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From the early days as a Spanish colony Texas attracted settlers with the promise of 

cheap fertile land. During the period of Mexican control the population of Texas increased and a 

desire for public education manifested among the people. Through the end of the Civil War 

government in Texas never provided an adequate means for educating the children of the region. 

Even when funds became available with the Compromise of 1850 the state only established a 

school fund to help offset the costs of education, but did not provide a public school system. The 

first truly successful attempt at mass education in Texas came after the Civil War with the work 

of the Freedmen’s Bureau. The bureau helped the former slaves adjust to the emerging post war 

society through a variety of means such as education. In spite of its short existence the bureau 

managed to educate thousands of African Americans. By 1870 the former slaves wanted more 

education for their children, and Texans of all races began to see the need for a public school 

system. This study focuses on Republican efforts during Reconstruction to establish a public 

school system in Texas to meet the educational needs of its children. An analysis of data from 

county, state, and federal records forms the basis of this study. The data suggests that Republican 

efforts were hampered by the opposition of Texans to high taxes, compulsory education, racism, 

and animosity toward that party for emancipation and Civil War. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION – AN OVERVIEW OF RECONSTRUCTION 

  During the post Civil War period known as Reconstruction, attempts were made to 

institute a public school system in the state of Texas. It quickly became apparent, however, that 

Texas politicians would encounter difficulties in reaching a consensus on how such a school 

system should be framed, especially since the effort was associated primarily with the state’s 

fledgling Republican Party. The issues of race relations, higher taxes, and an increased role for 

the state government in Texans’ everyday lives all complicated the effort to build a public 

education system. The ultimate failure to implement an effective and lasting public school 

system in Texas during Reconstruction resulted from racism, a lack of funds, opposition to taxes, 

and big government by the state’s conservative white population, and an inability by the 

Republicans themselves to agree upon a plan. Despite their best efforts, Republicans simply 

could not overcome the special problems of the Reconstruction era and a heritage of Texas 

politics that always ranked education low on its list of priorities. 

 Historical studies throughout the years have focused on Reconstruction at the national 

level. Any scholarly study of Reconstruction must begin by looking at the works of William 

Dunning. The standard interpretation of Reconstruction, which has come to be known as the 

Dunning school of thought, was formulated in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

and by 1910 was generally considered to be the definitive historical account of the period. 

Dunning’s study can be summarized as follows: As the Civil War was nearing its end President 

Abraham Lincoln set out his plan for bringing the Confederate states back into the Union 

through a course of reconciliation with as little harm done to the rebels as possible. When the 

war ended, and Lincoln was assassinated, President Andrew Johnson attempted to carry out the 
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plan of reconciliation that his predecessor had wanted. The South accepted military defeat, 

recognized the end of slavery, and sought to rejoin the Union as quickly as possible. As a result 

the state governments of the South embraced Johnson’s Reconstruction plan and prepared to 

return to full participation in the Union.1 

In 1866, however, Johnson’s plan met with bitter opposition by the radical Republicans 

in Congress. Fueled by an unwarranted hatred of Southern rebels and a desire to consolidate their 

political power in the South, the radical Republicans blocked Johnson’s plan in 1867 and started 

Congressional Reconstruction. Using the military to enforce their efforts, the radical Republicans 

imposed black suffrage and, according to Dunning, sought to Africanize the South. 

Congressional Reconstruction was a period of corruption with carpetbaggers from the North, 

traitorous southern scalawags, and ignorant freedmen presiding over southern politics and 

government. After years of humiliation and suffering at the hands of such governance, the white 

South banded together to restore home rule and returned power to whites.2  

The main assumptions of the Dunning school of thought were that the freedmen were 

inferior and unfit to exercise their rights as citizens and that white supremacy saved the South 

from being Africanized.3 Dunning stated that creating public schools was one of the costliest 

items in southern state budgets during Reconstruction. Admitting that free public education 

existed before the war, he referred to it as sporadic and rudimentary. The new school systems 

created during Reconstruction tended to be modeled on the more advanced northern systems. 

Dunning also stated: 

                                                           
1 William A. Dunning, Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865 – 1877 (New York: Harper and Row, 1907). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Edgar P. Sneed, “A Historiography of Reconstruction in Texas: Some Myths and Problems,” Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly, v.LXXII, no.4, April 1969, 437. 
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The financial burden of these enterprises was very great, and the irritation thus caused 

was increased by the fact that the blacks were the chief beneficiaries of the new systems, 

while many of the white tax-payers considered the education of the negro, as carried on 

in the public schools, to be either useless or positively dangerous to society.4 

 

Most studies of Reconstruction before the 1960s tended to reinforce and agree with Dunning. 

