schools for blacks instead of 

integration—what Smith came to refer to as “good segregation.”6 

 Smith initially steered the Dallas NAACP branch toward the issue of African-

Americans’ right to serve on juries in lieu of another attempt at a white primary case. 

Instead, Smith actually announced that one of the aims of the TPVL was “to effect 

methods of reentering the Democratic primaries in Texas.” The issue at stake in the white 

primary cases was that the Democratic Party so dominated Texas politics that a victory in 

the party’s primary virtually guaranteed a victory in the general election. Although 

legally entitled to vote in regular elections, in several Southern states, including Texas, 

laws prohibited African-Americans from voting in primary elections. As Marshall 
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described the situation, despite having the ability to vote in general elections, blacks in 

Texas still had virtually no political power in choosing their elected political leaders.7  

 In order to fully understand the impact of Smith’s involvement in the Smith v. 

Allwright case, events prior to that require discussion. The NAACP’s first case attacked 

Texas’s white primary system in Nixon v. Herndon, initiated by Lawrence Nixon, a black 

dentist in El Paso, Texas. Nixon attempted to vote in the Democratic Party primary in 

1923, but the national office initially did little to support Nixon’s case and most of the 

money raised to support the litigation came from the local African-American community 

in El Paso. NAACP attorneys Louis Marshall and Moorfield Storey only became directly 

involved once the case went to the United States Supreme Court. The major question that 

the Court dealt with was whether or not the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments 

protected the right to vote in a primary. Earlier rulings had defined these amendments as 

protecting only against discriminatory state action. To resolve this question the Court had 

to determine whether the actions of a political party constituted action on the part of a 

private group or a state agency.8 

 The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Nixon’s favor, but the victory was short-lived. 

The Texas legislature, with prominent public support from Governor Dan Moody, 

quickly moved to amend state elections laws in order to “protect the ballot and give 

guaranty of good government.” Because the Court’s decision centered on the argument 

that the State could not bar blacks from participation in the primary, the new legislation 

																																																								
7 Quotation from Dallas Express, September 24, 1938; Michael G. Long, Marshalling Justice: The Early 
Civil Rights Letters of Thurgood Marshall (New York: Harper Collins, 2011), 63. 
8 Alan R. Burch, “Charles Hamilton Houston, the Texas White Primary, and Centralization of the 
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stripped the state of Texas of its authority to define party membership, granting it to the 

party itself, which the state defined as a private organization.9 

Following the Nixon case, the NAACP initiated similar suits in Virginia, Florida, 

and Arkansas. Louis Marshall argued the Virginia case, West v. Bliley (1930), on behalf 

of the NAACP, but the national office chose not to participate in the Arkansas case of 

Robinson v. Holman (1930). Walter White felt that the West case had the potential to 

reinforce the precedent of the Nixon case if it went to the Supreme Court, but that did not 

happen. Instead, the district judge ruled that the Virginia Democratic Party had to pay the 

cost of primary elections itself if it wished to have the right to limit membership and 

voting rights. The verdict had limited usefulness since it could be applied only in 

Virginia. White deemed the Robinson case too similar to other cases that the organization 

considered litigating at the time and also saw the litigation as too expensive for the cash-

strapped organization to support. The Florida case, Goode v. Johnson, which used the 

precedent set by the Herndon case, was lost at the state level.10 

The national office’s relationship with the local leadership of these communities 

suffered during the course of these lawsuits. NAACP attorneys often became frustrated 

by local attorneys’ handling of cases and often treated them as inferior partners in the 

trials, despite the fact that these same local attorneys had initiated the cases and written 

the original briefs upon which the NAACP attorneys based the litigation. These attorneys 

and other local leaders often accused the NAACP national leadership of being elitist and 

out of touch with its own rank-and-file membership. Unlike the Nixon case in Texas, 
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local fund-raising for these cases was largely unsuccessful. Historian Darlene Clark Hine 

argued that many people viewed litigation as a middle-class strategy that had little appeal 

to lower-class blacks in these areas. Also, the NAACP’s radical integration strategy made 

many African-Americans too uncomfortable to support the organization at this time. Hine 

argued that poor blacks in these areas saw the legal action as a political fight and not a 

purely racial fight. The lack of local support and the mounting frustration of local and 

national leaders stymied efforts to build effective community support for litigation.11 

 Nixon, once again barred from voting in the Democratic primary, filed a new suit. 

This time he hired the firm of Nabrit, Atkins, and Wesley to prosecute Nixon v. Condon. 

Led by Carter Wesley, a maverick newspaper publisher and attorney who specialized in 

civil rights litigation, the firm guided the case through the series of appeals. Before his 

involvement with the Condon case, Wesley had organized and financed several other 

attacks on the white primary in Houston, none of which had progressed very far. Wesley 

and other Houston-based activists also formed the Harris County Negro Democratic Club 

and, through that group, rallied Houston-area blacks to support the Condon case 

financially.12 

The NAACP national office attempted to establish some control over the 

litigation but had difficulty. The challenge of managing other Texas branches proved 

difficult. Emboldened by the Herndon case, they sought to mount their own challenges. 

The infighting between branches created intense competition for resources and publicity. 

When the Houston and San Antonio branches filed suits without approval from the 
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national office, that office had to convince the branches to drop theie suits in favor of the 

Condon case. Working with Wesley and his fellow attorneys also proved a major 

challenge. Tensions escalated when Walter White, the NAACP executive secretary, 

selected Margold, a white attorney, to argue the case before the U.S. Supreme Court in 

1932. In response the firm of Nabrit, Atkins, and Wesley filed an amicus curiae (literally, 

“friend of the court”) brief with the Court on behalf of the Harris Country Negro 

Democratic Club. Wesley then requested that a member of his firm be allowed to take 

part in the final arguments before the Supreme Court due to their superior knowledge of 

Texas law. The NAACP refused to consider the request, and a frustrated Wesley later 

said no one could “prepare or present Negro cases as well as a trained Negro.”13 

During the Condon case, the Texas Democratic Party argued that it was a 

voluntary association and not an official part of the state government, therefore it had 

every right to determine its own membership conditions. This time the Court decided five 

to four in favor of Nixon, but the Court based its decision on a legal technicality. 

According to the Court, the state granted the Democratic Party the right to choose 

members and it therefore amounted to state action.14 Despite the decision, the State of 

Texas continued to circumvent the ruling and refused to allow blacks to vote in primaries. 

Embittered by the results of this case, Wesley and others began to express their 

frustrations more publicly. Several Texas leaders, as well as the nationally known 

																																																								
13 Fred Knollenberg to Richard A. Campbell, letter, June 28, 1928; Louis Marshall to William T. Andrews, 
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African-American attorney Charles Hamilton Houston, argued for the association to use 

black attorneys in their cases and shift from the organization’s reliance on white lawyers. 

Others had voiced this concern during cases in the 1920s in Detroit and Indianapolis. As 

early as 1932 Walter White considered the idea of adding black attorneys to the 

NAACP’s staff although he did not pursue the idea immediately. When Nixon filed a 

third suit, Nixon v. McCann, it was settled in Texas district court in 1934. The NAACP 

still refused to budge on the issue of attorneys, further frustrating Wesley and others.15 

 The McCann case, although another legal victory, still did not open the state 

Democratic primary to Texas blacks. The state instead continued its open defiance of the 

court by exploiting a legal loophole in the ruling. In addition, the U.S. Justice Department 

chose not to file any voting rights suits in Texas based on the findings of an investigation 

conducted by J. Edgar Hoover. Tensions among local Texas NAACP leaders, Wesley and 

his colleagues, and the leadership of the national office were at an all-time high. Wesley, 

frustrated with the situation, barely covered these cases in his newspaper, the Houston 

Informer, and seldom ever mentioned the NAACP.16 

Soon after the McCann case, Wesley, his partner Alston Atkins and others in 

Texas mounted what Hine called a “full-scale revolt of the very class of black leaders 

whose interests it ostensibly represented and served.”17 Atkins and Wesley filed a new 

suit in 1934 on behalf of Houston civil rights leader Richard R. Grovey. Independent of 

the NAACP’s control this time, the attorneys launched the case, Grovey v. Townshend. 

																																																								
15 Ibid.; Meier and Rudwick, “Attorneys Black and White,” 915, 932. 
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125; Hine, Black Victory, 191–192. 
17 Hine, Black Victory, 171. 
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The group ran a highly sophisticated fund-raising and publicity campaign centered on 

African-American newspapers, such as Wesley’s Houston Informer and Cliff 

Richardson’s Texas Freeman, as well as local community groups such as Grovey’s Third 

Ward Civic Club. Houston activist Lulu White also organized women’s groups such as 

the YWCA and the Metropolitan Council of Negro Women in order to support the suit. 

These leaders hoped that the Grovey case would lead to a more unified African-American 

community within the state. Although not a part of these earlier legal cases, Smith 

pursued this same goal during these years with his organizing efforts with groups such as 

the TNCC and the TPVL.18  

Wesley, Atkins, and Grovey did not even bother to inform the NAACP of the 

Grovey suit. Instead, White and others in the national office learned about it from 

newspaper accounts. Once they did, they implored the group to drop the case but failed to 

sway the men. Desire to enhance their growing reputations as civil rights leaders and to 

exact revenge on the NAACP for its disdain of black attorneys and local leaders 

motivated Wesley and Atkins to move forward with the suit. Wesley, particularly, wanted 

to show the NAACP leadership how little power they really had in the state of Texas and 

that the civil rights movement could carry on without the association.19 

 Wesley and Atkins’s suit had one novel aspect that set it apart from the earlier 

Texas white primary cases. The attorneys asked for only ten dollars in damages in the 

case because Texas law only allowed appeals on cases involving damages for twenty 
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dollars or more. That meant that once the initial case was ruled in local court they could 

bypass the Texas Appeals Court and instead move directly to the U.S. Supreme Court. 

The team outlined the legal argument for the case with no help from NAACP attorneys. 

Although Atkins and Wesley were both experienced attorneys, their legal strategy 

contained flaws.20 As feared by NAACP personnel, the Grovey case ended in disaster. 

The U.S. Supreme Court reversed its earlier opinion in the Nixon cases and ruled 

unanimously that a primary election was a strictly private matter and did not constitute 

state action. A devastated Wesley wrote, “The Court decision makes political slavery in 

Texas and the South constitutional, just as the Dred Scott decision made bodily slavery 

constitutional seventy-eight years ago.” Wesley, Grovey, and others endured numerous 

ferocious attacks. An editorial in the NAACP’s Crisis stated that the Grovey case would 

be used as a weapon against black involvement in primaries for years. Lawrence Nixon, 

who had served as a litigant in the three previous cases, said that they had “succeeded 

most admirably in tearing down everything that had been built for them.”21 

Although the NAACP publicly disavowed any involvement with it, the case had 

an enormous impact on the association. As the organization most publicly associated with 

civil rights litigation in the public mind, the NAACP suffered damage to its image due to 

the court loss and decreased support for its litigation strategy. White and Roy Wilkins, 
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the editor of the Crisis magazine, tried to direct public attention elsewhere and 

temporarily focused the association’s work on legislative initiatives instead of litigation.22  

In part due to the Grovey fiasco, the NAACP hired Charles Hamilton Houston as 

special counsel. The position made Houston responsible for overseeing future litigation 

for the association. Along with his protégé, Thurgood Marshall, Houston changed the 

nature of the NAACP’s litigation strategy. Houston identified several problems, including 

the association’s overreliance on white attorneys, the decentralized nature of the 

NAACP’s organizational structure, the perception of the national office as elitist, and its 

lack of a proactive litigation strategy. Although Margold had begun work on his litigation 

plan in 1930, the association remained reactive, taking cases as they presented 

themselves.23  

More than anyone else, Houston bore responsibility for effectively building 

bridges between the NAACP headquarters and its disgruntled branches. Charles Houston 

believed in the importance of the litigation campaign but pragmatically understood that 

success required local support—that was the lesson he had taken from the white primary 

court cases. Many communities were unprepared financially to support expensive 

litigation and also unprepared to benefit from it if it were successful. This set apart Texas 

in Charles Houston’s mind. Texas cities such as El Paso, Dallas, and Houston had large, 

politically engaged middle-class African-American communities ready to support the 

association’s program financially. They were also prepared to take advantage of a 

decisive legal victory against the white primary by voting. Houston realized that Texas 
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was the association’s best chance at success against the white primary, provided that the 

Texas leadership worked with the NAACP rather than apart from it.24 

Following the Grovey decision, Atkins reached out to the NAACP leadership. 

Like Charles Houston he also saw the necessity of a working relationship with the group 

if the white primary fight was to continue in Texas. He wrote to Houston soon after his 

appointment as NAACP special counsel and stated that the NAACP was “a non-entity in 

Texas” because of its decision not to use local African-American attorneys. Atkins also 

said in a later letter, “Unless the N.A.A.C.P. can make an alliance with that leadership in 

Texas … it will always be weak in this State which offers its greatest opportunity of any 

State in the union.” Houston took the advice to heart. He spent much of his time with the 

NAACP traveling across the country, meeting with local branch leaders, and recruiting 

African-American attorneys to his cause.25 According to legal historian Charles Zelden, 

“No longer were Texas blacks willing to accept directives from above quietly; they 

expected, and needed, to have their opinions asked and skills used.” Houston became the 

first person in the NAACP national office to appreciate this fact fully.26 

 While the fight against the white primary unfolded in Texas in the 1930s, Smith 

worked independently to build his network of civil rights activists and organizations. He 

spoke for many Texas blacks when he voiced his frustrations over the wasted time and 

money that had been invested in the white primary cases. Smith established the Texas 
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State Conference of NAACP Branches not long after the ruling of the Grovey case. While 

the NAACP did not enjoy the same reputation in Texas as in some other states, it had a 

long history of activism and a pedigree that tied it to African-American luminaries such 

as W. E. B. DuBois and James Weldon Johnson. The organization lacked finances at the 

time but it did have other resources within reach, such as the expertise and political 

connections of men such as White and Houston. These assets became more attractive to 

Smith by the end of the 1930s as he looked for new ways to effect change in the state.27 

 Smith’s organization of the NAACP state conference came at the perfect time to 

aid Houston’s efforts to unify the various branches of the organization behind the 

national office’s program. Smith, in his official role as executive secretary of the Texas 

conference, began to operate as a liaison between national officials such as White and 

Houston and the state leaders such as Wesley, Atkins, Grovey, and others. Smith, a man 

of immense reputation in the state and not tarnished by involvement in the earlier cases, 

sat perfectly positioned to play the role of peacemaker and help Houston heal some of the 

wounds created by the earlier white primary litigation. Houston and Smith cultivated an 

ongoing correspondence starting in 1936. Smith helped Houston solicit information for 

potential future litigation and contacted other Texas leaders on his behalf.28  

By early 1937, Smith also began corresponding with Thurgood Marshall, who 

was appointed to replace Houston as special counsel the following year. Marshall took 
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over the program that Houston, Margold, and others had begun, and that would culminate 

in the Brown v. Board victory in 1954. The relationship that these men developed 

contributed greatly to the association’s success in Texas. The men corresponded about 

numerous issues but the early correspondence chiefly regarded the white primary. 

Marshall kept Smith abreast of his work on the white primary and Smith helped 

coordinate local research in preparation for potential future cases. Houston and Marshall 

used the strategy of building relationships among local constituents throughout the 

country but it paid the greatest dividends in Texas during the 1940s. Houston, and later 

Marshall, supervised the work of local attorneys, solicited their advice, and asked them to 

aid in the research of legal questions. This practice had the benefit of forming 

relationships and building trust among all parties.29  

 Several Texas branches, including the powerful Houston branch, had entertained 

the idea of further litigation after Grovey but Smith persuaded them to wait for one 

particularly strong case to support in conjunction with the national office instead of 

initiating a long series of poorly conceived cases. Smith’s influence helped mitigate the 

squabbling that had previously hindered unity among the state branches. During this time 

he worked closely with Juanita Craft, a dynamic field recruiter, to build the membership 

of the Dallas branch and to help solidify the connections between the various branches 
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and the Texas State Conference office in Dallas. Smith’s efforts, along with Craft’s, made 

Dallas the focal point of the NAACP’s activities for the next decade.30 

 Although Smith did yeoman’s work building a cohesive state organization for the 

NAACP, he still focused most of his attention on other organizations and initiatives. 

Also, he was not above using his relationship with the NAACP to support his own 

agenda. For example, in 1937 Smith sought the endorsement of the NAACP’s national 

office for a scholarship bill under the consideration of the Texas legislature. He and 

others lobbied for the bill through the TNCC. If passed, the bill would have paid for 

qualified African-American students from Texas to attend graduate and professional 

programs at out-of-state institutions. Although Houston refused to endorse the bill on the 

grounds that it would conflict with their efforts to integrate state universities, he provided 

Smith some help behind the scenes. Houston told Smith in October 1937, “A practical 

view of the situation in Texas would indicate that our next step is a scholarship bill and 

we should like to be of assistance in helping you build up state-wide sentiment for the 

same.” Houston sent letters to NAACP officers in other parts of the state requesting that 

they build interest in the bill within their communities.31 

Walter White, the powerful national executive secretary of the NAACP, also 

recognized Smith’s value to the organization, occasionally soliciting information and 

advice from him. In 1938, for example, when President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
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nominated Texas governor James V. Allred to a position as a federal judge, the NAACP 

national office debated whether or not to oppose the appointment. Referred to as a man 

whose “judgment and information would be sound,” Smith was one of the first Texas 

leaders who White sought out in order to determine Allred’s attitudes regarding 

minorities. Smith responded that he thought blacks in Texas would endorse Allred’s 

appointment and gave him the following not-quite-enthusiastic endorsement: “My 

personal opinion is that Governor Allred is just about as good as any we will be able to 

find in this section.”32 

By 1938, Marshall, Houston, and White hoped to initiate new litigation against 

the white primary, but the national office had little money available to do so. Funding 

remained a constant issue for the NAACP national office but one they hoped that Smith, 

Wesley, and others in Texas might help with if another suitable legal case could be 

found. Houston said as much in his correspondence and spoke often of the importance of 

ballot initiatives. “Has the Dallas branch any such plans?” he wrote to Smith in 1938. 

Houston also wrote to R. D. Evans, an African-American attorney based in Waco, saying, 

“The political situation between now and 1940 is likely to give us one of the greatest 

opportunities which we have ever had to obtain a real franchise for Negroes.”33 
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	147	

Thanks to the work of Smith and others through the 1930s several Texas cities 

such as Dallas and Houston now had long histories of funding civil rights initiatives and 

made the state particularly attractive to the NAACP as fertile ground for recruitment and 

fund-raising campaigns. The Dallas Express continued to print editorials with titles such 

as “Paying Your Way,” that encouraged citizens to support these organizations.34 White 

paid a highly publicized visit to Dallas in 1938, hoping to draw attention to the 

organization. He spoke to a crowd of roughly five hundred people, despite the fact that 

strong opposition to his visit and threats of violence nearly forced organizers to cancel the 

event. Ultimately, Smith himself defiantly led White through the auditorium and to the 

stage. Despite the antagonism, White attempted to strike a more moderate tone and said, 

“Your ancestors came to this country in the Mayflower, mine in a slave ship, but we are 

in the same boat now.” Upon his return to New York, he said that the event showed “the 

absolute absence of any timidity or fear on the part of the colored people of Dallas” and 

that “Dallas was setting an example for other Southern cities.”35  

The NAACP capitalized on the continued press and the national office began 

funding the work of a field agent in Texas who worked to develop new branches and 

revitalize older ones. Members of the national office also continued to improve relations 

with the Texas civil rights leaders and assured them of their status and value to the 

organization. NAACP Executive Director Roy Wilkins wrote to Cliff Richardson, 

another prominent Texas activist in 1938, and empathized the state’s importance to the 

organization. Members of the national office saw Texas as the probable battleground for 
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impending litigation. The work of organizations such as the TPVL had kept voting rights 

in the forefront of the public mind. The Dallas Express continued its series of editorials 

pressing for blacks to register and vote. The publicity made Texas fertile ground for 

future action by the NAACP.36 

It took Smith some time to become more fully invested in the NAACP’s work, 

however. The tipping point came in October 1938 when Thurgood Marshall made a 

highly publicized trip to Texas to investigate the Porter case. George F. Porter, a local 

black teacher and activist, had appeared at the local courthouse for jury duty despite the 

fact that African-Americans traditionally did not serve on juries in Dallas. When Porter 

refused to be dismissed, he was violently dragged out of the jury room and thrown down 

the steps of the courthouse, causing severe injury to the sixty-five-year-old man. This was 

not Porter’s first attempt to serve on a jury; he had made other attempts in 1921 and 1936. 

Although only recently appointed to the position of special counsel, Marshall’s reputation 

had preceded him to Texas. Upon learning of his trip, the Dallas police chief threatened 

to shoot Marshall, requiring Governor James Allred to assign a Texas Ranger to protect 

him. Despite his best efforts, Marshall failed to convince either Dallas authorities or the 

Texas attorney general to charge the men who had assaulted Porter. Marshall, though, 

later convinced the US attorney general to prosecute the men for violations of Porter’s 

civil rights. The national press widely reported Porter’s treatment and created much 
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negative publicity for Dallas.37 Although the two men had corresponded for the last year, 

this trip marked the first meeting of Marshall and Smith and began an important 

professional relationship for both men. According to historian Marvin Dulaney, for the 

next two decades Marshall spent more time working in Dallas than any other Southern 

city. This also marked the beginning of a deep personal friendship between the men. 

Marshall often stayed with Smith and his wife, Fannie, whenever he came to Texas, and 

the two men continued a lifelong correspondence.38 

The NAACP used the Porter incident, Marshall’s visit, and the subsequent federal 

indictments to energize activism in the state. Dallas’s Interdenominational Ministers 

Alliance (IMA), headed by Smith’s close friend and ally Rev. Maynard Jackson, 

launched a special NAACP Day campaign. They discussed the Porter case and the goals 

of the organization in churches across the city and asked the members of their 

congregations to join the organization and support the group’s legal work.39  

Newspapers promoted the idea that something special was happening on the civil 

rights front in Texas and kept pressing Dallasites to support the organizations working on 

their behalf. An editorial titled “Making Bricks Without Straw” he wrote, “The position 
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of leadership which Dallas has taken among cities throughout the country cannot be 

maintained by a handful of people but requires the helpful interest of thousands. There is 

still time for YOU to do your part,” he said, by contributing financially. The publicity the 

NAACP garnered led to an increased presence in the state. As early as January 1939, a 

Dallas Express editorial noted the changing fortunes of the organization, saying that it 

was “again seeing the light. For some years the organization was only a name in Dallas.” 