 The earliest challenge to the Dunning school came in 1935, when W. E. B. Du Bois, a 

black activist and scholar, published Black Reconstruction in America. Du Bois argued that 

Reconstruction had been an idealistic effort on the part of Republicans to create an interracial 

democratic political order in the post Civil War era. The work chastised scholars for largely 

ignoring the emancipated slaves and interpreting Reconstruction with a racial bias. Though 

largely ignored at the time Du Bois’ work was the first step toward revising the Dunning 

school.5 Efforts to this end were attempted by scholars in the 1940s and 1950s, but it would take 

the Civil Rights movement to destroy Dunning’s arguments. 

The Revisionist school of thought that ran counter to Dunning gained scholarly credence 

during the 1960s amidst the Civil Rights movement. Scholars such as Kenneth Stamp, James M. 

McPherson, and Eric L. McKittrick took a new look at Reconstruction. Their works 

demonstrated that the white South never accepted black citizenship or equality and that the 

radical Republicans were in effect attempting to create governments in the South that would be 

loyal to the Union and accept black enfranchisement. These works also argued that efforts on the 

part of the radicals to help revitalize the Southern economy, establish public schools, and 

pressure the Southern state governments to ratify the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments 

                                                           
4 Dunning, Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865 – 1877, 206-207. 
5 W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1935). 
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demonstrated an era of attempted positive change. The Revisionist school of thought turned the 

tables on Dunning’s argument. The freedmen and radical Republicans were portrayed as the 

champions of democracy, and the white supremacist view that was prevalent 

throughout the South was held responsible for the wrongs of Reconstruction.6 

Another school of thought regarding Reconstruction, post-revisionism, began to 

formulate in the 1970s and 1980s. Scholars such as McPherson, Eric Foner and others took 

the revisionist argument a step further to argue that racism existed in both the North and South 

concerning the freed slaves. The racism that existed prevented the freedmen from attaining full 

citizenship and enfranchisement, relegating them to a status somewhere between slavery and 

freedom. By concentrating on the policies carried out by radical Republicans, the post-

revisionists discovered that Union men and the Union army had worked with the former slave 

owners to force the freedmen to return to plantation labor and in effect keep them from attaining 

an equal footing in society. Post-revisionists demonstrated that radical Republican 

Reconstruction was conservative in nature rather than a revolutionary venture. The post-

revisionist school of thought has become the recent trend of Reconstruction scholarly work.7 

 Post-revisionist historian Eric Foner viewed attempts at education by Republicans in the 

South as a positive step that fell short. In his opinion African-Americans saw education as the 

key to their success after emancipation. In his book, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished 

Revolution, 1863-1877, Foner stated, “As a member of a North Carolina education society put it 

in 1866, ‘he thought a school-house would be the first proof of their independence.’”8 The 

initiative for education often lay with African Americans before 1866; afterward funding came 

                                                           
6 Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper and Row, 1988), 
xxii. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 97. 
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from the Freedmen’s Bureau, northern benevolent societies, and state governments. Foner 

believed efforts at education in the South could have worked but for the fierce opposition of 

southerners to educating the freedmen.9 

Scholars who examined Reconstruction on the state level produced historiography similar 

to that on the national level. The first major work dealing with the era in Texas, Reconstruction 

in Texas, was published by Charles W. Ramsdell in 1909. Ramsdell, like Dunning, argued that 

the failures of Reconstruction were a result of the radical Republicans. The freedmen were, in his 

opinion, ignorant and incapable of handling the responsibilities of citizenship and 

enfranchisement. He also argued that the freedmen had little stake in society. Giving freedmen 

the right to vote led to the election of carpetbaggers, scalawags, and other Republicans who 

proved to be incompetent and only sought to further their own careers. Ramsdell also charged 

that the Republicans in power ignored the wishes of Texans and attempted to enact social 

changes, such as a public school system, that left the people with no choice but to rise up against 

them. The return to Democratic rule in 1873 was, in Ramsdell’s opinion, the return of the state to 

its proper citizens. Ramsdell’s work remained the authority on Reconstruction in Texas until the 

1960s.10 

In 1962 W. C. Nunn’s book, entitled Texas under the Carpetbaggers, relied heavily on 

Ramsdell’s previous work and added some new details. Though writing more than fifty years 

later, Nunn agreed with Ramsdell in chastising the Republicans in power for alienating the white 

population of Texas. Nunn’s work portrayed the carpetbaggers and scalawags as incompetent 

men whose allegiances to the freedmen, Union men, and the northern Republican Party led them 

to ignore the great mass of Texans whose politics were conservative in nature. The freedmen, in 

                                                           
9 Ibid. 
10 Charles W. Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1910). 
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Nunn’s opinion, were prone to idleness and laziness and unfit for their new-found freedoms. He 

concluded his work by stating that the immigration of white southerners from other states, and 

white Europeans allowed the white people of Texas to overcome carpetbag misgovernment and 

oust the Republicans from power. Despite the emergence of revisionist literature at the time, 

Nunn’s work was a reinforcement of Ramsdell’s standard state level interpretation.11 

More recent scholarly studies have revised the standard interpretation by challenging its 

biases and myths. Scholars such as Carl H. Moneyhon, Randolph B. Campbell, James M. 

Smallwood, Barry A. Crouch, and many others have demonstrated that Ramsdell and Nunn’s 

interpretations do not stand up to critical analysis. The myth of overwhelming carpetbagger rule 

has been dispelled by research that shows that very few recent migrants from the North held 

positions of power during Reconstruction. Recent studies have also demonstrated that the 

Republicans in power in Texas during Reconstruction sought to build public schools, promote 

economic expansion, secure civil rights for the freedmen, and bring an end to the violence of the 

era. These researchers have also clearly demonstrated that whites with southern sympathies were 

primarily responsible for the violence of the era and for the disfranchisement of the black 

population. They have also shown that the freedmen were not idle in their new found 

responsibilities of freedom, but were intimidated and threatened to the point of having to accept a 

place in society that was little better than slavery.12 

According to this recent scholarship, the general story of the Civil War and 

Reconstruction in Texas should be told as follows: The institution of slavery was at the very 

heart of the decision made by the citizens of Texas to secede from the Union on February 23, 

                                                           
11 William C. Nunn, Texas under the Carpetbaggers (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1962). 
12 Randolph B. Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 1865-1880 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1997); Barry A. Crouch, The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Texans (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1992); James M. Smallwood, Time of Hope, Time of Despair: Black Texans during Reconstruction (Port 
Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1981). 
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1861, by a vote of 46,153 to 14,747.13 With the election of Abraham Lincoln in November 

1860,Texas, like most of the other slave states, decided that northern attacks on its institutions 

had finally reached a critical point. Despite the efforts of Governor Sam Houston, a strong 

Unionist, Texas seceded and formally joined the Confederate States of America on March 1, 

1861.14 When the Civil War started in April 1861 there were nearly two hundred thousand slaves 

in Texas.15 Unlike most of the other Confederate states Texas was not conquered by the Union 

army, and its slaves remained in bondage throughout the war. Texas’s slave population grew 

during the war as slave owners in other southern states sent their bondsmen to Texas to keep 

them from being liberated by the advancing Union armies.16 

Reconstruction in Texas began in June 1865 with the landing of Union troops at 

Galveston under the command of General Gordon Granger. On June 19 Granger issued General 

Order Number 3, announcing the Emancipation Proclamation, which soon brought to an end the 

institution of slavery in Texas.17 Later that summer on July 21, 1865, Andrew Jackson Hamilton, 

President Johnson’s appointee as provisional governor of Texas, arrived in Galveston and began 

his role as the leading figure of civilian authority in the state.18 

Hamilton had been a prominent figure in Texas politics before the outbreak of the 

Civil War. Born in Alabama, he moved to Texas in 1846 and served two terms in the state 

legislature in the 1850s. In 1859 he was elected to represent Texas in the United States House of 

Representatives. When the movement to secede began Hamilton was very vocal in supporting 

Governor Houston and pledging his loyalty to the Union. Hamilton did not return to Texas 
                                                           
13 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 8. 
14 Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas, 21. 
15 Randolph B. Campbell, An Empire for Slavery: The Peculiar Institution in Texas, 1821-1865 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1989), 231. 
16 Ibid., 243. 
17 Allen C. Ashcraft, Texas in the Civil War: A Resume History (Austin: Texas Civil War Centennial Commission, 
1962), 29. 
18 Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas, 57. 
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throughout the Civil War. When he did return in 1865 his primary responsibility 

as provisional governor was to restore civil authority to Texas and prepare the state to rejoin the 

Union.19 

Bringing Texas back into full participation in the Union required a new constitution. This 

meant registering eligible voters and electing representatives to a state constitutional convention. 