Throughout 1939 the NAACP focused on recruiting members and establishing new 

branches throughout Texas. The national office even sent Daisy Lampkin, the national 

secretary of the organization on an extended tour of the state.40  

 By 1940 Marshall became increasingly excited about the prospects of another 

white primary case in Texas. Marshall, Smith, Wesley, and others discussed at length the 

requirements for a new case. Smith proved especially important in establishing the new 

climate of cooperation in Texas in the years following the failed Grovey case and 

Marshall relied heavily upon him to keep abreast of developments in the state. Marshall 

also wrote to White in the national office and praised Smith’s efforts, saying his “best 

training is in the field of business and everything he undertakes is done in a business like 

manner based on thorough organization.”41  

Smith corresponded constantly with African-American leaders throughout the 

state. In addition, his position as a federal race relations adviser for the United States 

Housing Authority (USHA) afforded him the opportunity to travel widely, meeting with 
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leaders in African-American communities throughout the state. This allowed Smith to 

further strengthen his position at the head of a network of activists and organizations 

throughout Texas, making himself the essential link between local activism and the 

national office of the NAACP. This constant vigilance on Smith’s part reduced the 

isolation of branches across the state and reduced the risk of further schisms and ill-

conceived cases such as Grovey. Smith’s USHA office became a virtual hub of civil 

rights activism in Dallas, a fact of which, according to historian Michael Gillette, most 

other regional USHA employees were unaware. Smith’s efforts placed him at the center 

of a network of activists that encompassed the TPVL, TNCC, NNBL, and NAACP 

branches across the state, making him indispensible to Marshall and others in the national 

office. These organizations had kept economic, educational, and political aspects of civil 

rights at the fore in Texas while Wesley and others had focused on the earlier primary 

cases. Now all of these groups prepared to support the NAACP in a new white primary 

initiative.42 

 In May 1940, the Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches held its annual 

meeting in Corpus Christi, Texas, where Smith led the development of a ten-year 

program of activism. This plan included three principal goals: the end of the white 

primary system; educational equality for African-Americans; and the destruction of Jim 

Crow segregation laws. Smith took charge of a statewide fund-raising campaign with a 

goal of raising $8,000 for litigation. Smith worked closely with Wesley who previously 
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had great success in fund-raising for the Grovey case. Wesley also managed much of the 

press for the campaign, keeping black Texans well informed through his newspaper.43 

Thurgood Marshall attended the Corpus Christi meeting and coordinated the 

formation of a Texas State Legal Redress Committee (LRC). In an important symbolic 

gesture suggested by Wesley, Marshall opened membership in the committee to all 

African-American attorneys within the state. Wesley was also made a vice-chairman of 

the committee. While Marshall asked for support and input from the LRC he also 

demanded complete control of the case, including the right to choose the plaintiff and 

construct the major arguments of the case.44 Marshall, Dallas attorneys Roger Q. Mason, 

Duane Mason, and Charles Brackins, Carter Wesley and Henry D. Davis of Houston, and 

William J. Durham, a highly regarded attorney who had recently relocated his practice 

from Sherman, Texas, to Dallas. All of these men attended this inaugural meeting of the 

Texas LRC.45 The only nonlawyer members of the Texas LRC were Smith and Rev. 

Jackson of Dallas. These men were chosen to coordinate a statewide search for a plaintiff 

through the Texas State Conference’s Dallas office. All involved took particular pains to 
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keep Smith in the loop and involved throughout the litigation process. During the 

meeting, members laid out a preliminary plan for the litigation and appointed Durham to 

coordinate the efforts of the Texas attorneys on behalf of the state conference.46 

 The conference attendees left Corpus Christi elated. Smith wrote, “We laid plans 

that will realize for the Negroes of Texas a new era in the fight for civil rights.” Marshall 

told White that the Texas group was ready and that they were not afraid to fight for their 

rights. Marshall wrote to Wesley, still seeking to strengthen ties between the Texas 

leaders and the national office, “Since leaving Texas … I am more convinced than ever 

that we can win this fight if we can keep the united support of the Negroes in Texas and I 

am positive that this support can be maintained if all of us continue to work.” Marshall’s 

excitement continued unabated; in a speech that he gave at the NAACP annual 

conference that year, Marshall shared his plans for the white primary litigation. “Take 

Texas,” he said, “where there are a million Negroes. If we get a million Negroes voting in 

a bloc we are going to have some fun.”47 

 The United States entered World War II while fund-raising and legal preparation 

was taking place, and the civil rights landscape in the nation changed overnight. In 
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January 1942, Smith organized the leaders of twenty different African-American 

organizations throughout the state of Texas and founded the Texas Council of Negro 

Organizations (TCNO). Telling Marshall that the group met “upon my call,” Smith’s new 

group helped him better coordinate efforts among groups within the state. Wesley was 

initially skeptical of the need for such an organization due to the number of state 

organizations already in place, but Smith persuaded him that the sheer number of 

organizations actually created the necessity for the group. Smith hoped that the new 

organization would coordinate activities of these groups during the war and prepare an 

agenda for African-American improvement following the war.48 

The TCNO incorporated all of the organizations that Smith worked with, in 

addition to other smaller groups such as fraternal, religious, and industry associations, 

such as Knights of Pythias, the Lone Star Medical Society, and the Texas Negro Peace 

Officers Association. Ultimately the TCNO included the leadership of forty-five 

organizations. It initially operated as a clearinghouse for information related to 

governmental and other programs for black Texans. It also lobbied for defense industry 

jobs and fair employment practices for African-Americans. The group deliberately 

steered away from issues related to the white primary, leaving that as the focus of the 

state NAACP, which was also a member of the TCNO. Along with other organizations 

across the country, the TCNO promoted the Double Victory Campaign. Despite the 

potential for redundancy and conflict between the organizations and perhaps as a means 

of placating Smith, Walter White gave the TCNO his endorsement and said that “the 
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TCNO represented one of the most complete and detailed breaks with the past which had 

come out of the South.”49 

 Despite Smith’s best efforts, occasional friction still sprang up between the 

various civil rights leaders. The choice of plaintiff led to the first major crisis. When 

Smith and Rev. A. A. Lucas of Houston put forward the name Cliff Richardson Jr. as a 

potential plaintiff, it nearly scuttled the tenuous alliance between leaders. Richardson was 

the son of prominent newspaper publisher Cliff Richardson Sr., a professional rival of 

Wesley’s. Knowing that the proposed case would be widely publicized, Wesley refused 

to endorse the choice of Richardson, stating his unwillingness to give so much publicity 

to a competitor. Wesley initially accused Rev. Lucas of making the selection to spite him. 

Wesley accused Smith of “letting your animus twist your better judgment,” suggesting 

that Smith made the decision in order to get revenge on Wesley for a negative editorial 

printed in his paper. Marshall, forced to intervene in the feud, insisted on unanimous 

cooperation from all parties before moving forward with the suit.50 

 One of the problems inherent to the NAACP’s strategic focus on litigation was 

the difficulty in keeping strong public interest alive since litigating a court case often took 

years. One of Smith’s major contributions from the Corpus Christi meeting in 1940 until 

the 1944 ruling on the Smith v. Allwright case was keeping Texans engaged in the 
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process. During these years, he traveled widely making speeches, participated in 

membership drives, and continually worked on fund-raising initiatives for the NAACP. 

Although much less successful in this regard, Smith also coordinated efforts in the state 

to form youth chapters of the NAACP. White sent Madison Jones, a well-liked young 

field recruiter, to focus on this initiative. In a letter to Jones, White shared with him the 

details of the various personality conflicts and tensions within the Texas branches. White 

instructed Jones that upon his arrival he should have a long talk with “the live-wire in the 

Dallas branch and the State Conference of Branches [Smith].”51  

 In 1941, Alpha Phi Alpha’s own maverick general counsel, Belford Lawson Jr., 

became interested in the white primary litigation. Lawson hoped to take part in the 

litigation when it arrived at the Supreme Court and arranged a sizable donation from the 

fraternity to the NAACP, hoping to leverage it to gain membership on the legal team. 

Smith, using his long-standing connections with the fraternity, attempted to mediate the 

growing conflict between Lawson and the fraternity on the one side and between 

Marshall and the NAACP on the other. Marshall gave his frank opinion that Lawson’s 

expertise was unnecessary. Given the prominence of the fraternity within the African-

American community, as well as Lawson’s professional prominence, that donation 

became a delicate subject. It threatened to become public and expose rifts within the 

ranks of the coalition of leaders involved in the Smith litigation. Only with great effort on 

the part of Smith and Marshall to assuage Lawson’s ego did the situation finally resolve 

itself. Ultimately, they arrived at a compromise that stated that Alpha would donate five 
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hundred dollars to the litigation fund and that Lawson would draft and submit an amicus 

curiae brief to the Supreme Court on behalf of the fraternity. In return, Marshall and 

Smith promised that Alpha’s contributions to the case would receive proper credit in all 

NAACP press.52 

 Another major controversy arose in 1941 that threatened to unravel the coalition 

built up around the white primary litigation. The Supreme Court ruled in the United 

States v. Classic case in May 1941, and although not related to racial discrimination in 

voting, Marshall immediately understood the significance of the ruling for their Texas 

case. In Classic, the Court completely reversed its previous position regarding primary 

elections, now stating that they were an integral part of the election process and therefore 

amounted to state action rather than private action. Unfortunately, Marshall also 

understood that for legal reasons related to the way their current Texas primary case was 

set up, he could not take advantage of this new development.53 

 Despite knowing how unpopular this decision would be among his Texas allies, 

Marshall announced his intention to drop the current case and file a new one to take 

advantage of the Classic ruling. Smith, like many black Texans, was upset by this 

development but supported Marshall’s decision. Perhaps the most vocal opposition to 
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Marshall’s decision came from Julius White, husband of Lulu White and a prominent 

person within the Houston NAACP branch. According to historian Merline Pitre, White 

told Marshall in very obscene terms that he should not return to Texas if he lost the next 

case. On a trip to Dallas in November 1941, Marshall had to meet with several prominent 

Dallasites in the NAACP office to discuss some of the talk leaking into the press about 

“messing up the case.” Marshall found himself on the defensive and spent a great deal of 

time explaining the legal implications of the case and how the new case increased their 

chances of success against Texas’s white primary. In a memorandum to the national 

office, Marshall wrote about the controversy, saying that the Texas community had to be 

placated quickly or “all of us would have to leave the U.S. and go live with Hitler or 

some other peace loving individual who would be less difficult than the Negroes in Texas 

who had put up the money for the case.” As a compromise intended to appease the Texas 

community, Marshall, Smith, and Rev. Lucas arranged for the national office to take over 

the expense for the new case.54 

 Although a setback, Smith also saw an opportunity. Not only would the move to 

assume funding for the case appease many in Texas, but also allowed Smith to expand 

the NAACP’s base within the state further. While Smith had success in his previous 

fund-raising efforts, they focused heavily on large donors, rather than grass-roots 

community support. This approach worked, but it sometimes left the litigation fund in a 

precarious condition. At the end of 1941, for example, the fund could not pay a $421 

printing bill. Unable to raise the money fast enough to meet the court’s filing deadline, 
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Smith, Wesley, Durham, and Rev. Lucas paid the expense themselves. Smith coordinated 

a new statewide recruitment drive with significant aid from Lulu White of the Houston 

branch. This time, instead of focusing on donors for the litigation fund, they prioritized 

recruiting membership for the various branches and the establishment of new branches 

where none existed. Smith gambled that this approach would more reliably fill the 

association’s coffers and dramatically increase the participation of a broader range of 

African-Americans in the Texas civil rights movement. Smith desired a long-term, 

sustained program that could outlive the present interest in the white primary fight. 

Excited by Smith’s plans, both Marshall and White gave several speeches in Texas to 

increase the publicity for the new case, now officially dubbed Smith v. Allwright.55 

 While the new primary case worked its way through the court system, other issues 

kept Smith busy. World War II loomed large in most minds. Smith himself wrote to 

White at the end of 1942 about his visit to the local draft board, “I was informed that ‘this 

is a young man’s war; old men for counsel and young men for battle.’ This is one time I 

could appreciate being classed as an old man.” Throughout the war, Smith, through the 

TNCC, sold war bonds in African-American communities across the state. He also 

pressed the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) to investigate the lack of 

training and jobs for blacks in war-related industries in the Dallas area. Further, Smith 

organized prominent black citizens to continue testing voting rights in various Texas 

counties in light of the Classic case, gathering affidavits in order to bolster the Smith 
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case. In East Texas, police arrested an NAACP recruiter hired by Smith for “perpetrating 

seditious acts which countered the war effort.”56 

 Smith also became involved in the issue of African-American teacher salaries. He 

primarily pursued this case working through the TCNO rather than the NAACP, which 

remained focused on the Smith case. By late 1942, however, Smith was confident enough 

to press Marshall for legal aid regarding the issue. As far back as 1921, George F. Porter, 

the same maverick who had repeatedly attempted to integrate juries in Dallas, had asked 

the Dallas school board to equalize the salaries of all teachers within the district 

regardless of race. When his request was refused out of hand, he quit his job at the 

Booker T. Washington High School and for the next few years poured his efforts into the 

Dallas NAACP branch. According to a PVL report published in the Dallas Express in 

1938, the average salary in Dallas for a white high school teacher was $160 per month, 

compared to an average salary of $93 per month for African-American teachers. 

Marshall, focused on several other cases at the time, could not give the issue his full 

attention. Having previous experience with these cases in other states, though, he 

collaborated closely with Smith, Durham, and Wesley on preparation of the case. 

Durham and Wesley agreed to handle the case until it went to the Supreme Court, at 

which time Marshall would likely argue it. Marshall had been involved in teacher-pay-
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equalization cases in Virginia and Maryland in 1938 and provided summaries to the 

Texas attorneys. The NAACP had its hands full with fund-raising initiatives in support of 

the Smith case at the time, so A. Maceo Smith set to work raising funds for litigating a 

teacher case through the network of TCNO organizations.57 

 They selected a young African-American teacher by the name of Thelma Page as a 

prospective plaintiff and the Dallas Express published an article about the proposed 

lawsuit in October 1942. In response to the threatened suit, the Dallas school board 

immediately called a meeting with every African-American principal in the school 

district in which the district superintendent requested that the suit not go forward. He 

stated that the Supreme Court had already been clear on this subject and that the salaries 

of African-American teachers would be equalized “in due time.” According to an account 

of the meeting given to Smith, the principals asked that the suit go forward.58 Eager to 

proceed quickly, Marshall requested that Smith put together a meeting of all parties 

involved in this litigation for his trip to Texas in early November 1942. In a tongue-in-

cheek style typical of his letters to Smith, Marshall wrote, 

Because of your ability to arrange meetings and your tremendous anxiety to attend 
meetings I know this will be no difficulty for you. I am depending upon you to get 
all of the interested individuals and groups together so that we can iron out 
everything at the one meeting in good old Texas fashion. Let me know whether or 
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not it will be necessary for me to bring my pistol to the meeting.59 
 
Durham, in consultation with Marshall, prepared a petition on behalf of Dallas’s black 

teachers and asked that the salaries for all teachers in the Dallas school district be 

equalized regardless of race. On November 13, 1942, Durham presented the petition to a 

meeting of the Dallas Board of Education. When the board rejected the petition, he filed 

suit on behalf of Page and the Negro Teachers Alliance of Dallas. As expected, the 

school board countered that it did not actually practice discrimination in paying teachers. 

Instead, it based pay differences on “educational qualifications, ability, merit, experience 

or performance and the nature of the duties performed.” Despite the fact that allegedly 

“separate but equal” schools were the cornerstone of the American educational system at 

the time, Dallas school officials argued that, since African-American school teachers 

were products of inferior-quality segregated schools, their qualifications were clearly less 

than those of white teachers, which therefore justified the pay differential. However, Page 

had been selected as plaintiff in this case, now styled Page v. Dallas, specifically to 

counter this argument. She had received her education from white teachers at the 

University of Denver, a racially integrated school.60 

 The Dallas school board, with its principal argument completely undermined and 

with the weight of previous court rulings going against it, capitulated in February 1943 

and filed a consent decree with the district court. The plan, approved by the court, 
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equalized all salaries over the course of the next four years. The Page case became an 

important precedent in Texas. A few months after the conclusion of the case, the Houston 

NAACP branch gave notice that it intended to file a similar suit, and this threat pressured 

the Houston Board of Education to equalize salaries voluntarily. Threat of litigation 

provided the necessary leverage to equalize salaries in other Texas cities, including 

Austin, Celina, Galveston, Hillsboro, Longview, Waco, and Wichita Falls. The 1949 

Gilmer-Aikin Education Law ultimately raised and equalized all teacher salaries within 

the state regardless of sex or race, bringing an end to further litigation.61 

 By the time the US Supreme Court heard the Smith case in 1944, the court itself 

had undergone dramatic change in the nine years since the Grovey case. Only two of the 

nine justices who ruled on the Grovey case remained on the Court, and President 

Roosevelt’s judicial appointments gave the court a much more liberal dynamic. Once 

again, like previous primary cases, the Court had to determine whether the exclusion of 

African-Americans from the primary election constituted state or private action. 

Following the precedent of the Classic case, the Court ruled for Smith, stating that the 

Texas Democratic primary was a form of state action and constituted a violation of 

Smith’s Fifteenth Amendment rights.62 

 Marshall knew that Smith was an enormous victory and later in life he called it “the 

greatest one” of all of his many legal victories. Legal historian Charles Zelden also 

argued for Smith’s lasting importance, describing it as a major turning point for the 
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NAACP and the larger civil rights movement. Marshall, however, wrote to Maceo Smith 

soon after the Court announced the verdict and said, “We still have a big job ahead.” 

Marshall, Smith, and other leaders intended to capitalize on the Smith victory in two 

major ways: by mobilizing African-American voters and by using the victory to build 

NAACP membership further. Marshall publicly requested that the US attorney general 

prosecute any officials who denied blacks the right to vote in primaries.63  

 Smith arranged for Marshall’s return to Texas for a whirlwind speaking tour. At 

Smith’s request, Marshall first attended a series of meetings regarding the TPVL’s 

proposed voter registration plan. Throughout the early 1940s, the TPVL had continued to 

press African-Americans to pay their poll taxes and to vote. This meeting had an 

enormous turnout due to the excitement over the court victory. Writing to the national 

office, Marshall said, “Maceo Smith is the meetingest man in the world.” He detailed the 

long series of strategy meetings that Smith had arranged with leaders to convince them to 

endorse the TPVL’s voter registration plan. “Just about every ‘leader’ from every section 

was there,” said an impressed Marshall.64  

 Marshall then traveled to Houston, where he gave speeches to promote voter 

registration and membership drives taking place there. According to Marshall, one 

meeting in Houston was so crowded that Lonnie Smith, the plaintiff in the case, had to 
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climb through a window at the back of the church to get in. He also reported much 

interest from local whites who, in Marshall’s words, came to hear “the nigger lawyer 

from New York.” Marshall then traveled to Galveston and San Antonio and spoke to very 

large audiences in each city. Marshall relished the opportunities and noted that several 

local white politicians were present for his San Antonio speech, although, he said, “[I] 

doubt they enjoyed my talk.” Concluding his very successful speaking tour of the state, 

Marshall wrote, “Don’t know about the other states but bet even money the Negroes in 

Texas are going to vote.”65 

 Although many poorer African-Americans in Texas did not pay their poll taxes and 

take advantage of the Smith verdict immediately, many members of the middle class did. 

By 1946, nearly 100,000 African-Americans voted in primary elections in Texas. 

Houston provided a representative example. There, blacks began to vote in the 

Democratic primary immediately following the Smith decision. At first, almost 

exclusively upper- and middle-class black Houstonians acted on this new freedom, but 

gradually, over the course of the 1940s and 1950s, lower-class African-Americans joined 

this group in exercising their rights. African-American voting strength grew to the point 

that it occasionally influenced the elections in the city. The NAACP’s strategy of using 

the successful litigation to boost membership also met with huge success. Lulu White 

boosted membership in Houston to 12,000 by 1946, making it the second-largest branch 

in the entire country. In 1940, the NAACP had 355 branches nationwide, but two years 

after the Smith ruling the association could boast 1,073 branches and more than 450,000 
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members.66 

 The Smith decision, however, did not immediately sweep away every obstacle to 

African-American voting rights. In several Southern states, the white primary operated in 

much the same way as it had in Texas, and several prominent politicians in these states 

promised opposition to the Supreme Court’s ruling in Smith. They understood that Smith 

was more than the death knell of the white primary. It established a precedent for equality 

that might be expanded upon in the future. Louisiana senator John H. Overton said in 

response to the decision, “The South, at all costs, will maintain the rule of white 

supremacy.” In most parts of Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, Alabama, Louisiana, and 

Mississippi, African-Americans did not vote in 1944. Georgia and Florida finally allowed 

African-Americans to vote in their state primaries in 1946. Arkansas circumvented the 

Smith ruling until 1947 through the use of an expensive double-primary system. It took 

until 1950 for all Southern states to honor the Smith ruling and allow participation in the 

Democratic primary. Even then, physical violence kept many away from the polls, 

especially in the Deep South.67 

 Page v. Dallas, although settled at the district court level and therefore not 

applicable across the country, was a milestone in Texas. The Page case had a quick 

resolution and demonstrated immediate results, which likely helped Smith and others 

keep the African-American community engaged in the long-term process of civil rights 
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litigation. Legal scholar Richard Kluger has suggested that “lawsuits are too technical 

and lengthy to form the basis for a mass movement, though they may set that movement 

in motion.” Although pursued primarily through the public façade of the TCNO, the Page 

litigation included members of the civil rights community who were also prominently 

involved in the NAACP’s Smith case. Marshall, Wesley, Durham, and Smith were the 

main participants, and the suit and its outcome were highly publicized. In light of 

Kluger’s statement, this likely helped sustain some interest in the idea of litigation in 

Texas. This case was a necessary corrective given the NAACP’s inability to open the 

primary to African-American voters through the four earlier court cases.68  

 Smith v. Allwright, however, went all the way to the US Supreme Court and had 

major legal and political implications for the country. The case set a precedent that 

eventually led to the end of the white primary system not just in Texas, but also 

throughout the South. Coming just a year after the success of the Page case, Smith built 

on its momentum and helped propel significant growth for the NAACP. It also built 

significant expectations for the organization. 

 Smith deserved much of the credit for these cases. Although not the plaintiff and 

not an attorney, he helped create the atmosphere in which these successes could take 

place. The solidarity that existed within the Texas civil rights movement through the 

early 1940s was due in large degree to his influence. His ability to coordinate numerous 

groups across the state, mediate between powerful personalities such as Wesley and 

Marshall, and create consensus around the NAACP’s strategies ensured a mostly unified 

assault on the white primary. Although the NAACP had victories in Texas and other parts 
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of the country prior to Smith’s involvement, nothing like the unity, sophistication, and 

audacity of the Texas movement with Smith’ involvement had yet materialized. In this 

period, many saw the NAACP as a radical organization due to its emphasis on 

integration. However, the goals that Smith and others fought for in the Page and Smith 

cases were not seen as radical by most African-Americans. Pay equalization and 

unrestricted voting rights were not issues of integration; they were issues of equalization 

between racial groups. This fact helped enable Smith to construct a consensus among 

many different groups despite the perceived radicalism of the NAACP program.69 

 Marshall was once characterized as a “brawny young man wielding the U.S. 

Constitution as if it were a sword intended to cut down the mighty in defense of the 

weak.” It was an excellent portrait of Marshall but was made more complete by the 

inclusion of Texas as the battleground for his work and Smith, Wesley, and others as his 

comrades-in-arms. Energized by the victories in Texas, Marshall set to work looking for 

his next major case, with the expectation that it would come from Texas. With the end of 

the white primary, Smith, for his part, claimed success for the first section of the ten-year 

plan he had laid out in Corpus Christi in 1940. The second part of his ten-year plan would 

attack educational inequality for African-Americans and would prove much more 

contentious.70 
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 Prior to 1940, the NAACP had a relatively small presence in the state of Texas 

and a tarnished public image due to its inability to win African-Americans the right to 

vote in primary elections despite repeated litigation campaigns. By the end of 1944, 

however, the NAACP had developed a sizable presence in the state due to the impact of 

the Page v. Dallas and Smith v. Allwright victories. The decade of the 1940s proved a 

watershed for the association and the nation’s eyes turned to Texas to watch some of the 

most important civil rights battles of the decade unfold there.1 

 Antonio Maceo Smith had positioned himself as an integral part of the state 

leadership that achieved victory in the Smith case. With the successful outcomes of the 

Page and Smith cases, he also fully embraced the use of litigation as a tool for social 

improvement, and added it to his repertoire of economic, social, and political reform 

tactics. While Page had little legal impact outside of Texas it sustained public interest in 

litigation, making it significant within the state. Smith, though, was a landmark case that 

affected hundreds of thousands of African-Americans in the United States. Smith 

represented a multiyear litigation process. It made the unprecedented solidarity of the 

network of civil rights leaders and organizations across Texas difficult to maintain. The 

next major case to come from Texas was Sweatt v. Painter in 1950. Smith and Sweatt 

were arguably the two most significant cases that the NAACP litigated until Brown v. 