Under Presidential Reconstruction eligible voters were defined as white males of voting age who 

took an oath of amnesty in which they promised future loyalty to the Union. Once the state 

convention completed its work another election would be held for approval of the new 

constitution, as well as determining state and local officials and United States representatives. 

The state legislature, once elected and assembled, would select United States senators from 

Texas. If President Johnson and Congress approved of these steps taken by the state then Texas 

would be formally readmitted to full participation in the Union and Presidential Reconstruction 

would end.20 

The first action Hamilton took towards reconstructing Texas was the appointment of 

interim officials at both the state and local levels during the summer of 1865. Hamilton sought to 

appoint men who were known to be loyal to the Union. As a result Unionists took over key 

offices such as county judge, count commissioner, and sheriff throughout the counties of Texas. 

On August 19, 1865, Hamilton issued a proclamation to register voters for electing 

representatives to the constitutional convention.21 

Hamilton received help in his aim of reconstructing Texas on September 5, 1865, with 

the arrival of Brevet Brigadier General Edgar M. Gregory. Gregory arrived in Texas as the 

Assistant Commissioner of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands. Generally 

                                                           
19 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction, 9. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas, 59-62. 
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referred to as the Freedmen’s Bureau, the organization was established by Congress for the 

primary purpose of helping former slaves adjust to freedom. The Bureau would ultimately 

become a major and controversial force in Texas Reconstruction by providing relief for the 

destitute, supervising labor contracts, establishing schools, and protecting freedmen from 

violence.22 Many of Hamilton’s appointments at the local level would later serve as Freedman’s 

Bureau agents in their respective counties. The duty of registering eligible voters for the 

constitutional convention fell to the Unionist appointments in Texas’ various counties. 

In November 1865 Governor Hamilton set the election date January 8, 1866, for the 

choosing of representatives from the counties to the state convention. The representatives chosen 

met in Austin from February 7 to April 2, 1866, and completed the Texas State Constitution of 

1866. The delegates declared the ordinance of secession null and void, repudiated the public debt 

incurred during the war, and ended the institution of slavery. The delegates promised the basic 

rights of person and property to the freedmen, but failed to ratify the Thirteenth Amendment or 

to give freedmen the right to vote, hold office, serve on juries, and attend public schools.23 Thus 

it became apparent early in the Reconstruction era that the white population of Texas was going 

to have a difficult time accepting freedmen as their social equals. 

The status of the freedmen in post Civil War Texas led to the formation of factions within 

the group of men who had assumed leadership of the state. During the state convention and up to 

the public election set for June 25, 1866, two groups emerged. The radical Unionists wanted a 

total condemnation of secession and favored granting the franchise to literate blacks. This group 

included provisional Governor Hamilton, and they supported Elisha M. Pease for governor in the 

coming elections. The Conservative Unionists sought to restore Texas to the Union with as little 

                                                           
22 Crouch, The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Texans, 15. 
23 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 10. 
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change as possible and refused to grant the franchise to blacks. Their candidate for governor was 

James W. Throckmorton who had opposed secession but later served as an officer in the 

Confederate Army. In the period leading up to the elections the Conservative Unionists accused 

the radicals of cooperating with northern Republicans who sought to punish the white South and 

elevate the freedmen to an equal standing in society. The accusations worked as the Conservative 

Unionists won the gubernatorial elections of June 25 by a vote of 48, 631 to 12,051.24 Texas was 

prepared to rejoin its place in the Union with full participation if the president and Congress 

accepted the state’s new government. 

On August 20, 1866, President Johnson accepted the steps that Texas had taken in 

Reconstruction and declared that the rebellion in the state had ended. However, Congress did not 

share the president’s opinion of the situation. The Eleventh Legislature of Texas had convened 

on August 6, 1866, and elected Oran M. Roberts and David G. Burnet as United States senators. 

Roberts had served as president of the secession convention in 1861 and attained the rank of 

colonel in the Confederate army during the Civil War. Burnet had supported the Confederacy 

and was openly critical of radical Unionists. Congress refused to seat either of the state’s 

senators. Texas, like the other former Confederate States, had not done enough in the opinion of 

the Republican-controlled Congress to regain its place in the Union. The election of former 

Confederates, reports of mistreatment of loyalists and freedmen, and the notorious Black Codes 

that had been enacted throughout the South led the Republicans to conclude that Presidential 

Reconstruction was not working.25 

In March 1867 Congress took matters into its hands by passing the first of four 

Reconstruction acts. Congressional Reconstruction sought to create governments loyal to the 

                                                           
24 Ibid., 10- 11; Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas, 108 – 111. 
25 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 12. 
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Union and called upon the military to execute the process. That process was in effect a renewal 

of the steps taken under Presidential Reconstruction with the southern states having to register 

eligible voters, elect representatives for a constitutional convention, ratify the Thirteenth and 

Fourteenth Amendments, and then hold elections to approve the new constitutions and 

choose state officials. Once those steps were completed, Congress would decide if the state had 

done enough to warrant full participation in the Union. This time the whole process would be 

under the guidance and supervision of the United States military.26 

Under Congressional Reconstruction the South was divided into five military districts 

with Texas and Louisiana constituting the Fifth Military District. This district was placed under 

the command of General Philip Sheridan with his headquarters in New Orleans. Sheridan 

officially took charge on March 19, 1867. With Sheridan in command of the entire Fifth Military 

District, the state of Texas came under the immediate control of General Charles C. Griffin. The 

military commanders made it clear from the beginning that Throckmorton’s Conservative 

Unionist government of Texas was provisional and declared that the governor could not make 

any further appointments or hold any elections without the consent of the military.27 

In April 1867 General Griffin began the task of reconstructing Texas in earnest. In 

response to complaints of mistreatment of loyal whites and freedmen, he ordered that all jurors 

be able to swear the Test Oath of 1862, which required one to swear that he had never 

voluntarily supported the Confederacy. Governor Throckmorton protested the order on the 

grounds that the vast majority of men living in Texas could not take such an oath. The state’s 

district judges reacted as they chose to, some complying with the order and others closing their 

courts without any effort to find jurors.28 Those Texas leaders who had supported the 

                                                           
26 Ibid, 12. 
27 William L. Richter, Overreached on All Sides: The Freedmen’s Bureau Administrators in Texas, 1865-1868 
(Texas A&M University Press, 1991), 73-74. 
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Confederacy understood that their past actions were going to have a profound bearing on their 

future role in the state’s government. 

The first step in Congressional Reconstruction required the registering of all eligible 

voters. Congress’s Reconstruction Acts stated that anyone who had sworn an oath to uphold the 

Constitution of the United States and then engaged in rebellion, and those who had held a high 

office in the Confederate government or military and had not been pardoned by the president, 

were deemed ineligible to register to vote. Men with a property value of $20,000 or more were 

also deemed ineligible to register to vote. Griffin appointed known Unionists and Freedmen’s 

Bureau agents to run the registration process and included where practicable at least one 

freedmen to serve on the board of registrars, making it obvious from the beginning that 

Congressional Reconstruction threatened the conservative stronghold over the state.29 

With Congressional backing, the military began dismantling conservative control of the 

state in the summer of 1867 by removing officials elected in June 1866. In July 1867 General 

Sheridan removed Governor Throckmorton from office and replaced him with Elisha M. Pease. 

All five of the Texas Supreme Court Justices were removed as well as district judges and county 

officials deemed disloyal by the military.30 While unseating officials, the military continued its 

efforts to get eligible voters registered. Final registration totals showed 59,633 whites and 49,479 

blacks as potential voters. Though impossible to calculate exactly, estimates of the numbers of 

whites either deemed ineligible or refusing to register range anywhere from 7,500 to 12,000. The 

registration totals demonstrate that freedmen, who comprised roughly 30 percent of the 

population of the state, represented 45 percent of the vote.31 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
28 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 13. 
29 Ibid., 14. 
30 Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas, 168 – 175. 
31 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 15. 
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The elections held in February 1868 resulted in a total victory for the radical Republicans 

in Texas. Eighty-two percent of blacks eligible to vote went to the polls. Only 31 percent of 

whites eligible to vote went to the polls because conservative leaders had urged them not to 

participate. Congressional Reconstruction required participation by at least half of those 

registered to vote for the election to become official, and conservatives hoped that by keeping 

whites away from the polls that requirement would not be met. As the election neared 

conservative leaders feared they had underestimated the Republican’s strength, changed tactics, 

and urged whites to go to the polls and support conservative candidates. With conservative 

leadership in disarray and the Republicans organized, the election was a landslide. The 

constitutional convention that met in Austin in June 1868 consisted of twelve conservatives, and 

seventy eight Republicans.32 

When the convention convened in Austin, a split occurred within the Republicans 

present. One faction labeled moderates was led by Hamilton, the former provisional governor. 