Board in 1954. Just as Smith claimed much of the credit for having established the 

cohesive atmosphere that prevailed throughout the Smith litigation he also shouldered 

some of the blame for the collapse of that unity during the Sweatt litigation. Smith was 
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not the single leader of the Texas civil rights movement, but he had become the most 

influential one within the movement. In many ways his attitudes represented those of the 

state at large.2 

Smith operated throughout his career as a pragmatic radical. He consistently 

opposed inequality but had not directly attacked “separate but equal” in the 1930s, 

understanding the odds against success. Instead, he channeled his efforts into economic 

improvement, political activism, and social advancement. Sweatt, however, became an 

ideological battleground on which African-American leaders and the communities they 

represented fought over the goals of the movement. Some members of the African-

American community advocated full integration while others preferred the less radical 

course of equalization of opportunity that would keep segregation in place at least for a 

time. Smith vacillated between these poles during the Sweatt litigation and at times acted 

in ways that made little sense. His actions served as a barometer for the feelings of the 

larger community that also struggled with this issue. 

 In 1945, buoyed by the phenomenal success of the association within the state, 

Smith, Marshall, and others sought out the next case to pursue. They harbored high 

expectations that Texas would once again serve as the front line of the coming civil rights 

battle. At the same time, Smith began to strengthen the NAACP branches within the state 

and expanded the influence of Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches. First, he 

gained approval from the national office for the state conference to conduct new fund-

raising ventures to fund future litigation. This provided the state conference with an 

important additional revenue source separate from membership fees and disbursements 
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from the national office. Smith also established a formal policy regarding the 

association’s handling of future legal cases. The NAACP retained veteran civil rights 

attorney William J. Durham as legal counsel for the state conference. According to the 

new policy potential cases now had to be reported to him through the state conference 

prior to a local branch’s assuming any financial responsibility for the case. In the past the 

association had been plagued by squabbling between branches regarding the prioritization 

of locally sponsored cases.3 

 Smith also lobbied national executive secretary Walter White to create a regional 

office for the southwestern states. This request had precedent. A West Coast regional 

NAACP office already existed. Because NAACP leaders expected future cases to come 

from the Southwest this made the idea of a regional administration compelling. Initially, 

national leaders hoped that the regional office would absorb the responsibilities of the 

state conferences, eliminating the need for their existence and reducing expense. Smith, 

however, had other plans. He intended that Texans would dominate the regional office 

and retain their own state conference office as well. Smith immediately negotiated details 

with Gloster Current, the national director of branches. Smith and Thurgood Marshall 

also selected an African-American attorney to work on behalf of the new regional office. 

Smith planned a multipronged assault of educational segregation within the state, but 

Marshall’s time was strictly limited to the demands of his increasingly heavy caseload 

that regularly took him across the country. Durham’s time also became quite limited due 

to his successful private law practice and his many other commitments. Smith hoped to 
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take advantage of the NAACP’s growing prestige following the success of the Smith 

case. As one historian wrote, when people “received letters on NAACP Legal Defense 

Fund stationery, they knew they were reading the words of lawyers whom most Supreme 

Court justices believed were right much more often than not.”4 

 As interest grew in improving educational equality in Texas members of the 

Texas Council of Negro Organizations (TCNO), with Smith served as president, began to 

examine the issue more closely in the 1940s. The TCNO leadership had a growing 

realization that “racial separation and racial discrimination were brews of the same pot.” 

A study conducted by the TCNO in 1944 arrived at five proposals to improve educational 

conditions for blacks in Texas. The proposals ranged widely. One suggested the full 

integration of state universities while another suggested the creation of regional graduate 

schools to serve the needs of African-Americans from several states. Yet another 

advocated the creation of graduate programs for African-Americans at the segregated 

Prairie View State College. TCNO leadership selected this last proposal as the most 

viable and began lobbying state legislators immediately.5 

 The question of education also interested others in Texas. The Dallas Express 

asked in a 1939 editorial, “What do Texas Negroes want?” It answered that Texas 

“should throw open all of its state institutions to all of its citizens” and eschewed the idea 
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of a tuition fund for out-of-state graduate education for blacks in Texas, calling it “a sort 

of ointment for the eating cancer of Negro limitations in Texas.”6 Despite the popularity 

of the scholarship fund on the part of several white politicians in the state, as the 1940s 

went on the inherent risks of this plan became more apparent. By 1945 the threat of 

litigation forced a reevaluation of segregated educational policies in the state.7 

 The lack of graduate education in Texas, as well as the South generally, had a 

staggering effect on the African-American population. According to historian Howard 

Ball, no African-American institution in any Southern state offered a Ph.D. at the time. 

No engineering schools existed for blacks and only two law schools and medical schools 

operated in the entire South. In fact, according to Ball, there was only one doctor for 

every 4,409 African-Americans in the South versus one for every 843 whites. Texas had 

roughly 7,700 white attorneys at that same time compared to 23 African-American 

attorneys in the state. The disparity existed throughout the educational system, not just in 

graduate and professional programs. According to scholar Gene Preuss, at a time when 

illiteracy rates for whites had dropped to roughly 5 percent, as much as 15 percent of the 

African-American population was illiterate.8 If any doubt existed about the desire for 

better education on the part of African-Americans, Joseph J. Rhoads, president of Bishop 

College, dispelled it in July 1945. In an editorial published in the Dallas Morning News, 

Rhoads said that no difference existed in the educational needs for members of different 

races and that “the Texas Negro refuses to subscribe to the vicious theory that a special 
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brand of education may be prescribed to meet the ‘peculiar needs’ of his race.”9 

 The NAACP gave extensive attention to the issue of education for years. In 1936, 

the NAACP litigated the Murray v. Pearson case at the University of Maryland, which 

required that state to provide equal educational opportunities for both white and black 

students. In 1938, Charles Hamilton Houston and Thurgood Marshall argued the Gaines 

v. Canada case regarding the University of Missouri. The main contention revolved 

around whether or not a state could meet the requirement of separate but equal education 

by sending black students out of state to study. In the Gaines case, the State of Missouri 

argued that it was wasteful to provide a separate graduate school for African-Americans 

when the demand for such education was so low. Although both were successes, these 

cases also had limited scope. The Murray case was settled in district court and failed to 

make a meaningful legal precedent. The Gaines case failed to make an impact because 

the plaintiff, Lloyd Gaines, disappeared soon after the ruling and never attempted to 

attend the University of Missouri.10  

 In Texas in 1938 the University of Texas (UT) inadvertently admitted an African-

American insurance agent, George L. Allen, to the school. According to newspaper 

reports, he handled his admission paperwork by mail and then enrolled for classes by 

phone. According to Allen, the university never asked him to specify his race and he 

attended a few classes before the university finally withdrew him. Afterward, the 

NAACP considered litigation using Allen as the plaintiff, but Marshall, Smith, and others 

were already focused on other initiatives at the time and it took several years of planning 
																																																								
9 .Dallas Morning News, July 15, 1945; Donald K. Hill, “Social Separation in America: Thurgood Marshall 
and the Texas Connection,” Thurgood Marshall Law Review, No. 4, Vol. 28 (Winter 2003), 214. 
10 State of Missouri ex rel. Gaines v. Canada, 305 U.S. 337 (1938); Murray v. Pearson, 169 Md. 478, 182 
A. 590 (1936). Summaries of these cases can be found in Hill, “Social Separation,” 208–213.  
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to initiate new attacks on segregated education.11 

 Smith spent much of 1945 preparing for what ultimately became the Sweatt v. 

Painter case. It took from 1945 until 1950 for the case to make its way through the 

appeals process and receive a ruling from the US Supreme Court. In early 1945 Smith 

contacted Durham and requested that he prepare a legal opinion regarding the possibility 

for action against the state “in connection with equalizing educational opportunities for 

Negroes in Texas.” Once completed, Smith forwarded Durham’s opinion to Marshall 

asking that he and William Hastie, a federal judge, review the work. Smith communicated 

constantly with Marshall about details of the proposed litigation; he negotiated legal fees 

with Durham, who would serve as Texas resident counsel for the case and he began fund-

raising initiatives in advance of the filing of the case. Smith finally sent Marshall an 

official invitation on behalf of the Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches to attend 

a strategy meeting for the suit in June 1945. The day after the meeting, the Dallas 

Morning News carried the headline, “Negro Plan Revealed to Enroll in University of 

Texas.” Smith’s fund-raising campaign following the announcement of the suit shifted to 

take advantage of Wesley’s newspapers that ran stories on a weekly basis encouraging 

Texans to donate to the litigation fund.12 

 Selecting a plaintiff proved the most difficult part of the work in many ways, and 

Smith oversaw the search in Texas. According to Marvin Dulaney, Smith and his friend 

																																																								
11 Dallas Express, October 15, 1938; October 22, 1938; October 29, 1938. Gillette, “Blacks Challenge the 
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12 First quotation from A. Maceo Smith to Thurgood Marshall, letter, April 9, 1945, Folder 001512-004-
0866, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001512-004-0866. Second quotation from Dallas Morning 
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Marshall discussed the choice of plaintiff over whiskey on one of Marshall’s many trips 

to Dallas. The difficulty lay in the fact that they could find very few people willing to 

accept the risks associated with being a plaintiff. The increased publicity and legal 

demands led to the risk of seriously disrupted lives. Also, plaintiffs risked the more 

serious physical and economic reprisals due to fighting the Jim Crow system of 

segregation in the South. Few of those willing to shoulder this burden met the necessary 

requirements for entry into the University of Texas’s Law School. Although planning for 

the Texas case began earlier, a rival case in Oklahoma threatened to take precedence, a 

fact that Marshall shared with Smith in order to prod him to increase the pace of his 

search.13  

 Ultimately Lulu White, director of the Houston NAACP Branch, found a possible 

plaintiff in local postal employee, Heman Sweatt. A graduate of Wiley College, Sweatt 

and his wife Connie traveled to Dallas twice in 1945 in order to meet with Smith and 

other leaders about the proposed litigation. Sweatt’s desire to help the civil rights 

movement motivated his actions rather than a desire to become a lawyer. Nevertheless, as 

a federal employee with a good salary, benefits, job security, and a family to consider, 

fear existed regarding the family’s long-term financial stability. Ultimately Smith, White, 

and Durham promised that the NAACP would handle all court costs, legal fees, travel, 

and any other expenses related to litigation. Because the NAACP could not legally pay 

																																																								
13 A. Maceo Smith to Thurgood Marshall, letter, August 17, 1945, Folder 001512-015-0001, Papers of the 
NAACP, accessed June 4, 2016, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001512-015-0001. A. 
Maceo Smith to Thurgood Marshall, letter, April 9, 1945, Folder 001512-004-0866, Papers of the NAACP, 
ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
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Sweatt’s tuition, Smith personally promised him that, provided the case succeeded and 

Sweatt successfully enrolled in law school, he would see that a fund was set up to pay 

tuition costs and provide financial assistance to the Sweatts.14 

 On February 26, 1946, after nearly a year of preparations, Sweatt finally arrived at 

the University of Texas campus and attempted to enroll in law school. Once the 

University of Texas rejected Sweatt, Durham contacted Marshall and began filing the 

lawsuit on Sweatt’s behalf. Sweatt’s action launched a flurry of activity, much of which 

turned out to be counterproductive to the litigation effort and the civil rights movement in 

Texas. Attacks on Sweatt began immediately. State Attorney General Grover Sellers said, 

“Heman Sweatt will never darken the door of the University of Texas.” Texas governor 

Coke Stevenson asked the state legislature to build a separate law school for African-

Americans in order to head off the lawsuit. Sweatt responded to the state’s action and 

stated, “Frankly, I would not go around the corner for such training as that.”15 

One month after Sweatt’s failed application to the University of Texas, Smith 

wrote a letter to Wesley in which he confided that, although he was committed to the 

case, “a separate university is about the most we are going to get.” In the same letter 

Smith suggested that since the NAACP was committed to fighting for full integration, 

																																																								
14 William J. Durham to Thurgood Marshall, letter, January 28, 1946; A. Maceo Smith to Lulu White, 
letter, November 19, 1945; both documents from Folder 001512-015-0372, Papers of the NAACP, 
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another organization should prepare itself to negotiate any compromises that arose due to 

the litigation.16 Wesley’s response showed his agreement with Smith.  

I think it fine for the NAACP to stand pat against segregation. If the Council of 
Negro Organizations is functioning, or can be revived and will do it, it is okeh 
[sic] by me. If it won’t, then I think we should create a Texas division of the 
Southern Negro Conference on Equalization of Education to do it. Failing that, we 
can set up a straight-out Citizens Committee. It will only be a question of finding 
a name, since most of us will work in both organizations, anyway.17 

 
In June 1946, Sweatt’s case came before Texas district judge Roy Archer, who 

promptly delayed ruling and allowed the state time to create a university for African-

Americans that would be “substantially equal to whites.” Soon after, University of Texas 

president Theophilus Painter suggested the creation of a biracial committee whose 

purpose would be “raising the educational standards of Negroes in the state.” Smith 

suggested that the TCNO work with Painter’s committee because the NAACP’s public 

stance on integration meant it could not do so.18  

 Smith arranged for a group of African-American leaders appointed by the TCNO 

to meet with Painter and his committee. They informed Painter at an early meeting that 

African-Americans in Texas expected to attend University of Texas once the court 

decided on the Sweatt litigation but also wanted a separate state-sponsored university for 

																																																								
16 A. Maceo Smith to Carter Wesley, letter, March 21, 1946, Folder 001512-015-0001, Papers of the 
NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 4, 2016, 
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African-Americans.19 Soon after, Wesley decided that the black community’s efforts 

would be better served if they organized the committee to act as a Texas branch of the 

Southern Negro Conference for Equal Educational Opportunities (SNCEEO). Although 

not a well known or even a particularly effective organization, some activists felt that 

connection to SNCEEO gave the impression of a regional interest in the negotiations. 

Smith saw an opportunity to increase his influence and popularity in Texas and went 

along with the organizational change and rebranded the committee as the Texas Negro 

Conference on Equalization of Education (TNCEE), a branch of the SNCEEO.20  

In a letter to White, Marshall, frustrated by the development, referred to the 

TNCEE as a “paper organization.” Although legal historian Mark V. Tushnet agreed with 

Marshall’s judgment in his study, The NAACP’s Legal Strategy, this assessment lacked 

accuracy. Outside of Texas, the SNCEEO (the TNCEE’s parent body) was ineffectual 

and likely was little more than a “paper organization,” as Marshall alleged. In Texas, 

however, its affiliation with the TCNO gave it an instant legitimacy and strength due to 

the group’s access to African-American leadership across the state. Wesley and Smith 

introduced the new group by sending an open letter to hundreds of Texas blacks using 

what Lulu White believed to be an NAACP-generated mailing list. The letter stated that 

the TNCEE would not duplicate the NAACP’s efforts or compete with that group in any 
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way. The men contended that this new group would work in areas of educational 

equalization that the “NAACP is not likely to want to work in.”21 

 Despite the announcement that the two groups would avoid competition, Smith 

found himself in a precarious position. Smith and Wesley’s argument that there was room 

enough for multiple organizations and approaches in the fight for equality was popular 

with many blacks in the state. The two men’s relationships with other leaders became 

strained, however, due to the actions of the TNCEE.22 When Smith attempted to have the 

Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches endorse the TNCEE platform, Lulu White 

appealed to Walter White and the members of the national board of directors to block the 

action. Smith, who had always worked through multiple organizations, justified his work 

on behalf of the TCNO and TNCEE by reasoning that if he had not stepped in to lead this 

effort with Wesley, someone else would have. Smith also felt that given Wesley’s ego 

and impulsiveness, he might have proceeded alone with no input from other more 

conservative-minded leaders like himself. In a letter to Robert Carter, an NAACP lawyer 

who worked with Marshall, Smith said, probably untruthfully, “For fear that this 

organization would get out of control, I accepted membership on its executive committee 

																																																								
21 First quotation from Thurgood Marshall to Carter Wesley, letter, October 3, 1947, Folder 001455-009-
0051, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
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and have attended all of its recent meetings.”23 

 Lulu White wrote to Walter White in the national office and complained about 

Wesley and Smith’s actions. She laid most of the blame on Smith’s shoulders. “I know 

full well it is Maceo’s idea. He has attempted before for a compromise.” She added that 

he was determined “to have an organization to accept the segregated college for 

Negroes.” In her view this was a sell-out. She forwarded to White materials from the 

TNCEE initiative with a self-censored, handwritten note that said, “read this d----- thing.” 

She requested that the national office intercede and shut down the TNCEE’s efforts. She 

argued that the organization was unnecessary to the educational equalization efforts and 

feared that it would distract Texas blacks and draw focus away from the NAACP. While 

Wesley and Smith’s plans also upset Walter White, his response indicated that, unlike 

Marshall, Roy Wilkins, and others in the national office, he was out of touch with the 

actual situation in Texas. In a letter to Lulu White, he referred to the TCNO as 

“apparently another A. Maceo Smith operation,” unaware of its long-term existence and 

without a clear understanding of the strength of the organizations working within the 

state.24  

 White told Marshall, “Lula [White] wants our go ahead signal to fight this outfit 

with every possible weapon.” Instead of doing so, White requested that Gloster Current, 

the director of branches, research the situation in Texas first. Current’s report described 
																																																								
23 Quotation from A. Maceo Smith to Robert Carter, letter, October 18, 1946; A. Maceo Smith to A. A. 
Lucas, letter, March 26, 1946; both documents from Folder 001455-009-0388, Papers of the NAACP, 
ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 4, 2016, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001455-009-
0388. Gillette, “NAACP in Texas, 117–120; Pitre, “Black Houstonians,” 31. 
24 First, second, third, and fourth quotations from Lulu White to Walter White, letter, September 6, 1946; 
last quotation from Walter White to Thurgood Marshall, memorandum, September 12, 1946; both 
documents from Folder 001455-009-0388, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 4, 
2016, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001455-009-0388. Shabazz, “Opening of the Southern 
Mind,” 109–111; Lavergne, Before Brown, 112.  



	

	182	

the situation as a “schism” and told White that three contingents existed in the state: 

some, like Wesley, believed equalization was the best policy; others, like Lulu White, 

wanted immediate desegregation; and the rest, such as Smith, tried “to work both sides of 

the fence.” Current recommended, “It is time now for the National Office to step into the 

situation.”25  

 Neither Smith nor Wesley saw any real contradiction between fighting for the 

integration of the UT Law School and a segregated, separate but equal institution at the 

same time, provided that one fight did not interfere with the other. Wesley asked to be 

kept up to date on the progress of the case in order to “throw the weight of our papers 

where it will do most good.” At about the same time that Smith shared his idea with 

Wesley he also gave a speech in New Mexico in which he called segregation “one of the 

worst evils tolerated by any people.” In Harlem twenty years earlier Smith had immersed 

himself in several racial improvement ideologies that existed side-by-side across a 

continuum of beliefs. Therefore, he did not see the equalization of separate facilities and 

the integration of facilities as opposing battles but as parts of a larger spectrum of 

strategies dealing with racial activism.26 

 Wesley had a particularly difficult time embracing Marshall’s plan to integrate UT. 

When Smith first requested Marshall’s aid with an education case in 1945, Marshall 

stipulated that he and the NAACP would manage the litigation against the school, much 
																																																								
25 First quotation from Walter White to Thurgood Marshall, memorandum, September 12, 1946; second, 
third, and fourth quotations from Gloster Current to Walter White, memorandum, January 11, 1947; both 
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as he had done prior to the Smith litigation. This time, however, Marshall found Wesley 

unwilling to support this litigation as the sole potential remedy for educational inequality. 

Wesley wanted to explore other tactics of educational equalization. An ideological debate 

erupted between the two men regarding the strategies and goals of the civil rights 

movement in Texas.27  

 Smith, who Wesley referred to as “the pacifier,” found himself caught in the 

middle of a developing feud between these two powerful personalities that threated to 

destroy the coalition of civil rights leadership in Texas. They disputed whether Texas’s 

African-American population had more interest in integration or in equalization, a debate 

not unique to Texas. Smith spent much of his early civil rights career focused on efforts 

to equalize the opportunities available to black Texans. Not until this decade had he 

focused substantial efforts on the goal of integrating blacks into the mainstream of 

American society. Wesley fully supported Smith’s idea of attacking educational 

inequality on multiple fronts. He believed that the NAACP should attempt integration 

and the TCNO should attempt other actions, creating a two-front war against inequality. 

Wesley even defended Smith to Marshall when he stated, “Maceo Smith rightfully 

anticipated the need of a conference of the Negro leaders of Texas” because there were 

some issues at stake in Texas “where the NAACP cannot fight without embarrassing its 

position.”28  

 “It is one thing to ‘take’ segregation that is forced upon you and it is another thing 

to ask for segregation,” Marshall wrote to Wesley. Wesley responded that he agreed with 
																																																								
27 Lavergne, Before Brown, 111. 
28 Both quotations from Carter Wesley to Thurgood Marshall, letter, December 23, 1946, Folder 001455-
009-0388, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 4, 2016, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001455-009-0388. 



	

	184	

the NAACP’s pursuit of the Sweatt case but refused to believe it was the “exclusive 

remedy” for Texans. Instead, Wesley charged Marshall with naively believing that the 

Sweatt case would “knock down segregation in one fell swoop.” He stressed to Marshall 

the fact that the previous education cases such as Gaines and Murray had not actually 

integrated any existing facilities. Furthermore, “we put all whites against us when we 

attack segregation openly and practically.”29 

 For years Marshall had followed the advice of his mentor and his friend 

respectively, Charles Hamilton Houston and of Nathan Margold, to avoid cases that 

directly attacked segregation and instead focus on smaller legal victories calculated to 

erode the institution of segregation slowly and indirectly. Although the national policy of 

the NAACP had always been to fight for integration, reality dictated that suits brought by 

the organization had a greater likelihood of resulting in equalization of facilities 

according to the requirements of Plessy v. Ferguson. However, as time went on, national 

personnel became unwilling to advocate any sort of equalization agenda. Given the string 

of victories by the association over the previous several years, a hardline rallying cry of 

integration made good publicity and gave the association a clear goal that was easy to 

articulate to members and donors. It left no room for compromise. Even W. E. B. Du 

Bois ultimately found himself at odds with the association that he had helped to found 

due to the controversy over integration versus equalization, he finally broke with the 
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NAACP in the 1940s.30 It was this hardline policy with which Wesley took issue. 

Your office sent out a printed statement, saying that segregation was illegal, and, 
therefore, the NAACP was going to knock it out. I immediately wrote that your 
premise was wrong, that segregation was not illegal, being in the constitution of 
practically every Southern state, and in the statutes of all of them. I pointed out 
that what you really meant was that it was morally wrong, but that your premise 
was wrong and wouldn’t stand up as a basis for your proposition.31 

 
 During the Sweatt litigation Marshall became convinced that previous successful 

court rulings had established enough legal precedents and that the time had come to 

attack segregation directly. In previous cases Marshall had accepted less than full 

integration despite the organization’s avowed policy. While preparing the Sweatt 

litigation, however, he decided that it was the perfect case to begin the long-awaited 

attack on “separate but equal.” Marshall now prepared to argue that any separate law 

school, no matter how well constructed, managed, or funded, could never be equal. 

Marshall’s growing confidence in this line of attack became obvious over the course of 

the case. Initially Marshall’s plan focused on the idea that Sweatt should be admitted to 

the UT Law School due to the lack of equivalent educational opportunities for African-

Americans within the state. Only later, on appeal, did Marshall argue that segregation 

itself created the unequal conditions. Marshall told Lulu White in 1946, “The time to 

fight against segregation in Texas is not a time in the future, nor, as a matter of fact, 

should it be the present time. It should have been 1866,” and believed that the thousands 

of dollars donated by Texas blacks to support the case proved that they overwhelmingly 
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wanted integration.32 

 Despite this evidence to the contrary, Wesley and Smith’s attitudes probably 

represented the state’s African-American population more accurately than Lulu White 

and Thurgood Marshall. Wesley had always assumed that full integration was possible 

but would take years to achieve. In the meantime he saw any improvement in conditions 

for black communities as desirable in the short term. While an important goal, integration 

was not the only goal, particularly in the short term. There was little room for 

compromise among these individuals. Smith unsuccessfully attempted to position himself 

in both camps. With Marshall, Smith now had a close personal friend and a powerful ally 

in the fight for civil rights in Texas. Also, Wesley and Lulu White were, next to him, the 

most influential African-American leaders in Texas.33 

 Thurgood Marshall wrote in 1947, “There is hardly a Negro in Texas today who 

is not convinced that segregation is not only bad, but cannot be tolerated.” Comments 

made by Marshall, such as this one, showed how little he understood the deep 

fragmentation of the African-American community in Texas. Although the issue was 

highly politicized by the mid-1940s, most black Texans remained intensely pragmatic, 

much like Smith. A statewide poll taken in 1947 reported that roughly 60 percent of 

African-Americans preferred the creation of a separate university for blacks to the 

integration of UT. A certain proportion of the African-American community had always 

seen the NAACP program as radical, particularly those in the lower class. Now, however, 
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the organization was clearly out of step with its traditional middle-class constituency in 

Texas. These men and women feared the repercussions of an end to segregation and the 

possible hostility that it could create. The opportunity to study at UT was significant, but 

would the children of black Texans thrive in the racist environments of a school like UT? 

That atmosphere would likely not change overnight simply because of litigation.34 

 Despite Lulu White’s demand for action against Smith and Wesley, Walter White 

and others in the national office knew that the situation required caution. White sent a 

telegram to Lulu White and said that he had written to both Wesley and Smith affirming 

their opposition to any form of segregation. Despite the mounting frustrations of those in 

the national office, Marshall continued to work with Smith closely throughout the 

litigation but pushed him hard on integration in a series of private letters. The NAACP 

could not afford to lose Smith. Marshall was concerned enough about Wesley and the 

SNCEEO that he asked Daniel E. Byrd, a prominent New Orleans civil rights leader and 

a member of the group, to provide him confidential reports about its meetings.35 

 Given the balance of power between these factions, little could be done except 

concede the fact that the TNCEE was going to be involved in educational equalization 

whether or not the NAACP wanted it. Mrs. White remained unsatisfied with the situation, 
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and said, “We should let Maceo go to hell with Carter. I may have been called dumb, but 

I simply cannot see equality in segregation. I hope I die just that dumb.” At the next 

meeting of the executive committee of the Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches 

a committee was appointed from the NAACP leadership to act as liaison between the 

NAACP and the TCNEE. Not surprisingly, given her misgivings regarding the group, 

Lulu White was appointed to this committee. Smith’s actions with the TNCEE caused 

considerable confusion among those present regarding the intended goals of the state 

movement and the role of each group. After some debate regarding educational 

equalization Smith reviewed the NAACP’s official policy on nonsegregation for those in 

attendance.36  

 Smith traditionally worked through several groups in Texas and increasingly 

came under attack by Lulu White who wanted him to focus his efforts on building the 

NAACP further in the state. In 1947, Smith, Rev. Maynard Jackson and others hoped to 

launch a political lobby in Austin on behalf of black communities in Texas and also 

prepared for a statewide voter registration campaign. These leaders suggested that the 

TPVL manage these initiatives since they had done so in previous years. When Lulu 

White discovered the plan, she wrote to Marshall saying, “For heaven’s sake use your 

influence to stop this procedure.” Detailing the TPVL’s plans to Marshall, she urged:  

Thurgood, with the 125 Branches in Texas, with the precedents that the NAACP 
has set for it self, with the respect that it commands and being a state wide and 
National Organization, the NAACP needs to lead out in all programs of 
advancement of Negroes in Texas.… The Texas State Conference must lead if the 
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NAACP is to maintain its standing in Texas. I do not know why in the name of 
Christ, Maceo continues to want some other organization to do our work instead 
of ourselves. I may be “wrong” again but I believe Maceo should be interested in 
building the NAACP rather than having to seek leadership of [the] Voter’s 
League.37 

 
White begged Marshall to “write to Maceo and tell him to take his mind off the Voter's 

League … and put it on the NAACP.” Although increasingly frustrated with Smith, 

Wesley again came to his defense. “The NAACP is a fine organization,” he argued, “but 

to the extent that you people who run it want to make it exclusive and kill off other 

organizations, I don’t agree.” Wesley recommended to Marshall that the NAACP focus 

on its own work and that “it is only little minds that think they must crowd everybody 

else off the sidewalk in order to walk it themselves.”38 

 Wesley then wrote to Donald Jones, a new staff member at the NAACP 

Southwest Regional Office, and asked, “Are you people entirely mad with ambition?” 

Wesley explained that it had taken Texas civil rights leaders years to learn to work 

together effectively and to support one another in their various initiatives. Furthermore, 

Wesley said of Jones, “You, of course, don’t know what an effort we made … to get our 

leaders accustomed to meeting and deciding to cooperate in these efforts.” Nor did Lulu 

White know because “she has not attended the meetings where these things have been 

decided.” Wesley said “that old scheming Maceo” understood the importance of the unity 

within the state. Wesley, of course, stopped short of reminding Jones that Smith had been 
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responsible for setting up much of this unity. Wesley ended his attack by suggesting “this 

stepping on toes is taking place as the NAACP is become ascendant as the premier rights 

organization. It probably previously really needed to work with other groups, and now it 

doesn’t as much.”39 The Sweatt case moved forward as this controversy played out 

among these civil rights leaders. By December 1946, the State of Texas had set up a new 

law school for African-Americans in Houston by renting a few rooms in an office 

building and hiring African-American attorneys as instructors. Officials hoped that 

despite its obvious makeshift nature this would meet the requirements of a “separate but 

equal” school in the eyes of the court. Judge Archer agreed. He ruled that the state had in 

fact materially complied with the court’s demand to provide a substantially equal 

education for Sweatt. Fearful of Sweatt’s intention to appeal the case, state officials 

scrambled to improve this segregated school in order to satisfy African-Americans in 

Texas. In February, the Houston school relocated to downtown Austin near the capital 

building and was offered as an interim school until permanent accommodations could be 

made. Painter’s biracial educational committee met with representatives from the TNCEE 

hoping to find a compromise. Painter’s group presented a proposal to the TNCEE 

representatives and offered to set up a new state university for African-Americans.40 

 Smith and Wesley met with Joseph J. Rhoads, the president of Bishop College, 

and other leaders to debate Painter’s offer. The leaders believed that that they had the 

upper hand in the negotiation due to the state representatives’ desperation to avoid 

integration. Smith asked the members to draft a counter-proposal, which the group 
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unanimously approved. As Smith later phrased it, the TNCEE orchestrated a “spectacle 

long to be remembered” at a public hearing scheduled by Painter’s committee. The 

leaders rejected the proposal for a new African-American university outright. Instead, 

they read their own resolution, which stated that UT was “the only existing agency 

through which the State may fulfill its constitutional obligations, in the field of higher 

education, to Negro citizens.”41 In case Painter and the rest of the committee missed the 

significance of that point, the resolution next affirmed that:  

Qualified Negro students may not be restricted, legally and justly, to a given 
branch of the University of Texas, or to any other institution of higher learning in 
Texas, if that restriction amounts to an abridgement of their right of equal 
participation in the State’s total program of higher education.42 

 
In short, the African-American committee members demanded a state university for 

African-Americans that would have the same access to the state Permanent University 

Fund (PUF) as UT and Texas A&M University. A public endowment set aside for use by 

these two public universities, the PUF controlled revenue from more than a million acres 

of Texas land. By the late 1940s, it was valued at more than one hundred million dollars. 

If it was not possible to access the PUF, the resolution said, then African-Americans 

should attend classes at UT.43 

 Smith hoped to keep pressure on the state. He wrote to Marshall and said, “We do 
																																																								
41 First quotation from A. Maceo Smith to Robert L. Carter, letter, August 12, 1946, Folder 001512-015-
0119, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001512-015-0119. Second quotation from Resolution, Texas 
Negro Conference on Equalization of Education, March 8, 1947, Folder 001512-015-0199, Papers of the 
NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 4, 2016, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001512-015-0199. 
42 Resolution, Texas Negro Conference on Equalization of Education, March 8, 1947, Folder 001512-015-
0199, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 4, 2016, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001512-015-0199.  
43 Handbook of Texas Online, Vivian Elizabeth Smyrl, “Permanent University Fund,” accessed 
February 10, 2018, http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/khp02, uploaded on June 15, 2010. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association. 



	

	192	

not wish to have a professional school at Prairie View. We are depending on you lawyers 

to do the job.” Smith sent a copy of the TNCEE resolution to Walter White with a note 

saying, “Thurgood tells me you have me classed with Carter Wesley. What do you think 

of the attached resolution which we forced to collapse Carter’s organization?” Smith’s 

actions and comment to White are perplexing. Possibly, this was the moment that Smith 

fully embraced integration. Perhaps this was a political move calculated to undercut 

Wesley’s position and promote himself.44 

 In either event, the State refused to allow an African-American school access to 

the PUF and instead purchased the campus of the former Houston College for Negroes in 

March to establish a permanent school there. This campus, named the Texas State 

University for Negroes (TSUN) at the time, became Texas Southern University. While 

plans for TSUN were prepared, Sweatt was sent a personal invitation to enroll at the 

interim law school in Austin. Smith wrote to Marshall and assured him that “plans are in 

the making to boycott the Austin Jim Crow law school and to set up plans for boycotting 

the proposed state university in Houston.” Despite their differences, Smith and Lulu 

White agreed that the Austin interim school was a problem and launched an intensive 

campaign to persuade blacks to boycott the school. White wrote to Smith, “Let’s see if 

we can develop a feeling of shame and embarrassment among the people who might 

enroll.” Despite receiving steady press coverage, White’s campaign of shame and 

embarrassment was successful as only one African-American publicly indicated any 

interest in registering at the new school. That new school closed its doors in March due to 
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lack of student interest.45 

 Smith’s motives at this time seemed confused and are difficult to understand. It 

remains unclear how he conceived his own actions. Publicly associated with the TNCEE 

and its high-profile demands for a fully funded university for African-Americans, he 

continued to work with Marshall and the NAACP on integration. The TNCEE’s 

resolution also asked for integration if a truly separate but equal school could not be 

established. While Marshall, White, and Wesley committed themselves ideologically to a 

specific goal, Smith vacillated. Smith’s pragmatism required that he conceive the 

movement’s goal in broader terms than his peers, which allowed him to push for 

seemingly disparate goals.46 

 At Sweatt’s next hearing in May 1947, the State argued that the Austin school not 

only equaled the UT Law School but surpassed it due to the fact that the smaller school 

provided more individualized instruction to students. When the dean of the UT Law 

School testified that the law schools were substantially equal, his own students booed 

him. Marshall, however, attacked the school and the State’s action mercilessly. He 

attacked the obvious differences between the size and number of classrooms at the Austin 

school, as well as the quality of the library and the number of books available. Not 

content simply to attack the physical shortcomings of the school, Marshall utilized an 

innovative tactic. He called University of Chicago professor Robert Redfield, who gave 
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testimony on the sociological implications of the segregated law school. Redfield argued 

in court that no inherent inferiority existed in blacks compared to whites. He also argued 

that segregation intensified suspicion and distrust between the races and implied inferior 

status to those subjected to it, making it inherently discriminatory. This argument was 

refined and bolstered by the time Marshall argued the Brown v. Board before the United 

States Supreme Court in 1954.47 

 Texas state attorney general Price Daniel argued the case on behalf of the State. 

He argued that the creation of TSUN met all conditions for separate-but-equal education 

as required by Plessy. He described the NAACP as the sole instigators of the suit and 

Sweatt himself as a dupe of the association. Daniel also placed Smith on the stand and 

questioned him regarding his role and the role of the NAACP generally in Sweatt’s 

decision to enroll at UT. This line of questioning held danger for Smith and others due to 

Texas’s barratry laws that made it illegal for attorneys to seek out and initiate lawsuits on 

their own in certain situations. While Daniel failed to prove any of his charges against 

Smith or others, the threat existed since the NAACP had, in fact, sought out Sweatt for 

the purposes of suing the UT Law School. Sweatt declared in court that, if accepted, he 

planned to attend UT and make every effort to earn a law degree. Marshall hoped to 

deflect the attack and argued that Sweatt’s motives were irrelevant as long as he attended 

the school. Despite Marshall’s powerful arguments, Judge Archer, who according to one 

account laughed out loud when shown pictures of the Austin school, once again ruled 
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against Sweatt.48 

 Sweatt represented the leading edge of a larger battle over segregated education 

that took place at the time. Although Sweatt was the most important battle, it was not the 

only one. Mexican-Americans also suffered under a system of segregated education in 

Texas, and Mexican-American civil rights activists also attempted educational reform in 

the 1940s. Prior to World War II, many of these leaders, such as George I. Sanchez, 

focused on the idea of gradual social reform. During World War II, however, leaders 

such as Sanchez and attorneys Gustavo Garcia and Carlos Cadena became more militant 

and decided that the situation necessitated direct action. Sanchez began a correspondence 

with Thurgood Marshall regarding legal strategies that lasted throughout the 1940s and 

1950s. Sanchez, who became president of the League of United Latin American Citizens 

(LULAC), studied the NAACP’s litigation tactics.49 

 LULAC had much in common with the NAACP. It had a similar organizational 

structure, a membership heavily drawn from the middle class, and goals that mirrored Du 

Bois’s ideas about the talented tenth. LULAC initiated its own educational equalization 

suits in Texas and California during the 1940s. The first case was decided in 1947 in 

Mendez v. Westminster. In that ruling the court argued that “a paramount requisite in the 

American system of public education is social equality” and therefore that a separate, 
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segregated school for Mexican-Americans was unconstitutional. The second case, 

Delgado v. Bastrop Independent School District, was decided in 1948. In this case the 

LULAC attorneys argued that since Mexican-Americans were technically white, it was 

illegal to segregate them from other whites. The court ruled in favor of Delgado and 

reasoned that the segregation was illegal since no specific state laws existed requiring it. 

The Westminster and Delgado cases were decided while the Sweatt litigation took 

place.50 

 The NAACP also litigated other cases alongside the Sweatt case. In 1946, NAACP 

leaders in Oklahoma convinced Ada Sipuel, a young African-American woman, to apply 

to the University of Oklahoma Law School in order to challenge segregation there. The 

case, Sipuel v. Board of Regents of University of Oklahoma, was decided in 1948 while 

Sweatt made its way to the Unites States Supreme Court. The Sipuel case provided an 

important legal precedent when the United States Supreme Court ruled in her favor but 

lacked the knockout punch against segregation that Marshall desired. The ruling entitled 

Sipuel to educational opportunities equal to those available to other citizens of Oklahoma 

and allowed her to enter the University of Oklahoma Law School as a student. While 

there she was forced to sit in a separate chair that was marked “colored” and roped off 

from the rest of her class. The school also provided her a separate desk at the library and 

in the school’s cafeteria.51 

 Marshall and the NAACP also litigated McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents at the 
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same time as Sweatt. George McLaurin applied to the University of Oklahoma’s School 

of Education to pursue a doctorate. Initially refused entry he sued the school. That school 

then admitted him and forced him to endure the same strict segregation that Sipuel 

experienced in the university’s law school. McLaurin sued again. This time he attacked 

his treatment at the university. The litigation for McLaurin moved forward while the 

Sweatt case was waiting on progress. Ultimately, both cases made their way to the US 

Supreme Court. In fact, Marshall argued both on the same day in 1950.52 

 Collectively cases such as Westminster, Delgado, McLaurin, and Sipuel signified a 

direct frontal attack on segregated education that could not be ignored. The NAACP 

made education the central issue in their litigation strategy. The cases attempted to tear 

down a social tradition of segregation and a sophisticated legal system based on 

oppression and second-class citizenship that supported this tradition with the strength of 

the federal government. Even if the Mexican-American and African-American civil 

rights movements did not act in a coordinated manner, at least a few observers 

understood the value of the simultaneous attacks on this system of oppression. Of course, 

Sanchez and Marshall understood the benefits, but a letter written by Lulu White showed 

that others saw it as well. “Everybody now are talking about the Sweatt Case and that 

they know we are going to win,” she said. Alluding to the Bastrop case she also said, 

“These Mexican Americans suing for damage is too good,” and she told Marshall, “The 

Mexican Consulate wants to meet you the next time you are here.”53 

 None of these cases, though, did more than chip away the legal foundations of 
																																																								
52 Hill, “Social Separation,” 217–219, 222–223. 
53 Lulu White to Thurgood Marshall, letter, November 1947 [no day given], Folder 001512-004-0866, 
Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001512-004-0866. Blanton, “George I. Sanchez,” 571–572. 



	

	198	

Plessy. Marshall hoped that Sweatt would be a game-changing legal precedent. He no 

longer hoped solely to erode the foundation of Plessy but wanted to smash through it 

completely. When the Sweatt case finally did make it to the Supreme Court in 1950, 

Marshall once again argued the case on behalf of Sweatt. Smith encouraged Heman 

Sweatt and his wife to attend and helped raise money for their travel expenses. Intending 

to use the opportunity and have Sweatt do fund-raising on behalf of the NAACP while in 

Washington, DC, Smith told him, “Your presence at the trial will be another 

manifestation of your determination to lead the movement … to obliterate the vicious 

practices of segregation in order to make democracy work.”54  

 Marshall’s direct attack on segregation in his arguments were well prepared and 

powerful, but risky. In 1948, Robert Carter, another attorney who worked with the 

NAACP, told Marshall that this case could not fall “short of the goals which you have 

set,” otherwise, the NAACP risked significant loss of support within the African-

American community. Texas state attorney general Price Daniel had asked the Supreme 

Court to refuse to hear the case at all. He argued that the creation of the Texas State 

University for Negroes in Houston proved that the State had provided substantially equal 

education for African-Americans in full compliance with Plessy. The Court chose to hear 

the case despite Daniel’s argument. Marshall, however, understood that the Court might 

rule that TSUN met all requirements as outlined by Plessy. If that happened, the Sweatt 

case would actually reinforce the legal precedent of separate but equal rather than tear it 
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down.55 

 Daniel argued the case on behalf of the State. Shrewd enough to understand the 

stakes, he told the justices, “All we ask in the south is the opportunity to take care of this 

matter and work it out ourselves.” In his brief to the Court, he stressed that no legal 

precedent existed for Marshall’s assertion that separate-but-equal education violated the 

United States Constitution. He argued that if the Court forced UT to admit Sweatt it 

meant the end of segregation in other public places and a fundamental legal shift away 

from Plessy v. Ferguson.56  

 Marshall’s attack on separate but equal once again went beyond the physical 

attributes of schools. He again drew on the sociological argument against segregation and 

described the inequality inherent in the intangible aspects of education such as a school’s 

reputation in the community and the value of social interaction between pupils on a 

campus. He also had support in the form of amicus curiae briefs submitted on Sweatt’s 

behalf. One came from the TCNO and the other from Philip Perlman, solicitor general of 

the U.S. Department of Justice.57 

 Supreme Court Justice Tom Clark, a Texan and alumnus of UT Law School, found 

himself in the contradictory position of wanting to rule in favor of Sweatt but not wanting 
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to overrule Plessy.58 The Court ultimately ruled in Sweatt’s favor and decided that the 

education offered to him did not equal that offered at UT. The Court ordered the school 

to admit Sweatt as a student but refused to deal with the implications of Plessy in the 

decision. By avoiding Marshall’s argument that separate was inherently unequal, 

segregation effectively remained the law of the land, leaving UT able to interpret the 

Court’s ruling as narrowly as possible.59 The university chose to allow blacks to enter the 

school but only to take classes or programs unavailable at Prairie View College or the 

new TSUN. UT argued that these schools gave a substantially equal education and 

therefore did not fall under the jurisdiction of the Court’s ruling. This policy did not 

change until after the second Brown decision in 1955.60 

 A stunning legal victory, Sweatt kept the Texas civil rights movement prominently 

in the eyes of the nation. Marshall considered the outcomes of Sweatt and of McLaurin, 

which the Court announced on the same day, as groundbreaking. He said, “The decisions 

are replete with road markings telling us where to go next.” Following the victory, the 

NAACP Board of Directors adopted a resolution that stated all future education cases 

would have integration as the sole possible goal. They accepted no further equalization 

under any circumstance. Soon afterward Marshall confided to a friend, “The complete 

destruction of all enforced segregation is in sight.”61 
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 Smith played a prominent part in the Sweatt litigation and victory. He had set the 

timing of this fight; he had initiated it in 1945 with his request for Durham to prepare his 

legal brief regarding segregated education. Once satisfied with Durham’s findings, Smith 

sent them to Marshall to review. He pulled together support for litigation from dozens of 

African-American organizations across the state. NAACP records revealed his 

importance to the financial success of the case. He spearheaded the fund-raising 

campaign and managed most of the financial obligations for the case on behalf of the 

NAACP. Once Sweatt himself became involved Smith acted as a liaison from the 

NAACP to ensure that Sweatt stayed committed to the case for the long term. Smith also 

personally guaranteed payment of Sweatt’s tuition and expenses. To do this, he ultimately 

coordinated the Sweatt Victory Fund and collected contributions from across Texas.62 

 Smith received rewards for his efforts in the case. One of those rewards was his 

continued prominence and popularity within the state of Texas. The public associated 

him with Marshall, the NAACP, and the enormous victory that Sweatt represented. He 

had also become publicly associated with the creation of the TSUN and earned the 

respect of those who remained wary of integration policy. His involvement with the case 

also further elevated his reputation throughout the nation. In 1950 Smith became a 

member of the NAACP’s national board in recognition of his importance to the 

association. As such, he now would have some input into the organization’s national 

program. At this time Smith withdrew from the various organizations he had spent so 
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much energy working with, and at times had helped to create. These organizations 

continued to function. However, other men and women took over the leading roles. Smith 

focused almost exclusively on the NAACP.63 

 Several months before the final ruling in the Sweatt case, Smith served as the 

keynote speaker at the Texas Conference of NAACP Branches annual meeting. Nearly 

ten years had passed since he outlined his civil rights program for Texas at the now 

famous Corpus Christi meeting. With the completion of most of that program on the 

horizon, Smith laid out a new five-year program for the organization in Texas which 

included the following elements: 

(1) elimination of all remnants of “Jim Crow” and compulsory segregation laws,  
(2) opening up all publicly supported higher educational and professional schools 
for the admission of Negro students,  
(3) an open attack on the Junior College School program so as to provide such 
facilities for Negro students in each of the existing 33 Junior Colleges in the state 
where Negroes are denied admission,  
(4) elimination of all forms of segregation in intra and inter state travel,  
(5) increasing the voting registration of Texas Negroes so as to make an effective 
demand for fair employment practice legislation; stronger anti-lynching legislation; 
repeal of all anti-labor laws; and the enactment of a state civil rights law,  
(6) the elimination of all remaining restrictions on the free use of the ballot,  
(7) devising means to raise $25,000.00 annually to prosecute the state program,  
(8) employing a full time State Organizer and Field Secretary, and  
(9) establishment of a strong Youth Council and youth movement.64 

 
This plan and its specific wording demonstrated a new commitment by Smith to the cause 

of integration. One of the goals of the original ten-year plan that Smith had primarily 

penned was educational equality for African-Americans. The ambiguity of that statement 
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lent itself to broad interpretation. This new five-year plan, however, held no ambiguity of 

purpose and clearly called for attacking segregation on multiple fronts.65 

 The rhetoric of Smith’s speech that day occasionally presaged future leaders of the 

civil rights movement. He said, “The Constitution of the United States must be reread in 

the spirit of acceptance,” adding that no matter what happened “in this struggle for equal 

justice, we are determined to fight it out through peaceful means.” Smith envisioned a 

continued, multipronged attack on segregation utilizing every tool available.66  

 Not all of the outcomes were positive. Success in the Sweatt case came at great cost 

to Smith and the movement in Texas. Unlike Smith’s role in the Smith v. Allwright case, 

which overwhelmingly consisted of compromiser and unifier, his role in the Sweatt case 

was much more divisive even though he held together a large coalition of African-

Americans in support of the case. Smith did not create the debate over equalization 

versus integration. Tensions already existed within the black communities of Texas 

regarding the goals of educational equalization versus integration. His uncertainty in 

handling this issue, however, exemplified the confusion of black Texans on the merits of 

each. Furthermore, his poorly managed attempts to straddle both sides of the issue hurt 

some of his relationships within the civil rights community. Marshall avoided rebuking 

Smith publicly and he privately pressed him to reevaluate his beliefs regarding 

segregation. Others within the NAACP such as Lulu White, questioned his loyalty to the 
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organization and its goals. Others, like Wesley, who saw the NAACP’s goals as too 

narrow, also questioned Smith’s judgment. In late 1947, Wesley finally publicly broke 

away from the NAACP, choosing to focus his attention on other organizations. Then, in 

late 1950, after the Sweatt ruling, Wesley also publicly announced his break with Smith, 

saying that Smith “and his little clique believe that they have their positions by divine 

right.”67 

 The litigation was particularly hard on Lulu White. As the controversy between 

Wesley, Marshall, Smith, and herself became more public, her husband Julius became 

concerned and pressured her to step down from her role within the organization. Wesley, 

in particular, brutally attacked White in her role as Houston branch director. Ultimately 

Lulu White left her position at the Houston branch office. Despite the scathing attacks 

White had directed at him, Smith had immense respect for her and valued her skills as an 

organizer and recruiter. Smith and Roy Wilkins in the national office asked her to take on 

a new role as a special field worker with the NAACP Southwest Regional Office. They 

hoped to keep her involved in the organization while removing her from the controversy 

surrounding the Sweatt case. Current, Marshall, and Smith so highly valued White as a 

recruiter that they all wrote to her husband in order to secure his blessing for the new 

position with the regional office.68 

 The NAACP was ascendant in Texas. By 1950 it had become the most visible and 
																																																								
67 Quotation from Houston Informer, November 11, 1950; Carter Wesley to Houston Branch NAACP, 
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68 Lulu White to Thurgood Marshall, letter, January 14, 1947; Thurgood Marshall to Lulu White, letter, 
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Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001512-015-0119. 
Pitre, In Struggle against Jim Crow, 112–114, 140; Lavergne, Before Brown, 192–193. 