The other faction known as the radicals came under the leadership of Edmund J. Davis 

who was born in Florida, had been a state district judge in 1860, opposed secession, and formed 

the First Texas Cavalry that served with the Union during the war. The division of the 

Republicans centered on three main issues: declaring the ordinance of secession null and void 

and revoking all acts by the state government from secession up to 1867, disfranchising former 

Confederates, and dividing Texas to create a new western state. The moderates opposed all three 

measures, and the radicals supported them. In the end the moderates, after allying themselves 

with the twelve conservatives, managed to reject all three measures. The new constitution 

allowed all black and white males, regardless of their loyalties during the war, the right to vote. It 

also strengthened the powers of the governor by making the office a four year rather than two 
                                                           
32 Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas, 195-199. 
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year position and allowing him to appoint all of the states Supreme Court and district judges.33 

The next step in Congressional Reconstruction was an election to ratify the new constitution and 

elect officials. 

The divisions within the Republican Party carried over into the elections as Hamilton 

and Davis campaigned for the governorship. Hamilton and the moderates hoped for 

an early election so that they could carry their momentum from the convention and rally white 

support throughout the state. Davis and the radicals wanted a delay in the vote to give them time 

to organize the black vote and break up the alliance between moderates and conservatives. Both 

sides appealed to President Ulysses S. Grant, who had recently been elected to succeed Johnson, 

to side with their respective causes. On July 15, 1869, Grant sided with the radicals and declared 

that the elections in Texas would be held from November 30 to December 3, 1869. General J. J. 

Reynolds, who had replaced Sheridan as commander of the Fifth Military District, also publicly 

gave his support to Davis and the radicals.34 

With national and military support, victory seemed imminent for the radicals in the 

upcoming elections, but state wide events undermined their efforts. All local offices of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau were closed at the end of December 1868. In April and May 1869, a new 

round of removing local officials who could not swear the Test Oath from office was enacted by 

Congress and carried out by the military. Provisional Governor Elisha M. Pease resigned his 

office on September 30 and publicly criticized the military for its continuing interference in the 

state’s politics. Rather than appoint a new governor General Reynolds took over its duties until 

the elections.35 These events allowed the moderates and conservatives to gather strength as the 

election drew near. 

                                                           
33 Ibid., 242 - 260. 
34 Ibid., 261 – 267. 
35 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction in Texas, 18-19. 
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On Election Day the moderates and their conservative allies lost because only 58 percent 

of whites eligible to vote came to the polls. The new constitution was approved by a vote of 

72,466 to 4,928, but the race for the governorship was very close. Davis defeated Hamilton by a 

vote of 39,901 to 39,092. The radical Republicans also gained a majority in the Texas 

Legislature and managed to capture three of the state’s four congressional seats. On January 8, 

1870, General Reynolds appointed Davis and all of the elected officials as a provisional 

government. Soon after the Twelfth Legislature convened and ratified the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, 

and Fifteenth Amendments. The Legislature also selected two radical Republicans, James W. 

Flanagan and Morgan Hamilton, as United States Senators.36 

In the opinion of Congress, Texas had taken the proper steps to be readmitted to the 

Union. A bill was passed and signed by President Grant on March 30, 1870, which ended 

military control in Texas. On April 16, 1870, General Reynolds turned his authority in the state 

over to the civil government, and with the inauguration of Davis on April 28, Congressional 

Reconstruction came to an end.37 Without the backing of Congress or the military, the 

Republicans in Texas were left to their own devices to remain in power. 

The creation of a public school system and state police force were the main pieces of 

legislation enacted under the Republican-controlled Twelfth Legislature. These two laws also 

became major points of contention for conservatives in Texas. Opponents of the bills argued that 

both imposed a heavy tax burden on the citizenry, and they pointed out that freedmen comprised 

40 percent of the state police. Taxation rose to unprecedented levels from 1870 to 1871 as local 

governments sought to rebuild roads and bridges and institute the public school system. The 

                                                           
36 Ibid., 20. 
37 Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas, 285-292. 
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enemies of radical Republicanism called for a taxpayer’s convention in Austin to be held 

September 22 to 25, 1871. Representatives from ninety-four counties approved a resolution 

condemning Davis’s administration.38 With United States government efforts at reconstruction 

removed from the state, it became apparent in the latter part of 1871 that conservative whites 

were poised to reclaim the government. 