	

	205	

most important civil rights group within the state. The solidarity that existed among 

Texas civil rights leaders in 1945 had disappeared by 1950. Those who disagreed with 

the NAACP’s agenda and tactics had been brushed aside.  

 The NAACP’s educational integration plan clearly had flaws, though. For instance, 

it gave no thought to the problem of the hostile educational environments created by 

integration, although these issues had already come to light through Ada Sipuel and 

George McLaurin’s experiences at the University of Oklahoma. These two suffered 

immense hardship while they pursued their educations. Heman Sweatt began attending 

the UT Law School in the fall of 1950 and failed to complete the program. The rigor or 

the workload combined with the hostile environment created a high level of stress and 

contributed to his dropping out.69 

 Some historians have argued that the NAACP’s avoidance of equalization strategies 

by the late 1940s was short sighted because the economic consequences of court-

mandated equalization would have placed an incredible burden on schools. UT president 

Painter clearly understood the economic ramifications of the interim law school in Austin 

which he believed “almost impossible to sustain” over the long term. Looking at the 

economic ramifications, legal historian Mark Tushnet suggested that an equalization 

strategy probably would have achieved as much desegregation by 1970 as the NAACP’s 

integration strategy. Tushnet argued that little meaningful educational desegregation took 

place across the Deep South prior to 1970 anyway. However, the economic burden of 

substantially equal dual school systems might have lessened the commitment to strict 
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segregation over time.70 

 The idea of outside agitators who came into a community and stirred up otherwise 

peaceful blacks was a well-documented Southern trope. White citizens occasionally used 

it to explain the militancy of Texas’s African-American community in the 1940s, when 

the NAACP was characterized as a group of outside agitators. However, historian Gary 

Lavergne refuted this in his study of the Texas civil rights movement. According to 

Lavergne, “Far from controlling the African-American population in Texas, the national 

association, especially Marshall, had to fight hard to maintain the support of Texas 

NAACP branches.”71 Smith and others continued to find ways to improve African-

American communities but the national significance of the Texas movement was coming 

to a close.  

 Optimistically, Smith told his audience at the 1949 annual state NAACP meeting: 

You and I must burnish anew the lamp of liberty, and trim the wick of flame of 
brotherhood, knowing full well that this country can no more exist half slave and 
half free today, than in that other day when the candle of democracy gutted and 
went out.72 

 
Over the next few years the new battlegrounds for the civil rights movement shifted. 

Little of this optimism proved justified in the coming years and Smith achieved precious 

little of his five-year plan. As far back as 1943 Marshall lamented to Smith, “We can 

always stick together when we are losing, but tend to find a means of breaking up when 

we are winning.” His words had proven prophetic and continued to do so as the events of 
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the 1950s unfolded.73 
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 By 1950 Antonio Maceo Smith had achieved the status of the most prominent and 

influential African-American civil rights leader in the state. The NAACP was the most 

powerful civil rights organization in Texas, and the public closely associated Smith with 

the organization’s success. During the 1940s Smith helped build an imperfect coalition 

among the various NAACP branches and other civil rights organizations in Texas. By 

1950, however, the solidarity, strength, and sophistication of the Texas civil rights 

movement had eroded. Smith’s powerful ally, Texas publisher Carter Wesley, had 

publicly broken with Smith and some other leaders, such as Lulu White, chafed under 

Smith’s leadership. The coalition fragmented due to the controversies regarding 

educational inequality in the state of Texas, making it incapable of dealing with the 

challenges it faced in the 1950s.1 

 Smith and the Texas NAACP faced numerous challenges. Smith found himself 

buried in the minutiae of managing the enormous machinery that he had spent the last 

two decades putting into place. He slowly shifted from the maverick organizer of the 

1930s to the overbearing administrator of an extremely centralized bureaucracy. Smith 

and others floundered after the Sweatt v. Painter case and found themselves incapable of 

sustaining the momentum from that victory. Unable to find the next major civil rights test 

case on Texas soil, Smith saw interest wane in the NAACP within the state. The Texas 

Conference of Negro Organizations (TCNO), the Texas Progressive Voters League 

(TPVL), and other organizations with which Smith had previously worked also suffered. 

As the NAACP grew to become the preeminent civil rights organization within the state, 

these groups had seen their own prestige suffer. Some also still saw the NAACP as too 
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radical. Even Smith occasionally questioned the organization’s increasingly strict stance 

on integration. He had worked for the integration of the University of Texas (UT) Law 

School with the NAACP even while he operated through the TCNO to improve the 

quality of segregated education within the state.2 

 Another issue that put Smith at odds with other NAACP leaders was housing. 

Smith had argued for years that discrimination in the housing market hurt African-

Americans and condemned them to life in substandard slums from which most could not 

escape. Rigid segregation in cities such as Dallas restricted blacks to very small sections 

of the city, thereby creating artificially high demand for available housing. This 

phenomenon dramatically increased real estate prices compared to what whites paid in 

equivalent parts of Dallas and similar problems existed in other cities. The African-

American population of Lubbock, Texas, for example, grew by 180 percent in the 1940s, 

but no new residential areas became available, which intensified the overcrowded nature 

of these communities. Cities such as Detroit, Michigan, and Baltimore, Maryland 

reported similar situations. In Baltimore, African-Americans made up 20 percent of the 

population but remained restricted to 2 percent of the residential area.3  

 United States government agencies such as the Federal Housing Authority (FHA) 

and the Veterans Administration (VA) reinforced residential segregation. As historian Nell 

Irvin Painter pointed out, the GI Bill, despite having racially neutral language ultimately 

favored whites over minorities because local administrators and politicians who managed 
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the program were vested in the continuation of segregation. The FHA gave residential 

segregation a boost in 1939 when its official Underwriting Manual, which governed 

home loans, said, “If a neighborhood is to retain stability, it is necessary that properties 

shall continue to be occupied by the same social and racial classes.”4 

 One of the most commonly used mechanisms of racial segregation was that of the 

racial covenant. These restrictions against property sales to African-American buyers 

became commonplace across the country in the early twentieth century, and the FHA 

recommended their use as a means of ensuring the security of neighborhoods. The FHA 

even published a model restrictive covenant for use by real estate agents. According to 

historian Adam Fairclough, by the early 1940s restrictive covenants covered 90 percent 

of all housing in Chicago. The FHA at this time granted insurance to housing projects 

covered by a restrictive covenant much more often than it did to those without one. 

According to historian James L. Hecht some form of restrictive covenants covered nearly 

all of the fifteen million new housing units insured by the FHA from its inception in 1934 

until 1949.5  

 The Dallas housing crisis outstripped that of many other large cities in the nation. 

Despite advocacy for new home construction by Smith and others in the 1930s, only 

three housing projects had been constructed for blacks. These projects could not keep 

pace with the explosion of the African-American population in the city, which according 
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to urban historian Robert Fairbanks, amounted to roughly 30,000 people during the 

1940s. The city proposed at least five other housing projects for African-Americans 

during this decade. White residents of nearby subdivisions scuttled each of these 

initiatives due to fears that the projects would hurt their property values.6 

 Not until 1948 did the United States Supreme Court invalidate restrictive covenants 

in Shelley v. Kramer, a case brought by the NAACP. Marshall, who argued that case, said 

it was “a test as to whether we will have a united nation or a nation divided into areas and 

ghettos solely on racial and religious lines.” Even after the Shelley ruling the FHA did not 

immediately reverse its position on residential segregation. Instead, as an FHA official 

argued, “It is not incumbent on the federal government to impose integration in federally 

insured and federally aided housing in violation of the attitudes, customs and practices of 

the local community.” In the words of Hecht, “Almost all FHA offices continue to 

function more as ghetto builders than ghetto dissolvers” after 1948.7 

 With the legal foundation for residential segregation overturned by the Supreme 

Court, pro-segregationists employed other mechanisms to maintain segregation. Real 

estate agents often refused to show homes in white neighborhoods to African-Americans, 

and local politicians in many large cities blocked funding of public housing projects if 

they did not remain completely segregated. Furthermore, banks rarely lent money to 
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African-Americans purchasing property outside of established African-American 

neighborhoods.8 

 By 1949, Smith had spent a decade working as a race relations advisor. Initially 

hired by the United States Housing Authority (USHA), Smith now worked for the FHA 

following a bureaucratic reorganization in 1947. His knowledge made him the NAACP’s 

leading expert on issues related to public housing, residential segregation, and slum-

clearance policies. In 1949 Smith gave a speech to a large economic and housing 

conference held in Dallas. Borrowing from the Cold War rhetoric of the period, he said, 

“Dallas’s Negro population is housed behind an iron curtain while builders search for a 

Utopian spot on which to build an entire Negro Community.” Smith attacked those 

present, saying, “You haven’t been serious about this thing… You have been looking for 

a eureka—for 2,000 acres where you can build a community to house all Dallas 

Negroes.” Another speaker at the convention emphasized the point, saying, “Next to our 

hope of going to heaven, we intend to own a home on earth before we die.”9 

 Smith’s views on the housing crisis put him at odds with NAACP leaders in 1949. 

The controversy began at a January board meeting when members debated a new 

resolution stating that the organization would “withhold active support from any federal 

legislation in the fields of housing, health or education which does not expressly forbid 

segregation.” The resolution passed by a margin of eight votes to five over the objections 

of Smith and others who believed the wording too inflexible. They suggested that the 
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board “should not take the attitude that if we cannot have all, we won't take any.”10 

 Later that year President Truman pressed Congress for a comprehensive housing 

bill that he hoped would alleviate the national housing shortage. Ohio senator John W. 

Bricker and Washington senator Harry P. Cain then managed to add an amendment to the 

bill prohibiting all discrimination in public housing. Bricker, a staunch opponent of 

public housing, expected the amendment to make the bill so unpopular that resistance 

from Southern congressmen would defeat it. The NAACP publicly supported the bill 

with the Bricker-Cain amendment despite the fact that the amendment dramatically 

reduced its chance of success. Some congressmen found themselves in the awkward 

position of opposing an amendment with which they agreed in order to guarantee the 

bill’s passage.11 

 “To Maceo Smith the need for public housing was just as pressing as the goal of 

nondiscrimination,” said historian Michael Gillette. This belief led him to break once 

again with his NAACP colleagues. At an April meeting of the TCNO he publicly 

endorsed the Truman housing bill without the Bricker-Cain amendment. Then he actively 

lobbied the TCNO to officially endorse the housing bill without the Bricker-Cain 

amendment.12 He succeeded over the objections of Donald Jones, U.S. Tate, and William 

J. Durham, all prominent figures within the Texas NAACP, and the firestorm began.13 
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 Jones, secretary of the NAACP Southwest Regional Office, sent a series of angry 

letters to the national office about Smith’s violation of NAACP policy. He argued,  

Negroes in general have been ill-housed [sic] for 300 years; better housing under 
the same condition of segregation would serve only to gild the slave’s bars and 
actually make the goal of freedom more remote by sapping the will to fight with 
venetian blinds. There is nothing more tractable than a fed dog.14 

 
The fact that Smith held his official position in the TCNO as a representative of the 

NAACP particularly frustrated Jones. In Jones’s mind, since Smith served as a national 

board member of the NAACP, the official policy of the national office clearly bound him. 

Jones asked Wilkins to “instruct the Texas State NAACP to either rescind its affirmative 

vote as cast by Mr. Smith or withdraw from the Texas Council of Negro Organizations.” 

Smith also requested that Jones provide a full report to the national office in order that the 

board of directors might issue “an unequivocal, clearly stated position on the matter.”15 

 As there already existed a “clearly stated position on the matter,” Smith apparently 

hoped to pressure the national office into reversing itself. According to Jones, “It is well 

known that the Board was of divided opinion [regarding housing], and that since the 

Board meeting of January 3 members of the staff have not been wholly in agreement.” 

Mary McLeod Bethune, another board member and a former member of Franklin 

Roosevelt’s administration, also spoke out against the association’s stance. A third 

prominent board member, Oregon senator Wayne Morse, also announced his opposition 

to the NAACP’s public position from the floor of the United States Senate.16 
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 Jones, Marshall, Wilkins, and Walter White conferred extensively to determine 

how best to handle Smith’s “mutiny.”17 Jones, after his anger abated, implored them to 

handle the matter with Smith as quietly and delicately as possible. Others differed. White, 

for example, said that the matter should be placed before the Board and added that the 

“Board also should take cognizance of Maceo’s purporting to speak for the NAACP” and 

strongly implied his desire to see some sort of disciplinary action against Smith. At the 

June board meeting in New York, Smith defended himself, calling the Bricker-Cain 

amendment unnecessary and politically divisive. Drawing upon his FHA experience, 

Smith argued that a housing policy favorable to African-Americans could be 

implemented without the amendment based upon current federal policy.18 

 Marshall sent Smith at least two letters regarding the housing controversy, trying to 

change Smith’s mind. In one especially long letter Marshall tackled the entire 

controversy point by point as if arguing a legal case. He first attacked Smith’s official 

position in light of his membership on the NAACP board and reminded Smith that his 

official capacity in the TCNO was as a representative of the NAACP. Echoing Jones’s 

argument, Marshall said that board policy bound him. He also reminded Smith that the 

issue had already been dealt with and that he had been outvoted. “You are a good enough 

organization man,” Marshall told him, “to know that your only recourse in such a case is 
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to either have the matter reopened or to consider yourself bound by the policy of the 

Board insofar as your official capacity with the NAACP.” Later, Marshall attacked 

Smith’s personal position regarding segregated housing, saying that Smith’s inconsistent 

stance confused him. He told Smith that he could not be opposed to segregation but 

“unwilling to go so far as to insist upon non-segregation clauses in the federal 

legislation.”19 Marshall closed with a desperate appeal to his old friend: 

All of the above I have written because you and I have never hesitated to tell each 
other what we think without any recriminations.… I believe that all of us go off 
the deep end at times and I frankly believe that you are in the water up to your 
ears.… If you will go back and pick up your basic philosophy where you dropped 
it in the mud and apply it to public housing for just a moment, you cannot help 
from coming out the right way. You of course have to make up your own mind, 
but I am going to do my damnedest to make it up for you.20 

 
 Truman’s housing bill finally passed Congress without the Bricker-Cain 

amendment in June 1949. This essentially ended the controversy, but not before Jones 

sent one last particularly incisive letter to the national office. He told White, “I can well 

understand your reaction of indignation and bewilderment,” but he said that before White 

sent the matter to the board he should consider a few items. First, Jones reasoned that 

Joseph J. Rhoads and John J. Jones, both members of the TCNO, would most likely 

reverse the organization’s housing resolution in their next meeting, undoing Smith’s 

handiwork. Second, he argued that the means by which Smith had the resolution 

approved violated the TCNO’s bylaws. Third, Jones argued for care in handling the 

matter because “Maceo’s value to us at this crucial time … is so very great, and I should 
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not like to see him alienated if we can possibly avoid doing so.… The Texas State 

NAACP must depend to a large extent on Maceo’s very great ability to organize and raise 

money to support these fights.”21 Jones’s comments emphasized Smith’s importance to 

the NAACP. Despite more than once defying the national office on serious policy 

matters, Smith’s value still outweighed his shortcomings. Jones closed saying, “If the 

matter is taken before the Board Maceo’s spanking might be so severe as to embitter him 

and destroy his usefullness [sic] to us.”22 

 Even Smith, though, could not change the overall direction of the civil rights 

movement. Despite his importance to the NAACP in Texas, by the time of the U.S. 

Supreme Court’s ruling in the Sweatt case, Texas’s overall importance to the civil rights 

movement had waned. The Smith v. Allwright case had benefited from the victory of the 

Page v. Dallas case, which narrowly preceded it. The Page case helped to keep the 

NAACP and its litigation strategy in the public mind while the Smith case worked its way 

through the court system. By 1950, though, six years had passed since the last major 

litigation victory in Texas. Although the Sipuel and McLaurin cases represented major 

legal victories, they came too late. Smith’s name and that of the NAACP still regularly 

appeared in the press which lauded the organization’s work, but lower-class African-

Americans who had flocked to join the organization in the mid- and late 1940s had now 

ceased to do so. Membership in the organization dwindled, as did its income.23 

																																																								
21 Donald Jones to Walter White, Roy Wilkins, and Thurgood Marshall, letter, June 6, 1949, Folder 
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22 Ibid. 
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Struggle for Equality (New York: Random House, 1975), 749. Sipuel v. Board of Regents of University of 
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 Certain that these declines could be reversed, Smith hired Lulu White, formerly of 

the Houston branch office, as a membership recruiter in the southwest regional office. He 

also hired Juanita Craft, a Dallas-based activist, as Texas state organizer to promote the 

creation of new NAACP branches in the state. He confidently told the national board that 

“no subsidy from the National Office is expected” to help pay her salary. With the 

precipitous decline in membership dues, Smith fell back on his talent of soliciting large 

donations from individuals and organizations to help close the growing funding gap in 

Texas. Circumstances forced Smith to acknowledge to Roy Wilkins, “I am not unmindful 

of the fact that local branches in Texas are not measuring up to past records regarding 

membership goals.” By the end of 1949, the membership deficit and subsequent lack of 

funds compelled Smith to send only a portion of the NAACP Southwest Region’s 

required financial assessment to the national office and promised that “we trust that we 

shall never again have to ask for this favor,” regarding the delayed payment.24 

 The membership and funding problems in the 1950s were a nationwide 

phenomenon. Rank and file membership dipped just as the NAACP became arguably the 

single most influential civil rights organization in the country. In late 1950, Gloster 

Current, the NAACP’s national director of branches, asked Smith for his “candid 

observation as to what is causing this shocking decline in our membership through-out 
																																																								
24 First quotation from Minutes of the NAACP Board of Directors, April 11, 1949, Folder 001412-003-
0879, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed December 4, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001412-003-0879. Second quotation from A. Maceo Smith 
to Roy Wilkins, letter, October 25, 1949; third quotation from A. Maceo Smith to Gloster Current, letter, 
December 12, 1949; both documents from Folder 001493-022-0794, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest 
History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001493-022-
0794. Merline Pitre, In Struggle against Jim Crow: Lulu B. White and the NAACP, 1900–1957 (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2010), 114. 

Typical examples of Smith’s fund-raising activity include pledges of $5,000 each from the Lone Star 
Medical Association and the Gulf State Dental Association. See Southwest Region NAACP Newsletter, 
June 24, 1949, Folder 001489-008-0570, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 4, 
2016, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001489-008-0570.  
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[sic] the country and especially in the Southwest.” Current and others suggested that the 

financial decline jeopardized the continued existence of the southwest regional office due 

to the additional expense it incurred. However, Wilkins told Smith optimistically, “I am 

convinced that we have a sound organization and that the rank and file members know 

what the score is.” Walter White also expressed optimism that the organization’s 

financial crisis was temporary and complained to Smith about being “sharply criticized” 

by other board members at a recent meeting. The Houston branch was representative. In 

1948, that branch had 6,975 members, but by 1953 only 1,444 members remained. 

Similar trends took place in other states.25 

 Despite the additional financial strain caused by the southwest regional office, 

Current, White, and others explored the idea of establishing other regional NAACP 

offices modeled after Smith’s program, hoping that it might defray the costs of the 

various state offices. Smith enthusiastically supported the idea and said, “We are 

convinced that the Regional Office system is the only answer to developing a nationwide 

program for NAACP.” He reasoned that it would give other regions the opportunity to 

press their own legal agendas. He argued that regional offices, each staffed with its own 

resident legal counsel like the southwest office had, allowed the NAACP to file a greater 

number of cases. According to Smith, “The savings … on legal cases are much larger 

																																																								
25 First quotation from Gloster Current to A. Maceo Smith, letter, September 20, 1950; second quotation 
from Roy Wilkins to A. Maceo Smith, letter, April 5, 1950, both documents from Folder 001493-022-0794, 
Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001493-022-0794. Third quotation from Walter White to A. 
Maceo Smith, letter, September 20, 1951, Folder 001447-021-0335, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest 
History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001447-021-
0335. Gloster Current to A. Maceo Smith, letter, April 1, 1954, Folder 001493-021-0587, Papers of the 
NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001493-021-0587. A. Maceo Smith to Gloster Current, 
letter, April 18, 1950; Gloster Current to A. Maceo Smith, letter, September 27, 1950; both documents 
from Folder 001493-022-0794, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 
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than the actual assessment we pay for the maintenance of the Regional Office.”26 

 The tensions between Smith and his NAACP associates continued even after the 

controversy over the housing bill ended. At the end of 1950 a frustrated Lulu White wrote 

to the national office about Smith’s campaign to raise money through the TCNO on 

behalf of the Sweatt Victory Fund. The published purpose of the victory fund was to pay 

Heman Sweatt’s educational and living expenses while studying at the University of 

Texas and to fund additional litigation by the NAACP. According to White’s letter, the 

campaign had collected nearly $12,000 toward its goal of $50,000.27 

 “It is being done by the NAACP, only under another name [the TCNO]. NOW 

WHY?” wrote an angry White. Prior to Sweatt’s agreement to act as plaintiff in the UT 

Law School case, Smith had guaranteed him that his financial needs would be met. Given 

Smith’s previous work with multiple civil rights organizations and the NAACP’s current 

financial woes, this strategy probably seemed safest and gave the greatest guarantee of 

success. Regardless of motive, White believed that the NAACP should have been given 

some credit. She could not help but remind the national office of Smith’s earlier 

intransigence: “I sure remember when Maceo used to try to make me see how we could 

have a separate but equal organization, for the purpose of accepting separate but equal 

education facilities.”28 

																																																								
26 Both quotations from A. Maceo Smith to Gloster Current, letter, April 13, 1950; also Gloster Current to 
A. Maceo Smith, letter, April 10, 1950; both documents from Folder 001489-001-0017, Papers of the 
NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed December 4, 2015, 
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 Other questions arose regarding Smith’s management of the NAACP’s affairs in 

the region. In 1951 Jones and Smith had a “torrid exchange of correspondence … 

regarding the work of the regional office.” In one letter Smith made the accusation that 

Jones was not performing his duties and said that perhaps he had “discovered a substitute 

for work, planning, and making contacts to get money for NAACP” but that money has 

to be raised. Jones once again involved the national office as he had done previously 

during the housing bill controversy. He outlined the issues contained in the 

correspondence and also gave a detailed account of Smith’s strict control over the 

regional office. News of the dispute leaked to Wesley, who published a gossipy account 

in the Dallas Express titled “Maceo’s Cluster.” In it he attacked his old ally and said, 

“One wonders how he [Smith] gets the idea that he is lord high priest of all the businesses 

and all the organizations, and that anybody who dares to differ with him should be 

destroyed forthwith.”29 

 In a confidential memorandum sent to Wilkins, White said, “I agree with Donald 

that Maceo’s letter appears to be an arrogation of supervision, program planning and 

program execution to himself instead of to the National Office.” The memorandum also 
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described some of Smith’s fund-raising efforts and discussed the disbursement of funds 

to the national office. The language of the memorandum implied that although Smith 

might have acted in a heavy-handed manner, he also got results for the organization. Last 

time Jones had brought the national office into a matter concerning Smith, White had 

suggested disciplinary action for Smith. This time, however, White sided with Smith. 

Current, after a visit to the regional office, wrote to White, “It is my personal belief … 

that Donald has lost his usefulness in the area and must be moved elsewhere.”30 

 Smith fulfilled other duties in addition to the fund-raising work and his 

supervision of the southwest region of the NAACP. In 1951 he became the president of 

his beloved Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity and began attending that organization’s events as 

well. Current feared that they would “have to exert much more energy and more direction 

to Texas as well as the region” because he felt Smith’s focus on the NAACP would be 

reduced. Even though Smith was already a member of the NAACP national board of 

directors, in 1952 his colleagues also elected him to the board of directors of the NAACP 

Legal Defense and Educational Fund Inc., which began to separate itself from the 

NAACP. Smith attended various NAACP conventions and conferences and often served 

as a panelist or speaker at these functions. Marshall and others often placed him on a 

number of important committees as well so that they could ensure that the board’s 

interests would be protected. Also, much to the dismay of Lulu White and others, Smith 

continued to work with the TCNO and helped organize a poll tax campaign jointly 

																																																								
30 First quotation from Walter White to Roy Wilkins, memorandum, February 16, 1951, Folder 001489-
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managed by the Texas NAACP and the Texas State Progressive Voters League.31  

 Smith also made overtures to Mexican-American activists in the state at this time. 

He carried on a brief correspondence with Hector P. Garcia, president of the National 

Council of Spanish Speaking People; Ed Idar and Christobal Aldrete of the American G. 

I. Forum; and George I. Sanchez of the League of United Latin American Citizens 

(LULAC) in 1952 and 1953 in an attempt to develop stronger relations between those 

groups and the NAACP.32 Garcia accepted an invitation to speak at the Texas Conference 

of NAACP Branches Annual Conference in 1953. In the same year, Smith helped secure 

passage of a resolution at the NAACP national convention calling for “closer cooperation 

between Negro and Latin American organizations.”  

 Little materialized in the way of concrete policies or programs. Despite a common 

desire for unity, obstacles to unity existed. Sanchez, for example, once said, “While the 

effects of discrimination against Negro and Mexican are essentially the same, the causes, 

the history, and the remedies differ broadly.” Marshall, who also corresponded with 

Sanchez over the years, said in 1955, referring to Mexican-Americans, “Blacks are now 

in the last stages of desegregation and more and more people are climbing on the 

																																																								
31 Quotation from Gloster Current to U. S. Tate, letter, January 10, 1952, Folder 001489-007-0882, Papers 
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desegregation bandwagon … We will welcome them aboard … but there is room for only 

one driver on that bandwagon and that is the NAACP.”33 

 Marshall often relied heavily on Smith to press his agenda. Even after the Sweatt 

victory, some within the organization still struggled to embrace the goal of full 

integration. Despite Smith’s past mutinies, he remained an effective and popular public 

speaker and served with Marshall, sociologist Dr. Kenneth Clark, Robert Weaver of the 

FHA, and other notables on a panel at the 1952 NAACP National Convention. In 

Marshall’s words, the panel proposed to “once and for all convince our membership as 

represented at the Convention exactly what the score is in our fight against segregation.” 

The first half of the panel discussion focused on “explaining in detail the evils inherent in 

enforced racial segregation”; the second half concentrated on “methods of effectively 

combatting this enforced racial segregation.” According to Marshall, “In other words, at 

this session we are going to bury segregation once and for all insofar as our work is 

concerned and we know you can do it.”34 

																																																								
33 First quotation from press release, “Texas NAACP Meeting Urges Negro-Mexican Cooperation,” 
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 Despite his focus on all of these other activities, Smith also continued to field 

potential cases for the NAACP. Although he still relied on Marshall or Durham on 

occasion, more often he utilized the services of Ulysses Simpson (U.S.) Tate, the resident 

special counsel for the southwest regional office. Marshall found himself pulled in too 

many directions following the success of the Sweatt case, and his attention no longer was 

on Texas after 1950. Instead, as legal historian Donald K. Hill suggested, “The Sweatt 

victory freed Marshall to contemplate and workout [sic] the strategies for Brown I and 

II.” Another legal historian, Mark V. Tushnet, also stated, “By that time the NAACP 

lawyers had gained substantial experience in conducting complex desegregation 

litigation.” Much of this experience had been obtained in Texas in the last decade, and 

now Marshall sought to utilize it to finally tear down the legal foundation of separate but 

equal. Following Sweatt, Marshall and his team of attorneys worked on more than two 

dozen cases that dealt with the integration of educational facilities at the elementary, high 

school, and college levels.35 

 Relying on Tate to prepare the arguments and briefs, Smith helped initiate several 

school integration cases in Texas. In addition to secondary schools, the men targeted 

Texas’s public community colleges. One of the earliest cases involved Texarkana 

Community College. Smith and another African-American civil rights leader, John J. 

Jones, both originally from Texarkana, Texas, wanted to make the college there the focus 
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of a test case. That case, Bruce v. Stilwell, went to trial in 1952, followed soon after by 

cases involving Kilgore Junior College and Wichita Falls Junior College.36 

 These cases were generally settled in Texas district courts and had little legal 

value as a precedent beyond the state of Texas. Marshall occasionally helped prepare 

materials for particularly promising cases—those that had the potential to make their way 

all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. Marshall took particular interest in the Butler v. 

Wilemon case, that dealt with integration of the Waxahachie, Texas Independent School 

District. He and Tate prepared arguments for the case in 1949. In a few short years, Tate, 

Smith, and the rest of the Texas NAACP had launched suits at twelve state community 

colleges. Smith so effectively exploited the services of Tate and the regional office that 

complaints arose from other states in the region that felt “Texas was usurping the time of 

the Legal Counsel.”37 

 In 1951, Marshall filed the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka case. When 

the case finally went to the Supreme Court in 1954, Marshall’s arguments incorporated 

several innovative aspects. He again used the sociological arguments pioneered in the 

Sweatt case. Several prominent historians, including John Hope Franklin, C. Vann 
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Woodward, Rayford Logan, and Herbert Gutman, provided a historical understanding of 

the Fourteenth Amendment. Marshall also relied heavily upon the expertise and 

precedents set by his earlier litigation work, especially the Sweatt case. Marshall 

emphasized the importance of Sweatt in his argument, stating, “Plessy v. Ferguson is not 

applicable [to the Brown case]. Whatever doubts may once have existed in this respect 

were removed by this Court in Sweatt v. Painter.”38 

 When the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its unanimous verdict in the Brown 

case, Chief Justice Earl Warren’s written opinion in the case, which said that “separate 

educational facilities are inherently unequal,” sent a shockwave though the country. A 

Texas NAACP press release said that the Supreme Court “has, after careful and 

painstaking deliberation, declared that racial segregation in public education is odious 

and offensive to a free people whose institutions are founded on the concept of the 

equality and brotherhood of man.” It also optimistically hoped “that we may rear up a 

generation of citizens who are jointly devoted to developing a social situation in which 

love and Christian Charity will prevail.” Smith’s official statement on behalf of the 

TCNO, however, guardedly said, “The ruling indicates acceptance by the court of the true 

principals [sic] of democracy. We’ll take the decision calmly and we hope the white 
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people will, too, as an expression of democracy in its truest sense.”39 

 Juan Williams, one of Marshall’s biographers, argued that “it was Brown that 

raised the possibility of integration becoming a reality.… It was Brown, in a single ruling, 

that put the power of the federal government’s judges, FBI agents, and even the US 

military’s force on the side of equal rights for all.” For a time, Marshall and others had 

confidence that Brown sounded the death knell of segregation. Another NAACP attorney, 

Robert Carter, said, “I think we had the view that by winning Brown we were going to 

end the whole era of discrimination.” Even a national Gallup poll taken soon after the 

Brown decision announced that more than half of Americans agreed with the ruling.40  

 It took only a short time to realize that the optimism was unjustified. Courts could 

not enforce their rulings and it takes time for society to adjust. In contrast to other parts of 

the country, in Texas and the other Southern states, those opposed to the Court’s decision 

numbered three out of every four adults. The Court had given no detailed instructions 

regarding how to implement desegregation. As Martin Luther King, Jr., biographer Taylor 

Branch wrote, “The political earth shook, but then again it did not.” Texas representative 

Sam Rayburn said, “I think it will take a long time to work out in the schools in the 

South, which I hope the Supreme Court will give us. I don’t see how they can put this 
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decision into operation soon.”41  

 Smith, Tate, and others in the Texas NAACP immediately sought potential test 

cases in order to implement the Brown ruling in Texas. They sent instructions to local 

branches to ask friendly whites and Hispanics to speak out in favor of integration. The 

Dallas branch filed an integration suit in late 1954, as did the San Marcos branch. The 

Texas State NAACP also lobbied the Texas State Board of Education to implement the 

Brown decision immediately. In June 1955, the El Paso Independent School District 

announced that it would no longer enforce racial segregation within the district. It, 

however, was the only major school district in the state to do so.42 

 Historian Grace Elizabeth Hale argued that just as Brown energized civil rights 

leaders and communities throughout the country, it also energized their opponents, 

“ironically reuniting many white southerners increasingly divided by class and by the 

growing differences between rural and suburban white southern life.” Michael J. Klarman 

most clearly articulated the idea of Southern resistance to Brown and the African-

American civil rights movement. His “backlash thesis” centered on the idea that Brown 

provided a symbol of the crumbling racial status quo that spurred to action many 

																																																								
41 First quotation from Tushnet, The NAACP’s Legal Strategy, 143–144; second quotation from Taylor 
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to All Education Committees, memorandum, August 8, 1955; both documents from Texas v. NAACP Case 
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Conrey Bryson, Lawrence A. Nixon and the White Primary (El Paso, TX: Texas Western Press, 1992), 78. 



	

	230	

Americans opposed to racial integration in the 1950s. This seemed the case in Texas.43 

 There had always been dangers associated with his work, but two decades into his 

career as a civil rights activist Smith remained relatively unscathed. He had suffered no 

major long-term political defeats and no serious economic or physical retaliation. At the 

beginning of his career in Texas in the 1930s, Smith’s job with the DNCC gave him 

immediate prominence within the black community and insulated him socially and 

economically from potential reprisals from white Dallasites. Later, his federal position 

with the USHA elevated him further beyond the reach of potential enemies.  

 Great potential for violence of all kinds existed at the time, however, and not all 

had the same good fortune as Smith. For example, Harry T. Moore, the executive 

secretary of the Florida Conference of NAACP Branches whose career paralleled Smith’s 

in many ways, died in December 1951 when a bomb exploded in his home. Emmett Till’s 

1955 murder also demonstrated that danger existed even for those African-Americans 

who were not actively part of the civil rights movement. The Ku Klux Klan burned a 

cross at Lyndon Johnson’s ranch in 1956 to protest relatively mild comments he made 

regarding minority rights. Clearly no one could avoid the effects of this racial animosity. 

As the profile of the NAACP and the larger civil rights movement grew in the 1950s, the 

greater the risks became for Smith and others, especially after Brown in 1954. Smith was 

the most prominent African-American activist in the state of Texas and to many he the 

face of the NAACP there. This made him the most prominent potential target in the 
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state.44 

 The first major attack on Smith came in August 1954, when he appeared in an 

advertisement for Lord Calvert whiskey that ran nationwide in Ebony magazine. In the 

ad, which referred to Smith as “Mr. Texas,” he appeared next to A. D. Hardesty, a white 

official with the Texas Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). The advertisement 

gave a brief account of Smith’s career, describing him as a “man of distinction.”45 

 The advertisement prompted immediate and intense reactions. Smith’s recently 

appointed supervisor at the FHA, Joseph Ray, believed it to be grounds for dismissal. 

Ray and others at the FHA justified their stance by stating that that they had received 

several complaints regarding Smith’s action. The controversy became great enough that 

Smith’s superiors called him to Washington in September for a meeting. Smith defended 

himself by arguing that he had taken part in the advertisement as a private citizen and not 

as a government official. He also stated that he had donated the earnings from the ad.46  

																																																								
44 Harry T. Moore, active in the Florida civil rights movement, actively worked with multiple organizations 
to enhance his influence, much like Smith did in Texas. Moore was prominent in the Florida NAACP, 
Florida State Teachers Association, and the Florida Progressive Voters League. For more information about 
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important story, this author agrees with reviewer Stephanie Y. Evans, who noted that referring to Moore as 
the first civil rights martyr “devalues thousands of known and unknown activists … who performed similar 
brave and selfless acts, and who sometimes suffered similar fates.” See Stephanie Y. Evans, “Review of 
Before His Time: The Untold Story of Harry T. Moore, America’s First Civil Rights Martyr by Ben Green,” 
The Journal of African American History, Vol. 91. No. 2 (Spring, 2006), 225. For a recent scholarly 
treatment of Till, see Devery S. Anderson, Emmett Till: The Murder That Shocked the World and Propelled 
the Civil Rights Movement (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2015). 
45 Lord Calvert whiskey advertisement, Ebony (August 1954), 23. Historian Rochelle Pereira has argued 
that the interracial quality of the ad was astonishing given the racial atmosphere of the 1950s. She argued 
that the ad gave the impression that “success was not only defined by one’s aptitude for establishing 
businesses and hosting guests, it was defined by Smith’s ability to collaborate with a white human rights 
leader for the benefit of the African American community.” See Rochelle Pereira, “Distinguished Men: 
Respectability and Responsibility in Whisky Advertisements for the African American Consumer,” in 
Biographies of Drink: A Case Study Approach to Our Historical Relationship with Alcohol, edited by Mark 
Hailwood and Deborah Toner (Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2015), 195–196. 
Quotation from 195. 
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 The Dallas press reported on the controversy. Wesley gave it repeated prominent 

placement on the front page of the Express, which said, “Dallas citizens are quite 

disturbed and are going to ‘bat’ for a leading citizen that has meant so much to Dallas.”  

Dallas citizens were not the only ones going to bat for Smith, however. Several people 

came to Smith’s aid and lobbied the FHA to back down from a call for his resignation. A 

press release issued by the NAACP national board stated, “This attack on Mr. Smith is 

either for selfish political reasons or because of his forthright fight for unalloyed 

opportunity for all Americans, especially in education, voting and housing without regard 

to race or color.” Wesley also wrote editorials defending his former collaborator and 

suggested that the attack came from political motivations. Wesley claimed that Ray 

resented Smith for not supporting his appointment to director of the race relations office 

when Smith’s longtime friend and colleague Frank S. Horne stepped down from the 

position earlier in the year. NAACP officials Walter White and Clarence Mitchell, as 

well as FHA Commissioner Norman Mason, also shared this opinion. Wesley wrote that 

the attack was likely instigated due to Smith’s prominent activism.47 

 A common trope of the era held that Communists had infiltrated civil rights 

organizations and that these individuals caused racial strife in otherwise peaceful 

communities. Activists in the 1950s knew that the allegation of Communist sympathies 

could potentially end a career given the current political climate. So damaging was the 

possible charge of Communist influence that the NAACP felt compelled to pass an anti-
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Communist resolution at the 1950 national convention. Smith served as chairman and 

pushed the contentious measure through the resolutions committee. The resolution 

adopted granted the national office the right to revoke the charter of any branch suspected 

of Communist influence. According to Current, “Maceo operated in the convention like 

he does in the Dallas branch, that is to say that he essentially ran the convention.” A 

similar anti-Communism decree passed by Smith’s resolution committee at the 1954 

national convention stated, “We … reaffirm our rejection of Communism as an anti-

democratic way of life … and watch out for those who want to infiltrate and gain control 

of any units of our organization.”48 

 In 1956, both Life and Newsweek announced that Communists had infiltrated the 

NAACP. Roy Wilkins denied the charge and said that in demanding civil rights, “we do 

not cry out bitterly that we love another land better than our own, or another people better 

than ours.” Montgomery’s White Citizens Council even announced that the 1956 bus 

boycott there had been the work of Communists.  Some, such as Lillian Smith, civil 

rights activist and author of Strange Fruit, chose to speak out against the charges. Smith 

once said, “It’s high time we stopped giving the communists credit for every decent, 

brave, considerate act white men might show in regard to black men.”49 
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 In February 1954 a report released by the House Committee on Un-American 

Activities (HUAC) named Smith, Wilkins, Marshall, Lulu White, and several other 

NAACP leaders as subversives. In 1948, White had made light of charges of Communist 

sympathies, saying, “Negroes are supposed to take friends where they find them.” Six 

years later, though, the charges became more serious and carried greater risk for Smith 

because he was a federal employee. The allegation that Smith had a record of un-

American activity followed him as news outlets repeated the story. In 1955 the Georgia 

attorney general gave a speech in which he named Smith and other suspected “fellow-

traveling” members of the NAACP. In 1957 the Charlotte Observer reprinted the 

charges.50  

 Perhaps the shrewdest thing Smith could do was to lay low as dangers mounted. 

A letter Smith wrote on October 24, 1955, indicated that the FHA administration had 

pressured him to distance himself from NAACP activities. No related documents have 

been discovered, but this letter to an FHA official stated, “Reference is made to our 

previous discussion and understanding about severing my relationship as Executive 

Secretary of the Texas Conference of Branches NAACP.” The letter made no mention of 

Smith’s work with other organizations or to other roles within the NAACP, such as his 

position on the board of directors. His direct involvement in the operations of the 

NAACP seemed to be the issue, not his advisory role as a board member. This letter 

confirmed his resignation as executive secretary and ended with the statement, “It is my 

																																																								
50 Quotation from Pitre, In Struggle against Jim Crow, 75. Congressional Record, 84th Cong., 2nd sess., 
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understanding from agreements reached during our recent discussion of the matter that 

this settles the matter completely, about which some question has been raised.” After 

1955 Smith worked with the Texas State NAACP as a member of its executive board.51 

 Since the announcement of the Brown ruling in 1954, Smith had sought 

opportunities to implement the decision in Texas. Instead of lying low, he continued to do 

so now. Smith hoped to increase pressure by initiating even more cases in Texas. In early 

1955, Southwest Regional Special Counsel U. S. Tate met L. Clifford Davis, a young 

African-American attorney from Arkansas with experience in civil rights litigation. 

Having recently relocated to Fort Worth, Texas, Davis offered to help with any pending 

cases the association might have. The overworked Tate accepted the offer.52 

 In early 1955, a representative from the Mansfield, Texas, NAACP branch 

approached Tate for help in alleviating conditions there. In the small town seventeen 

miles from Fort Worth, elementary-school-age African-American children attended an 

inferior school within the city. The city provided no school at all for older African-

American children; instead, the city bused them to a segregated high school in Fort 

Worth. Tate, Durham, and Smith agreed that Davis should be assigned to help draft 

petitions to the local school board on behalf of the parents in an attempt to gain redress. 

When the local school board refused to consider the petitions, Davis and Tate initiated 

the Jackson v. Rawdon case on their behalf asking for integration of the local high school. 
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Marshall monitored the proceedings from a distance.53 

 The Jackson case progressed rapidly, and in August 1956 the district court issued 

a ruling that required the Mansfield school district to desegregate. During the suit, Joe 

Patterson, president of the Mansfield school board, claimed that it had no power to act, 

stating, “The problem of desegregation does not rest within the jurisdiction of our local 

school board,” and “Our instruction … given to us from the State officials is to continue 

with our dual school system just as we have in the past.” Following the Court’s decree, 

though, the Mansfield school board capitulated. When African-American parents 

attempted to register their children at the Mansfield High School, however, they found a 

crowd of three to four hundred whites surrounding the school and blocking their path. 

The local police chief refused to disperse the crowd and argued that they had insufficient 

forces and therefore the students could not register. Protesters hanged two effigies of 

black men near the school, and according to journalist Jim Schutze, some men carried 

signs that read “Dead Coons Are the Best Coons,” and “$2 a Dozen For Nigger Ears.”54 

 The situation in Mansfield made headlines in Texas and across the country. Davis 

sent telegrams to the Texas director of public safety and to Texas governor Allan Shivers 
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asking them to enforce the court’s order. With no aid forthcoming from those men, Davis 

sent a letter to the US attorney general, Herbert Brownell, explaining that the black 

students in Mansfield “have been denied their civil rights to receive public education in 

the public schools of the state.”55  

 On August 31, 1956, Governor Shivers issued two press releases. The first stated 

that the NAACP’s “premature and unwise efforts have created this unfortunate situation.” 

The second stated his intention to send Texas Rangers to Mansfield “to cooperate with 

local authorities in preserving peace.” He also asked the school board to transfer any 

students out of the high school “whose attendance or attempts to attend … would 

reasonably be calculated to incite violence” in violation of the desegregation decree. 