The “redemption” of Texas by its white population began with the congressional 

elections of October 1871. The Democratic Party, which had reorganized throughout the state 

and local levels of government, won all four of Texas’ congressional seats. In the 1872 

presidential election Horace Greeley, candidate of the Liberal Republican Party but also 

endorsed by the Democratic Party, carried Texas, but lost nationally to the incumbent 

Republican President, Grant. In Texas the Democratic Party overwhelmingly won every elected 

office upfor consideration in the 1872 elections, including those for United States Congressmen, 

statesenators, state representatives, and local officials. When 1873 began the Republicans still 

held the governor’s office and the judiciary, but it was obvious that the elections at the end of the 

year would bring about total “redemption.”39 

Efforts at reconciliation by Governor Davis were rejected by the Democratic controlled 

Thirteenth Legislature in 1873. Despite the governor’s veto the legislature repealed the state 

police act and revamped the public school system to lessen the tax burden on the people. The 

legislature called for a general election on December 2, 1873, for state and local offices 

including the governor’s office. The Republicans again nominated Davis, and the Democratic 

Party nominated Richard Coke who had served in the Texas Fifteenth Infantry as a Confederate 

captain during the Civil War. The election was again a landslide victory for the Democrats as 
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Davis lost to Coke by a vote of 85,549 to 42,633. Black voters, who had been the backbone of 

Republican power in Texas, did not turn out in large numbers as they had in previous elections 

due to threats and intimidation. With total control of state government the Democrats spent 1874 

regaining control of the judiciary system and repealing parts of the 1869 Constitution.40 After 

four years of Republican rule Texas had been “redeemed”, or controlled by the Democratic 

Party, and Reconstruction was at an end. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EDUCATION IN TEXAS TO THE END OF THE CIVIL WAR 

 The first form of education in Texas was the mission systems started by the Spanish 

empire in the late sixteenth to early seventeenth century. The primary purpose of the missions 

was to convert Native Americans in Texas to the Catholic faith, and to do that the Spanish 

language had to be taught. The Spanish hoped to make the Native Americans loyal subjects of 

the empire, teach them religion, and give them the basic elements of a civilized life. This meant 

teaching them Spanish, Christiantity, and farming.41 The first textbook used in Texas was 

Manuel Para Administrator Los Santos Sacrementos De Penitencia Ducharestia, Extrema 

Uncion y Matrimonio. This book, compiled by Bartolme Garcia and printed in Mexico in 1760, 

was used as a guide by the priests who worked in Texas among the Native Americans.42 Little 

came of the missionary work among Native Americans in Texas, and by 1790 the Spanish began 

to give up on the idea of converting them.43 

As early as 1746 a parish school operated within the city of San Fernando de Bexar, or 

modern day San Antonio. The purpose of the school was to instruct young men in Catholic 

doctrine and its teacher was Cristobal de los Santos Coy.44 Records indicate that as early as 1789 

another school, the first established by the Spanish government in Texas, existed in San Antonio 

taught by Jose Francisco de la Mata. Like most schools during the Spanish era it was short lived 

and closed down within a few years.45 Another effort on the part of the Spanish government to 

do something about education came in 1802 with a proclamation by Lieutenant Colonel Juan 
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Bautista Elguezabal. He threatened heavy penalties on parents if they did not send their children 

to school. Such threats proved empty and education in San Antonio had little success.46 

 In 1812, San Antonio opened another school house after a local ruling junta contributed 

855 pesos for education. The school house was poorly built by the man contracted to do the job, 

Don Biciente Travieso, and was in disrepair within a few years. One of the school’s teachers 

described the building as, “A hall with platform, with two doors and one window, key of one 

door serviceable and other broken, window without lock. A room adjoining hall, interior door 

without lock.”47 In 1817 another school operated in San Antonio with three peso fines against 

parents who failed to get their children to school. The school teacher, Don Ygnacio de los Santos 

Coy, complained in 1820 that the children spent too much time in the streets of the city and not 

in the classroom. By 1821 San Antonio had no schools listed within its borders.48 

 With Mexican independence from Spain in 1821, education in Texas was given a little 

more emphasis. That same year Anglo settlers began arriving in Texas under the guidance of 

Stephen F. Austin, the empresario of the Austin Colony. From the start Anglo settlers and 

Mexican officials had different views on education, religion, and several other topics that 

ultimately led to the Texas Revolution. At various times between 1821 and 1836 attempts were 

made by the Mexican government to establish schools in San Antonio, La Bahia (Goliad), 

Gonzales, and Nacogdoches.49 Mexico’s Federal Constitution of 1824 gave control of education 

to its states, and the state of Coahuila and Texas established a system of elementary schools in its 

main cities but did not provide any means for its financial support. Article 215 of the constitution 

for the State of Coahuila and Texas, which was adopted in 1827, stated, “In all the towns of the 
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state a suitable number of primary schools shall be established, wherein shall be taught reading, 

writing, arithmetic, [and] the catechism of the Christian religion.”50 These four objectives were 

the backbone and primary purpose of Spanish speaking schools in Texas.  