Shivers’s statement then described the white mob at the Mansfield school as an “orderly 

protest against a situation instigated and agitated by the NAACP.”56 

 Journalists questioned President Dwight D. Eisenhower about it during his weekly 

press conference immediately following the events in Mansfield. He responded, “The 

attorney for the students did report this violence and ask help.… Then, before anyone 

could move, the Texas authorities had moved and order was restored. So the question 

became unimportant.” When Eisenhower referred the matter to Brownell for 

investigation, he replied that the federal government had no reason to intervene because 

there was no request from a district court, no violation of a Court-ordered desegregation 
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plan (no plan had been filed by the Court), and no rioting that had actually taken place.57 

 Eisenhower’s inaction regarding the Mansfield crisis gave a major victory to 

Shivers and others in the state who opposed integration. On September 6, Shivers gave a 

speech in which he justified his actions and blamed the NAACP, calling them “paid 

agitators.” Marshall sent a strongly worded letter to Eisenhower and asked him to 

reevaluate his stance, because it would likely strengthen resistance to integration and the 

authority of the federal courts. Davis filed a new brief with the district court regarding the 

unsuccessful integration, while Smith, only tangentially involved in the Mansfield crisis 

at this time, kept members of the association up to date on the activity.58 

 Smith was actually focused much more on another task given him by Marshall 

and Wilkins. Well before the Mansfield crisis began, several Southern states had begun 

attacks on the NAACP. Smith worked on a special committee tasked with investigating 

these attacks in order to develop a strategy for dealing with them. Alabama and Louisiana 

had gone so far as to completely bar the NAACP from operation. Among other proposals, 

the committee recommended warning prospective members that the NAACP might be 

legally required to release membership lists to authorities. Previously, the organization 

had kept these membership lists confidential but feared litigation could change this. A 

meeting had been planned for September 22 in order to update the southern NAACP state 

presidents on the new policies. Despite this preparation, Smith believed that Texas would 

prove more moderate in its reaction than other Southern states. He went so far as to 
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suggest that Texas could be exempted from the new policies for fear that they would 

hinder recruitment. Events unfolded rapidly that proved Smith’s assumption wrong.59  

 On September 13 the state attorney general’s office began an investigation of 

Davis and Tate’s dealings with the Mansfield community for potential violations of the 

state’s barratry.60 A representative of the attorney general’s office arrived at Tate’s office 

that day and copied hundreds of records from his files. On September 14, agents of the 

attorney general’s office interviewed Mansfield residents regarding the NAACP’s 

activities there. Unannounced raids of NAACP offices across the state immediately 

followed, and on September 18, John Ben Shepperd, the state attorney general, 

announced that his office would conduct a thorough investigation of all NAACP branches 

in Texas. He charged the NAACP with barratry, operating illegally in Texas, and 

participating in unlawful political activity within the state. The suit named every branch 

in the state, the Texas State Conference of Branches, and the regional office.61  
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 Toward the end of his life, Smith said that he destroyed many of the official 

papers in his possession when he received word of the raids. Smith surely recalled his 

experience during the Sweatt trial, at which time he had been called as a witness in an 

attempt to prove that he had been complicit in barratry on behalf of the NAACP. Smith 

received subpoenas to appear before the court for this case as well as for Whitmore v. 

Stilwell, a case involving Texarkana Junior College that he had managed for the 

association. Questioning in both cases dealt with the charge of barratry. The possibility 

that branch membership lists would fall into the hands of state officials who might have 

then used them to target members for reprisal particularly worried Smith and others.62 

 On September 21 the district court granted Shepperd a temporary restraining 

order that barred the NAACP from further activity within the state while the investigation 

took place. On September 24, the Texas Advisory Committee on Segregation in the 

Public Schools, a committee appointed by Shivers in 1955 to research the Supreme 

Court’s desegregation rulings, released its findings. The report suggested ways in which 

the state legislature could amend state laws to circumvent the Supreme Court’s rulings in 

hopes of ensuring a permanent dual educational system in Texas.63 

 The State of Texas v. NAACP case caught the association off guard despite the 

ongoing attacks in other Southern states. It also effectively stopped the association from 
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raising funds, recruiting members, or making any further attacks on segregation within 

the state. The efforts of Marshall and others to combat the suit so consumed the 

association’s resources that it could no longer afford the time, money, or manpower 

required to overturn the Mansfield segregation order. Marshall admitted in a Time 

magazine article, “We’ve closed up shop in Texas.”64 

 The hearing for the case began on October 3, 1956, and took place in the federal 

district court in Tyler, Texas. Gillette has argued that the choice of Tyler was a calculated 

one on the part of the attorney general. A bastion of prosegregationist sentiment in 1956, 

the town had no hotels that rented rooms to African-Americans. Marshall and Tate 

commuted one hundred miles each way daily between Tyler and Dallas. Otis Dunagan, a 

personal friend of Shepperd, presided at the Tyler court.65 

 The state made Smith a prominent part of its case, and the evidence produced by 

the raids showed how immensely important he remained to the association’s operation in 

Texas. The NAACP records of the case contain hundreds of pages of materials that 

demonstrated how he directed the actions of the association. Some of the most damning 

evidence showed Smith directly involved in decision-making regarding test cases within 

the state. The state conference’s own policy stipulated that the state office had to approve 

suits. One typical letter written by U.S. Tate to a potential plaintiff bluntly stated, 

“Contact Mr. A. Maceo Smith with whom all arrangements for suits must be made.… 

When you have satisfied those requirements he will instruct this office to proceed with 

legal action.” Investigators also uncovered Smith’s confidential agreement with Sweatt to 
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65 Gillette, “The NAACP in Texas,” 293–294. 



	

	242	

pay for his tuition and expenses while he attended law school.66  

 Wesley followed the case closely and later provided a behind-the-scenes account 

to Wilkins. Referring to Texas politicians, Wesley explained, “Just as they fear the 

NAACP and associate it with all of their setbacks, necessarily they identify Maceo very, 

very prominently with the setbacks that they have had in Texas, and would insist that he 

be submerged or suppressed.” Wesley recounted a meeting between Marshall, Smith, and 

himself in which Marshall “was considerably agitated” and hoped to find a way to reach 

a compromise with Shepperd regarding the case.67 While certainly not Marshall’s only 

motivation, Wesley’s account exposed one cause for Marshall’s agitation.  

His statement was that he was concerned to save his ‘Niggers,’ meaning the 
people close to him and with the close association in the case. I got the impression 
that his concern was over allegations or insinuations or something that might have 
pointed toward Maceo and/or Tate. 

 
I do know that some of the Attorney General’s staff members were alleging that 
Tate was guilty of barratry, and such allegations were carried, I think, in some of 
the news releases. I assumed that they were going on technicalities and 
assumptions from things found in files, and that neither Tate nor Maceo was 
guilty. So I never had the feeling of concern that seemed to have agitated 
Thurgood.… 

 
Maceo has had a lot of trouble about his job, since the Republicans have been in. 
It could be that John Ben Shepperd and his staff threatened to go against Maceo 
by direct allegations in the case, or by pressure with the Government.68 

																																																								
66 For examples of the volume of materials handled by Smith see folders 001477-042-0434 and 001477-
046-0176, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed June 5, 2016, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001477-042-0434. Quotation from Summary of Texas 
Record, State of Texas v. NAACP, Exhibit 71, excerpt from U. S. Tate to P. V. Richardson, letter, April 7, 
1950; Exhibit 45, excerpt from “Agreement between Texas State Conference signed by A. Maceo Smith 
and Heman Marion Sweatt,” January 23, 1951; both documents in Folder 001477-042-0289, Papers of the 
NAACP, ProQuest History Vault, accessed November 21, 2015, 
http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001477-042-0289. Yvonne Ryan, Roy Wilkins: Quiet 
Revolutionary and the NAACP (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2014), 67–68. 
67 Quotation from Carter Wesley to Roy Wilkins, letter, June 13, 1957; Carter Wesley to Roy Wilkins, 
letter, July 3, 1957; both documents in Folder 001471-012-0383, Papers of the NAACP, ProQuest History 
Vault, accessed June 4, 2016, http://congressional.proquest.com/histvault?q=001471-012-0383.  
68 Ibid. 
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 While Smith ran a very real risk of conviction, Wilkins responded that he 

questioned Wesley’s analysis of the situation, or perhaps he simply refused to divulge 

anything to the notoriously hot-tempered and loose-lipped newspaper publisher. Wilkins 

admitted that some of the evidence written by Smith damaged the association, but said, “I 

do not recall anything which indicates that basic strategy was built around his well-

being.”69 

 Before the case concluded, Shepperd, who had so energetically attacked the 

association, saw his term as attorney general expire. The new attorney general, Will 

Wilson, a former state Supreme Court justice and Dallas district attorney, had a 

reputation for fair treatment of African-Americans. Marshall found Wilson willing to 

compromise where Shepperd was not. In April 1957, Marshall, Durham, and Wilson met 

in Austin to discuss a possible bargain. Wilson agreed to allow the NAACP to again 

operate within the state as a nonprofit organization if it agreed to pay the state franchise 

tax and avoided future violations of the barratry law.70 

 According to the findings of the case prepared by Judge Dunagan, the NAACP 

had encouraged the filing of suits in Texas in which the association had no direct interest 

and that it retained salaried legal counsel for the sole purpose of prosecuting lawsuits. 

Smith’s and Tate’s names appeared in the court findings more than any other individual, 

including Marshall himself. Based on Marshall and Wilson’s agreement, however, the 

judgment of the case included no criminal penalties for Smith, Tate, or anyone else and 
																																																								
69 Roy Wilkins to Carter Wesley, letter, June 21, 1957, Folder 001471-012-0383, Papers of the NAACP, 
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012-0383. 
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no guilty verdict for violation of the state’s barratry laws.71 

 Talk of appealing the judgment began immediately, although Marshall and 

Durham strongly opposed this on grounds that an appeal could result in an even more 

unfavorable judgment. They also argued that the judgment benefited the NAACP. It 

effectively closed the case record, and the evidence contained therein could not be used 

against the organization in future lawsuits except in the case of an appeal. When asked by 

Wesley why he opposed an appeal, Marshall supposedly snapped back, saying, “Have 

you read the record?” According to Marshall, “The record was full of things to our 

disadvantage, which never should have been available.… Every time they thought that 

they were seeing light, they would run into another series of embarrassing things that 

their side had done, and which were going into the record.”72 

 Smith’s superiors at the FHA, upset by the state’s case against the NAACP, 

insisted that he cut all ties with the organization. So, in May 1957, after two decades of 

work with the organization, Smith penned his letter of resignation. He had spent much of 

his adult life fighting to improve African-American lives and communities, and for years 

his federal appointment had protected him from potential repercussions for his activism. 

Now, in the 1950s the once-protective institution had changed, and the new political 

																																																								
71 Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law, State of Texas v. NAACP, Case No. 56-649, June 7, 1957, 
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climate no longer remained friendly to Smith’s activism. As a fifty-four-year-old federal 

employee, the risk of losing his salary and potentially his pension was a serious threat. 

Instead, he decided to step away from the fight for a time.73 

 The Southern states became home to an increasingly emboldened 

prosegregationist reaction. A letter that Wilkins received in 1957 from a hostile white 

resident of Henderson, Texas, summed up the attitude: “Neither the Supreme Court of the 

United States, nor the President, nor the Attorney General, nor any Princes, powers, or 

potentates can legislate or enforce social standards upon the proud people of the South.”74 

The backlash against the NAACP showed that litigation, despite its power, fell short. 

Historian Howard Zinn said of the era, “The pattern for postwar federal action was set 

quickly. There would be unprecedented court decisions that would go unenforced, giving 

the sense that something revolutionary was happening, but making no real change on the 

ground level.” As the association with the most public record of success, the NAACP 

faced some of the harshest attacks by those attempting to preserve the old racial order.”75 

 By the end of 1957, NAACP membership in Texas had plummeted to less than 

8,000. The keynote address at the NAACP’s national convention that year acknowledged 

the impact of the attacks on the organization, which “has throughout its history incurred 
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the wrath of those who cling to the old ways, who refuse to recognize the trend of the 

times and who would turn the clock back to 1860.” The Texas v. NAACP case had 

devastated the organization, permanently damaging its prestige and influence in Texas. 

After 1957, the NAACP could no longer claim to be the most important civil rights 

organization in the state. Instead, African-Americans avoided it for fear of similar 

reprisals in the future. Perhaps the greatest damage done to the organization in Texas was 

in terms of morale. The NAACP branches in Texas languished, and Smith’s retirement 

from the organization left an enormous hole. Years passed before effective leadership 

reasserted itself within the state conference. Wilkins surveyed the damage done to the 

Texas NAACP and lamented the quality of leadership there. He candidly stated, “In the 

past, the most powerful figure was the Executive Secretary. The absence of a strong 

Executive Secretary makes it difficult for those who formerly were depending upon him 

to function in an independent manner.” After 1957, other leaders and organizations 

stepped into the void left by the NAACP.76 

 By 1950, the Texas civil rights movement began to lose its national influence. 

Within the NAACP, Marshall and others shifted focus away from Texas and toward other 

states; the successful Brown decision accelerated that process. By the time that the Texas 

v. NAACP case was underway, Smith and other Texas NAACP leaders found themselves 

increasingly inundated in the day-to-day management of an organization that had 
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difficulty following up on previous legal victories. After 1957 Texas increasingly lagged 

behind other states in the fight for racial equality.  

 The Mansfield High School crisis was one notable example. It grabbed the 

nation’s attention and demonstrated the hatred of pro-segregationists who violated the 

order of a federal court. It rapidly developed into a showdown between local African-

Americans and pro-segregationist whites, the NAACP, the Texas state government, and 

President Eisenhower’s administration over the issue of African-American civil rights. 

The momentum of the event dissipated after the state’s injunction against the NAACP 

went into effect. Instead, the Mansfield crisis became nothing more than a dress rehearsal 

for the Little Rock Central High School integration crisis one year later. 

 Increasingly, the once-radical NAACP became associated with conservatism by a 

new generation of civil rights leaders who established themselves in the 1950s. In Texas 

church leaders gained a new prominence after the lawsuit and stepped into the void left 

by the NAACP. Organizations such as the Montgomery Improvement Association in 

Alabama, Martin Luther King Jr.’s Southern Christian Leadership Coalition (SCLC) 

based in Georgia, and the Regional Council of Negro Leadership (RCNL) in Mississippi 

gradually supplanted the dominance of the NAACP.77 

 Smith continued to speak publicly despite his departure from the NAACP. In 

November 1957, he told a crowd at St. John Baptist Church in Dallas that the separate but 

equal doctrine remained “a deep seated, malignant, soul-searing cancer, which must be 

uprooted and destroyed if this nation is to survive. The remedy lies not in hydrogen 

bombs or guided missiles—rather it lies in the reserve strength of spiritual preparedness.” 
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He shared with his audience his belief that there remained much more to do. “Let us then 

as church people gird our loins with the full armor of faith and go forth to battle,” he said. 

Despite all of the events of the previous year, the attacks on the NAACP and on himself, 

Smith’s speech ended on a hopeful note. He told his audience, “Helping a world find its 

way in the dark is your great chance, and mine. Don’t fear the dark—light a candle. 

Don’t complain of the cold—kindle the fires in cold rooms and cold hearts in your 

neighborhood.”78 
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In 1962 Antonio Maceo Smith wrote to Roy Wilkins, executive director of the 

NAACP, and reopened a correspondence between the two old colleagues that had lain 

dormant for the last few years. The lighthearted nature of the men’s letters belied the 

importance of their content. Smith wrote to Wilkins congratulating him for thirty years of 

dedicated service to the NAACP and wished him an additional “long season of 

consecrated service to the ‘little brown people.’” Wilkins said in response, “I know you 

will never lose the ability to talk, but since I hadn’t seen your name signed to a letter in 

years and years it occurred to me that perhaps you could no longer write.” He continued, 

sharing his thoughts on Smith’s home state and lamented that it “just does not have the 

old Texas zing.” Wilkins had long trusted Smith’s opinions and said, “You have always 

been an analyst and a good reporter and I would like to have your views, off the record if 

you like, for my own information. Things have been happening in Dallas and I know you 

have had a hand in them.” Smith had in fact continued to have a hand in events in Dallas 

despite the loss of his position in the NAACP, but his influence and contributions to the 

civil rights movement had diminished dramatically. As had happened often before, the 

trajectory of his career mirrored that of the civil rights movement in Texas generally.1 

Smith grew up in a state in which segregation existed as one of the defining 

principles around which life was organized. Even during his childhood, though, African-

Americans in Texas resisted the inequality of segregated life. NAACP branches had been 

organized in the state early on, including one in his hometown of Texarkana. Other, less 

organized forms of resistance also existed. In fact, any attempt to assert humanity and 
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equality could threaten the existing racial order, although the marginal economic status of 

many African-Americans limited their ability to push too far.2  

Smith returned to his native Texas in 1929 after exposure to elements of the 

Harlem Renaissance. Particularly, he came to identify with the New Negro philosophy 

while living in Harlem, New York, and helped to transmit elements of that national 

movement from New York to Texas.3 That philosophy manifested itself in various ways 

throughout his career in Texas. As a young activist in the 1930s he militantly sought 

improvement for the African-American community by focusing on the creation of 

economic opportunities and the development of parallel institutions to replace those that 

excluded blacks from membership. These included professional associations and 

community bodies such as the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce (DNCC). No 

evidence available from this period showed Smith pressing for racial integration. Instead, 

he focused on inequality and equalization of opportunity within black communities.4 

Through the 1930s Smith worked within an interlocking network of African-

American organizations such as the Progressive Voters League (PVL), the National 

Negro Business League (NNBL), the Texas Negro Chamber of Commerce (TNCC), and 

the NAACP. His influence mitigated much of the potentially devastating competition that 
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might otherwise have existed among these groups. He also helped foster racial solidarity 

through the development of organizations such as the Dallas Press Association, Volunteer 

Health League, and the Undertakers Association. He fought for the inclusion of the 

Negro Hall of Life at the 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition that celebrated African-

American contributions to Texas history.5 

Smith led black Texans toward increasing political activism in the mid-1930s and 

the 1940s. Black political protest existed in the state long before Smith’s return, although 

he amplified it and directed it to suit his own agenda. African-Americans working under 

the auspices of the NAACP had agitated for increased political rights for years. The 

principal target had been the destruction of Texas’s all-white primary system, whose 

existence had severely restricted African-American political power within the state. 

Smith unified the various local NAACP branches in Texas under the umbrella of the 

newly formed Texas State Conference of NAACP Branches.6 

Under Smith’s leadership, Texas’s civil rights movement exhibited a solidarity 

and aggressiveness that attracted the attention of national figures such as Charles 

Hamilton Houston and Thurgood Marshall. The strength of the movement in Texas relied 

heavily upon Smith’s ability to organize, fund-raise, and build consensus among allies. 

Smith kept this coalition of Texas leaders and organizations together through some of the 

most significant civil rights victories of the era. During this time Texas was one of the 
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key battlegrounds of the civil rights movement, and legal cases of national significance 

came from the state. In the words of British historian Adam Fairclough, the work of this 

generation was “more than a mere prelude to the drama proper” of the civil rights 

movement of the 1950s and 1960s. The work of this generation advanced the cause of 

equality in ways no less radical than the later movement. In fact, the milestones of this 

era paved the way for future activism.7  

The Smith v. Allwright case struck down the legality of the all-white primary in 

1944. Legal scholar Charles L. Zelden argued that the Smith case served as a major 

milestone for the NAACP. They had filed several previous Texas cases, but little real 

change had occurred to this point. Smith proved that the NAACP’s litigation strategy 

could be a powerful tool for social change, and the success of the case brought the 

association greater prominence among Texas’s African-American population. Legal 

historians have demonstrated that the elimination of the all-white primary was one of the 

primary reasons that African-American political participation dramatically expanded 

during this period. In Texas, for example, only 30,000 black voters registered in 1940, 

but the end of the decade 100,000 African-Americans had registered in the state. Similar 

gains took place across the South. Less than 5 percent of eligible African-Americans in 

the Southern states registered to vote in 1940. By 1952 that number leapt to 20 percent.8  
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However, Smith was no panacea. It took additional federal intervention to further 

increase African-American suffrage. The Twenty-Fourth Amendment, ratified in 1964, 

finally ended the use of poll taxes. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 further opened the way 

for African-American voting by eliminating literacy tests and increasing federal oversight 

of elections. By the late 1960s African-American voter turnout climbed to 54 percent.9 

The next major litigation milestone, the Sweatt v. Painter (1950) case, forced the 

integration of the University of Texas Law School in 1950 and served as a major legal 

precedent for the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas a few years later. 

Despite the publicity that the NAACP garnered from the victory, the ruling had less 

immediate impact than the Smith case. Although it did open up the law school at the 

University of Texas it did not fully integrate the school’s undergraduate program or other 

graduate programs there. Those few African-American students that followed Heman 

Sweatt to the University of Texas found themselves in rigidly segregated conditions that 

included the campus dormitories. True desegregation of the university did not take place 

until the 1960s.10  

 These legal victories came at a cost to the civil rights movement in Texas. It had 

never been monolithic and had always contained numerous factions committed to a 

variety of goals and tactics. One of Smith’s most significant contributions had been his 
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ability to tamp down disagreement and form alliances, but his own confusing actions 

during the 1940s contributed tremendously to disunity among the state’s leadership, 

especially his actions in regard to educational equalization within the state. Smith worked 

alongside Thurgood Marshall and the NAACP for school integration while 

simultaneously working with Carter Wesley and others to improve segregated 

educational facilities within the state. By 1950 Smith could no longer keep the state’s 

African-American leadership united. Carter Wesley broke with Smith, Lulu White 

became suspicious of his motives, and even Roy Wilkins in the NAACP’s national office 

considered bringing disciplinary action against him. The Texas civil rights movement fell 

victim to the sort of infighting and conflict between leaders and organizations that would 

characterize the relationships between later groups such as the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference (SCLC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the NAACP.11 

 In the 1950s Smith’s effectiveness in Texas had diminished. Now a member of 

the NAACP’s national board of directors, he also managed a large bureaucracy in Texas. 

Fairclough, who referred to the NAACP as “the most bureaucratic of the civil rights 

organizations,” also noted the organization’s difficulties due to its organizational 

structure. Additionally, Marshall’s focus was no longer on Texas. In the early 1940s 

Marshall had written excitedly that the next major NAACP case would come from Texas. 

By 1950, however, he juggled cases in Oklahoma, Missouri, Kansas and other states, 
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becoming too busy to pay much attention to so many needs. Texas found itself relegated 

to the periphery of the national civil rights movement, its momentum spent.12 

Smith and Marshall both exhibited some naiveté regarding the probable outcome 

of the fight for integration. Although legal decisions like Brown held great significance, 

Marshall himself later admitted shortcomings existed. According to him, the NAACP 

lawyers “put some trust in the decency of men.... I’m afraid we assumed that after a short 

period of time of one to five years, the states would give in.” Unfortunately, while 

African-Americans around the country were emboldened by the Brown decision in 1954, 

so too were their opponents.13 

Smith and others sought ways to implement the Brown decision in Texas and 

launched a series of cases dealing with education in the 1950s. These met with some 

success in Texas’s community colleges where, according to historian Amilcar Shabazz, 

about half had initiated some modest desegregation by 1959. Therefore, Texas state 

colleges in the 1950s were actually desegregating at a faster pace than those in other 

Southern states, such as Georgia, Mississippi, and Alabama. These men found far less 

success in Texas in their attempts to desegregate public schools, as illustrated by the 

Mansfield High School crisis. The fear and anger engendered by the very real threat of 

public school integration emboldened those committed to segregation. Much of this 
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emotion was directed against the successes of Marshall, Smith, and the NAACP and led 

to a growing backlash against the organization and its leaders.14 

 As the most well known African-American activist in Texas, Smith became one 

of the state’s primary targets in 1956 when state attorney general John Ben Shepperd 

initiated the State of Texas v. NAACP case against the organization. Barred from 

operation for eight months and unable to recruit members or fund-raise, the case 

effectively crippled the organization in Texas. Neither Smith nor the Texas civil rights 

movement recovered their former prominence at the case’s conclusion. Forced to resign 

from the NAACP, Smith concluded his career as a major leader in the African-American 

civil rights movement. New battlegrounds in the war for equality opened up across the 

country, as well. In February 1957 the SCLC formed in Atlanta, Georgia, and by 

September of that year the nation’s eyes focused on the integration crisis unfolding at 

Little Rock Central High School in Arkansas. By 1960 a new, younger generation of 

African-American activists inaugurated the sit-in movement in Greensboro, North 

Carolina, and Nashville, Tennessee.15 

Smith’s 1962 correspondence with Wilkins exposed the new reality of civil rights 

in Texas. Smith continued to work on issues related to civil rights and community 

improvement after his resignation from the NAACP in 1957. He spent the rest of his 

career as a local leader. His reduced role in the movement mirrored the reduced 
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significance of the NAACP in the South after 1957 and of Texas to the larger national 

movement at the same time.  

Wilkins never understood the fundamental change that had taken place in Texas. 

“I have never ceased to marvel at how subdued and hesitant the Texans became after the 

1956 trial,” he told Smith. Wilkins compared Texas unfavorably to other parts of the 

country. The Florida NAACP, for example, bounced back following Harry T. Moore’s 

death in 1951, and Wilkins said that they were now “tearing up the pea patch.” In South 

Carolina the NAACP launched a new school integration lawsuit, and according to 

Wilkins, Georgia and Louisiana were going strong as well. In his mind the question was, 

“What about Texas?”16 

 Wilkins’s assessment ignored certain critical facts. Moore, who died from a bomb 

planted in his home, became a martyr in Florida and his death rallied Florida blacks to the 

NAACP. Smith’s resignation from the NAACP and the backlash against the organization 

in the state created a climate of fear but no martyrs. The new lawsuit in Georgia that 

Wilkins mentioned also gave African-Americans in that state something to rally around. 

The Texas NAACP had too little cash after 1957 to even continue litigating integration of 

the Mansfield elementary school. One could make the argument that the most important 

casualty of Texas’s attack on the NAACP was morale. 

 Leadership also played a role in the subdued character of the Texas civil rights 

movement after 1957. For the last two decades the state movement had gained significant 

strength from the cohesion of a relatively small group of leaders. While Smith was the 
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most important member of this group, it also included Carter Wesley, Rev. Maynard 

Jackson, Lulu White, William J. Durham, and others. According to historian Michael 

Gillette, because this small cadre of leaders held positions of importance in so many 

different organizations, at times the groups were indistinguishable from one another. 

Gillette remarked, “On occasion, one meeting would adjourn; the officers would change 

places, open another set of books, and then call to order the meeting of a different 

organization.”17  

This unity fragmented by the 1950s and left the movement unable to deal 

successfully with the challenges of the decade. Perhaps the state’s civil rights movement 

relied too heavily on this small group of leaders. By 1957 many of the most important of 

these men and women no longer remained in their former roles. Ulysses S. Tate left his 

position as NAACP Regional Special Counsel due to the restrictions placed on the 

organization by the state’s lawsuit. Durham focused more on his own legal practice, and 

Wesley focused on his newspapers. Smith’s old friend Maynard Jackson died in 1953, 

and Lulu White died in late 1957.18  

When the Federal Housing Agency (FHA) forced Smith to resign from the 

NAACP in 1957 it deprived the organization of what it needed most at the time: strong 

leadership. The Texas movement lost Smith’s prestige within the African-American 

community, his relationships throughout the state, and his ties to the board of directors. 

Much of the remaining leadership in the state was local in nature, fragmented, and 

ineffectual. Wilkins characterized Texas leaders as having to run for cover, but the reality 
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was quite different. The dynamic of Texas leadership had already begun to change in the 

1950s. The Texas v. NAACP case simply accelerated the pace of change. Gillette’s 

research on the Texas NAACP showed that many of the new leaders who replaced these 

men and women were inexperienced, unclear on expectations from the national office, 

and generally far less dedicated to serving the organization than Smith and others had 

been.19 

 Although the state rescinded its injunction against the NAACP in mid-1957, it took 

time for most branches to become active again. Gloster Current, the NAACP director of 

branches, delivered an address to the Texas State Annual Conference that year and 

lamented the fact that so many faces were missing from the conference. Specifically he 

mentioned “Thurgood Marshall, who is so well liked in Texas, which he calls his adopted 

State; and A. Maceo Smith, who through the years meant so much to the State 

Conference … and Mrs. Lula [Lulu] White.” In December 1957 the new secretary of the 

Dallas NAACP branch confessed that none of the former officers of the branch remained 

active any longer. By 1958 the problem of inactive NAACP branches in the state became 

so acute that Clarence Laws, the new executive secretary, made a special report to the 

board regarding the problem.20 As to the cause of the inactivity in Texas he stated, 

Numerous and crippling schisms among the Texas leaders; a lack of program on the 
part of the Conference and branches; and confusion as to what Texas branches 
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could and could not do pursuant to the Tyler, Texas decision of May 1957. The big 
unresolved problem is the lack of unity of purpose and action which divide NAACP 
leaders both on the local and state levels.21 

 
 Most local branches languished and Current believed that the state-level 

organization had become so ineffectual that it could not lead the effort to rebuild the 

organization in the state. A series of meetings with Texas leaders, including Smith, took 

place throughout 1958 and reinforced his opinion of the situation. Current took the 

extreme step in late 1958 of recommending its dissolution and reorganization by the 

national office. Current organized a committee to manage the process of reorganization 

and insisted that Smith, Durham, and Wesley be invited. In typical fashion, Smith played 

a major role in the proceedings. Despite disagreements among those present, Smith, the 

great compromiser, asked everyone to “leave our personal feelings out of this.… Let’s 

think in terms of the great problems of 1,250,000 Negroes.… Let’s be of one mind in this 

great struggle for first class citizenship.” By the end of the conference the delegates 

approved the motion to reorganize the Texas State Conference unanimously.22 

 Once the reorganization of the Texas State Conference occurred elections for new 

officers took place and a plan was formulated to boost membership within the state. 

Smith, careful to keep himself removed from the day-to-day operation of the NAACP, 
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nonetheless provided advice and consulted on the developing plans for the organization. 

Thirty-four branches within the state had fewer than fifty members, the minimum number 

required to have an independent branch according to the NAACP’s bylaws. Another 

thirty-six branches were completely dormant and had not functioned at all since the 

lawsuit. Current and Smith agreed that the low-membership branches should be the initial 

focus and that later, new field workers could rebuild the defunct branches. The short-term 

goal was to resuscitate as many branches as possible before the 1959 Texas State 

Conference meeting in order to give as strong a public showing as possible.23 

 Despite the Texas v. NAACP case, Smith still sought opportunities to help the local 

African-American community in Dallas. Aiding the NAACP reorganization was just one 

of these ways. In 1960 Smith joined the controversial Committee of Fourteen by 

invitation. Officially known as the Interracial Committee of the Dallas Citizens Council 

(DCC) the committee consisted of seven white community leaders and seven African-

American community leaders selected by the DCC, tasked with mediating the conditions 

for desegregation in Dallas.24 

 The DCC was a coalition of the city’s most powerful business leaders. Once 

referred to as government “by private club,” the DCC had essentially run the Dallas city 

government since its inception in the 1930s. By 1960 men such as banker R. L. Thornton 
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and businessman Stanley Marcus, who had accepted the inevitability of desegregation but 

wanted to manage it carefully in order to limit the risk of violence, led the DCC. 

Although altruistic sounding, the members of the DCC had decided that segregation and 

the negative attention it drew to Dallas were no longer good for business. The formation 

of the Committee of Fourteen exemplified how far Texas had fallen behind other parts of 

the nation in the fight for racial equality. Pressure from outside the state in the form of 

violent and economically damaging protest campaigns drew the attention of the DCC, 

whose members hoped to avoid that in Dallas. If these men had any doubt regarding the 

perceived danger of violent protest in Dallas, Roy Wilkins removed it in early 1960. 

During a visit to Dallas he told a group of prominent businessmen and politicians that the 

only way to avoid that sort of confrontation was to begin desegregation immediately.25 

 Smith arrived at the first meeting of the Committee of Fourteen with an agenda in 

hand and speech prepared. He recommended that the committee endorse the immediate 

desegregation of retail food counters, public transportation, public auditoriums, and 

hotels. He also recommended increased employment opportunities for minorities in city 

departments and the removal of all racial signage in waiting rooms and restrooms in 

public buildings. Although the committee succeeded in its mission to negotiate and 

monitor desegregation in Dallas, the process took time. White committee members feared 

that rapid desegregation would lead to a violent backlash from the white population. 
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Also, some Dallas leaders believed that segregation actually reduced the chance of racial 

conflict. Downtown department stores desegregated first, followed by some restaurants, 

and then slowly other Dallas businessmen desegregated their businesses as well. It took 

two years to desegregate most businesses and public spaces within the city. The 

committee’s desegregation plan did not include the Dallas public school system.26 

 The DCC leaders achieved their goal. Not only had they avoided serious racial 

conflict and negative press, they were actually lauded for the committee’s progress. 

Newspapers reported the desegregation efforts widely and even U.S. attorney general 

Robert Kennedy described the program as impressive. Despite these accolades, though, 

Smith and the other blacks on the committee opened themselves up to charges of Uncle 

Tomism within Dallas’s African-American community. Perhaps the most vocal critic 

among these African-American leaders was Rev. Rhett James, who had taken over as 

pastor of the New Hope Baptist Church in Dallas after the death of Smith’s friend 

Maynard Jackson. James accused the group of assisting the white power elite in 

desegregating on their terms.27 

 Smith, like many others of his generation, disagreed with the use of protest tactics 
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such as sit-ins and other demonstrations, but James and another African-American 

minister, Earl E. Allen, both strongly criticized Smith and the others for this stance. They 

even questioned the committee members’ loyalty to their race. These men saw direct-

action tactics as valuable and necessary in order to pressure the city’s leadership. Smith 

saw them as disruptive and distracting to the real work of desegregation. As the decade 

progressed organizations such as SNCC and CORE sent organizers to Dallas to help 

accelerate the pace of change only to find themselves on the defensive. They faced 

opposition from both the city government and older African-American leaders such as 

Smith. This opposition meant that while protests occasionally took place in Dallas, they 

never had significant impact there.28 

 Smith remained an active member of the Committee of Fourteen throughout the 

1960s. By this time he was no longer seen as the radical “New Negro” of the previous 

generation. In fact his work on the committee cemented his new status with the younger 

generation of African-American activists as a conservative establishment figure. Smith’s 

other activities in the 1960s and 1970s did little to disabuse them of this idea. In 1961 

Smith’s name appeared on a list of prominent African-American leaders submitted to 

Dean Rusk, President John F. Kennedy’s secretary of state. The list of roughly one 

hundred names represented a candidate pool from which to draw for potential political 

appointments during the Kennedy administration.29 

 Although several men on the Kennedy list received appointments, such as NAACP 

attorney Robert Carter, no offers came to Smith. Instead, Smith focused on other issues, 
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particularly those related to education and economic opportunities for African 

Americans. He became a member of the board of directors of the United Negro College 

Fund and aided the Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity in fund-raising for a new national 

headquarters. He also managed fund-raising on behalf of Fisk University’s alumni 

association. In 1967 he served on the organizing committee for the Dallas branch of the 

National Urban League and three years later he aided in the development of the Dallas 

Alliance for Minority Enterprise (DAME), a minority business development project 

affiliated with the Southern Methodist University School of Business. In the 1970s he 

also helped build community support for the African-American Museum of Dallas, built 

on the same location where the Hall of Negro Life had stood in 1936.30 

 Smith continued his career with the federal government until 1972. At the time of 

his retirement he had become an assistant regional administrator for the U.S. Department 

of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), responsible for an eight-state region that 

included Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Louisiana, Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, and New 

Mexico. There had always been a subversive element to his career with the federal 

government. He had worked for the USHA, FHA, and then finally HUD, organizations 

that had traditionally used their authority to reinforce racial segregation and limit 

opportunities for minorities. They had often been regarded more as ghetto makers than 

ghetto demolishers. But Smith had worked within these organizations in the role of race-

relations adviser. In that capacity he pressed for minority housing, access to public funds, 
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and urban renewal projects. He provided a voice to a population that might not otherwise 

have been heard. He had believed that segregated housing was better than no housing for 

African-Americans, an attitude that had caused conflict between him and others in the 

NAACP in 1949.31  

 The federal government, however, began to make inroads into improving minority 

access to housing in the 1960s. The Kerner Report, released in 1968, argued that 

segregation was the primary cause for much of the racial strife in the country. The report 

said that the continued existence of the ghetto “makes black poverty not only likely but 

self-perpetuating and permanent.” Congress passed a Fair Housing Act in 1968 that 

banned racial discrimination in the sale or rental of housing. Smith, as a HUD 

administrator, was tasked with helping to implement this act.32 

 Speaking under oath at a public hearing of the Commission on Civil Rights in 1970, 

Smith explained his role in HUD. He described himself to the commission as the 

“principle advisor to the Regional Administrator on all matters relating to equal 

opportunity in housing, facilities, employment, and economic opportunity and all civil 

rights and all other matters relating to equal opportunity” and described his duties as 

primarily educational. He and his staff educated minorities, home builders, and realtors 

on the key elements of the 1968 Fair Housing Act, as well as the responsibilities of the 
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Department of HUD.33  

 Smith also explained how he managed issues related to discrimination. He told the 

commission that he was the one who made recommendations on how to handle violations 

of the 1968 act or other federal laws related to discrimination but that the regional 

administrator made the final decision. He also added that, to his knowledge, the 

administrator had never overruled his recommendations. HUD, according to Smith, 

worked to break down the dual housing market that existed in the country by working 

closely with local civic groups, housing agencies, builders, and real estate brokers in the 

hopes of convincing them to oppose discriminatory practices. Although the 1968 act 

provided the federal government very little enforcement authority, Smith did have one 

tactic he used when necessary. Toward the end of his testimony Smith explained that he 

had signatory authority on funding applications within his region. He admitted that at 

times he had chosen not to sign funding documents when serious evidence of 

discrimination existed. Although no longer a major part of the civil rights movement, the 

old warrior had found a way to wield the power of the federal government in order to 

continue combating discrimination.34 

 During the early 1970s the Dallas police faced repeated allegations of brutality, and 

most of that violence was directed at Mexican- Americans and African-Americans within 

the city. The 1971 murder of a young Mexican-American man, Santos Rodriguez, by a 

Dallas police officer particularly angered the community. Although the department 

suspended and charged the officer with Rodriguez’s murder, this failed to satisfy young 
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Chicano activists who led roughly two thousand protestors through downtown Dallas on 

a protest march. The demonstration quickly turned violent. Protesters attacked police 

officers, damaged police vehicles, and looted dozens of downtown stores. The following 

year Dallas police killed or injured at least twenty African-Americans. To protest the 

mounting violence, Peter Johnson, a Dallas-based SCLC activist, led a series of protests, 

including a march of one thousand African-Americans to city hall in October 1972.35 

 One month later, on November 20, 1972, Smith appeared before the city council 

and mayor as the leader of a coalition of twenty-eight community organizations that 

included the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce, the Mexican-American Chamber of 

Commerce, the Interdenominational Ministers Alliance, the Nation of Islam, the SCLC, 

CORE, and the National Urban League. Dallas historian W. Marvin Dulaney has argued 

that this was first time that the older established African-American leadership had ever 

worked directly with the younger generation of activists.36 

 Smith spoke on behalf of the coalition, saying, “My appearance is in the interest of 

equal and color-blind justice under the law.” There were those, he said, “who feel that a 

dual system of law enforcement prevails.” Although unnecessary, he introduced himself 

to the politicians present as a man who had worked on “many broad issues in the public 

interest” in Dallas for the last thirty-nine years. According to Dulaney, Smith was well 

known to the mayor and council members. In fact, to them, he represented a more 

respectable contingent of African-American leadership. Therefore, when he suggested the 
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possibility of violence existed if the city council chose not to act, his words carried 

enormous weight. “None of the past issues has been fraught with more ominous danger 

than the one which faces us now,” he said. As expected, Smith arrived with a list of 

demands already approved by community leaders. They included increased hiring of 

minority police officers, proper investigation of the recent police shootings, and the 

creation of a new public grievance procedure for the police department.37 

 Despite the attacks on Smith over the years by younger activists such as Johnson 

and James, it was the very thing that these men distrusted in Smith that made this 

coalition’s action successful in 1972. Smith’s reputation within Dallas and his access to 

the political leadership of the city ensured that the community’s demands were heard. 

The unity of such a large group of organizations that paralleled an earlier era in Smith’s 

career and Smith’s presence at the forefront made an impact on the city’s leadership. The 

Dallas police department worked over the next few years to meet many of the coalition’s 

demands. It began recruiting additional black officers in earnest and in 1973 appointed an 

African-American deputy chief.38 

 Leadership of this coalition proved the last major act of Smith’s civil rights career. 

Smith died on December 19, 1977, at the age of seventy-four. At his memorial service 

Rev. James, who had so often been at odds with Smith over civil rights tactics, provided 

the eulogy. Smith’s old friend, Thurgood Marshall, now a Justice of the U.S. Supreme 

Court, came from Washington to attend and provided remarks to the large assembled 
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crowd. In 1977 the A. Maceo Smith Memorial Scholarship Fund was established at the 

Bishop College School of Business. Alpha Phi Alpha also established the A. Maceo 

Smith Award for those who rendered outstanding service to the fraternity. The A. Maceo 

Smith High School was dedicated in his honor in 1978 and Eddie Bernice Johnson, a 

representative from Texas who knew Smith, had the downtown Dallas federal building 

officially renamed the A. Maceo Smith Federal Building in 1994. Johnson also identified 

him as an important black leader during a Congressional speech given to commemorate 

Black History Month in 1999.39 

 Dulaney has written, “The [civil rights] movement in Dallas did not fulfill its 

promise.” Perhaps this explains in part why knowledge of Smith’s career slowly faded 

from public memory. Some of the tendency to dismiss the Texas civil rights movement 

and Smith’s career were accounted for by the fact that it represented such a lost 

opportunity. By the late 1930s, the civil rights movement in the state had unrivaled 

strength and national impact. The momentum of the Texas movement continued through 

the 1940s aided by stunning legal victories such as Smith and Sweatt but came to an 

abrupt halt in the late 1950s. By the early 1960s, Texas was no longer a national force in 

the civil rights movement, but instead had become a backward region that actually lagged 

behind other states in the fight for equality. Texas’s shift from the forefront of the 

national movement to the rear left a bitter taste in the mouths of many, like Wilkins who 

could not understand the change. This sentiment even appeared in the historiography of 

																																																								
39 A. Maceo Smith Memorial Service Program, December 22, 1977, Box 1, Folder 1; Program of the 
Dedication Services for the A. Maceo Smith High School, November 19, 1978, Box 1, Folder 24; both 
documents found in the A. Maceo Smith Collection, African American Museum Dallas, Texas; The Alpha 
Light, Vol. 13 No. 6 (March 2012), p.2; An Act to designate the Federal building located at 525 Griffin 
Street in Dallas, Texas, as the “A. Maceo Smith Federal Building,” Public Law 103-213, 103rd Cong., 2d 
sess. (February 16, 1994); Cong. Rec., 106th Cong., 1st sess., 1999, vol. 145, pt. 29, H 785. 
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this story: Jim Schutze’s The Accommodation was one example. While a useful history of 

civil rights in Dallas, it was also marred by its central theme—the idea that African-

American leaders were complicit in the continued support of the city’s system of 

inequality.40 

 Smith, however, never accommodated himself to segregation or any form of 

inequality. Instead, he spent his life combating it, as shown in his own words. 

My philosophy now, and always will be, that I shall never voluntarily accept 
segregation and discrimination, whether it be the lack of clothing store 
accommodations, the theater, the ball game or any other. I submit that I would 
rather see my wife in ginghams than to submit to discrimination to purchase silk 
and chambray.… Whenever I ride a streetcar or Jim Crow train I ride it under 
protest.41 

 
Historian Charles Eagles said in 2002, “Many important figures from the freedom 

struggle still await their biographers.”42 This study of Smith and his role in the Texas 

civil rights movement was conceived as an act of recovery and designed to highlight his 

importance to the struggle for equality. Particular emphasis has been placed on the 

decades of the 1930s and 1940s as central to the larger study of the African-American 

civil rights movement. Although Smith did not live to see all vestiges of racial inequality 

removed, he remained hopeful. At the end of his life he told an audience, “The wheels of 

progress grind slowly.… If we are lucky, total integration will be achieved in my 

																																																								
40 Quotation from Dulaney, “Whatever Happened to the Civil Rights Movement in Dallas, Texas?” 66; 
Schutze, The Accommodation, 1–6, 77–78. 
41 A. Maceo Smith, “Paying Freedom’s Price,” transcript of speech, delivered at the 68th Anniversary 
Celebration of the General Alumni Association of Fisk University, May 29, 1949, A. Maceo Smith 
Collection, Box 1, Folder 10, African American Museum, Dallas, Texas. 
42 Charles Eagles, “The Civil Rights Movement,” in A Companion to the American South, edited by John 
B. Boles, (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 467. 
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lifetime. If we are unlucky, it will be achieved during yours!”43 

 
 

																																																								
43 Effie Kaye Adams, Tall Black Texans: Men of Courage. (Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt, 1972), 27. 
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BSCP	–	Brotherhood	of	Sleeping	Car	Porters	
CIO	–	Congress	of	Industrial	Organizations	
CORE	–	Congress	of	Racial	Equality	
CUCANNY	–	Committee	on	Urban	Conditions	Among	Negroes	in	New	York	
DAME	–	Dallas	Alliance	for	Minority	Enterprise	
DCC	–	Dallas	Citizens	Council	
DNCC	–	Dallas	Negro	Chamber	of	Commerce	
FEPC	–	Fair	Employment	Practices	Commission	
FHA	–	Federal	Housing	Authority	
HBCU	–	Historically	Black	College	or	University	
HUAC	–	House	Committee	on	Un-American	Activities	
HUD	–	Housing	and	Urban	Development	
IBPOE	of	W	–	Improved	Benevolent	and	Protective	Order	of	Elks	of	the	World	
IMA	–	Interdenominational	Ministers’	Alliance	
LRC	–	Legal	Redress	Committee	
LULAC	–	League	of	United	Latin	American	Citizens	
NAACP	–	National	Association	for	the	Advancement	of	Colored	People	
NNBL	–	National	Negro	Business	League	
NUL	–	National	Urban	League	
NYU	–	New	York	University	
PCL	–	Progressive	Citizens	League	
PUF	–	(Texas)	Permanent	University	Fund	
PVL	–	Progressive	Voters	League	
RCNL	–	Regional	Council	of	Negro	Leadership	
SCLC	–	Southern	Christian	Leadership	Coalition	
SNCC	–	Student	Non-violent	Coordinating	Committee	
SNCEEO	–	Southern	Negro	Conference	for	Equal	Education	Opportunities	
TCNO	–	Texas	Council	of	Negro	Organizations	
TNCC	–	Texas	Negro	Chamber	of	Commerce	
TNCEE	–	Texas	Negro	Conference	on	Equalization	of	Education	
TNPOA	–	Texas	Negro	Peace	Officers	Association	
TSUN	–	Texas	State	University	for	Negroes	
TPVL	–	Texas	Progressive	Voters	League	
UNIA	–	Universal	Negro	Improvement	Association	
USHA	–	United	States	Housing	Authority	
UT	–	University	of	Texas	
VA	–	Veterans	Administration	
WPA	–	Works	Progress	Administration	
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