By 1832 Texans, Tejanos and Anglos alike, had a difficult time establishing schools 

throughout the region. Anglo settlers at Austin sent a letter to state public officials asking for 

grants of land to be set aside for educational purposes. Spanish-speaking residents in San 

Antonio sent a similar letter to the governor asking that schools be erected by the government in 

towns with local citizens to pay the teacher’s salary. In Nacogdoches another letter asked the 

state government for land grants for education.51 Though nothing effective came as a result of 

these letters, they demonstrate that Texans had ideas about how to fund education in the 1830s 

that would still be argued for over forty years later. The few public schools in Texas during the 

Mexican period failed due to lack of money and at times a lack of teachers. Private schools were 

established in communities such as Nacogdoches and Bexar for the children of wealthy families, 

but most of Texas’s school aged youths received no formal schooling.52  

In 1834 Colonel Juan Almonte surveyed the schools in Texas and listed only five Spanish 

speaking schools in operation. His report made no mention of the English speaking schools 

around the Austin Colony and in East Texas. Almonte’s report stated that more needed to be 

done to improve the Spanish speaking schools and stated,” What is to be the fate of those 

unhappy Mexicans who dwell in the midst of savages without hope of civilization?”53 Such a 
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statement demonstrates the animosity between Texans and the Mexican Government. One major 

point of contention between the two sides was religion because Catholicism was the state-

sponsored religion.54 The Spanish-speaking schools taught the Catholic catechism, and there was 

a desire on the part of Protestant English-speaking Texans to support nondenominational 

schools.55  

As early as 1823 an English language school taught by Isaac Pennington operated in the 

Austin Colony. There were also so called “cornfield” schools taught outside the confines of a 

building.56 T. J. Pilgrim was one of the earliest English language teachers to come to the Austin 

Colony. He arrived in 1829 and remained in Texas as a teacher until his death in 1877. Pilgrim 

saw the need for education in the colony but also tried to establish a Sunday school. As he 

explained, “I felt the necessity of moral and religious, as well as intellectual culture, and resolved 

to make an effort to found a Sunday-school.”57 The Sunday school operated for a time but 

Stephen F. Austin had it discontinued because as Pilgrim explained,” these Mexicans could not 

be deceived in relation to the character of our exercises, and it was well known that we were 

acting in violation of the colonization law, which strictly prohibited Protestant worship and 

prohibited Austin from introducing any but Catholics as colonists.”58 

The state of education in Coahuila and Texas during the Mexican period of control was 

deplorable. In spite of several laws and an obvious desire on the part of the government, 

education in Texas was hindered by basic things such as apathy and poverty. As one historian 

has noted,  
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The poverty of the people was extreme and the state treasury was in a condition of 

chronic bankruptcy. The towns suffered frequently from Indian raids and from 

pestilences which decimated the population. It was impossible to secure qualified 

teachers, and books and other apparatus were scarce. The officials, on the whole, were 

men of high intelligence and eager to promote the enlightenment of the children. But the 

people generally were not interested in education.59 

When proclaiming their independence, the colonists of Texas went so far as to condemn 

the Mexican government in 1836 for not establishing a system of public education in the 

state.60The Texas Declaration of Independence argued, “It (Government of Mexico) has failed to 

establish any public systems of education, although possessed of almost boundless resources.”61 

After independence the constitution of the newly formed Republic of Texas included under the 

heading of General Provisions, Section 5, “It shall be the duty of Congress, as soon as 

circumstances will permit, to provide by law, a general system of Education.”62 

 The Republic of Texas did very little to rectify the need for public education in Texas. 

Section 5 of the Constitution of 1836 calling for a general system of education was ignored.63 In 

1840, during Mirabeau B. Lamar’s presidency, the Texas Congress adopted a plan that 

established elementary as well as secondary schools, but left funding to the sale of specified 

lands within each county. The price of land in Texas was low due to its great availability and the 
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desire to attract immigrants from the United States, and this led to little revenue generated for 

schools within the counties.64 

When Texas was annexed into the United States in 1845, the state constitution called for 

a law “authorizing neighborhoods, desiring to build schoolhouses, to elect boards of trustees.”65 

The state in effect left the building of schools to towns rather than counties or the state 

legislature. In 1848 a positive step was taken toward the funding of education with a law 

requiring that one-tenth of state tax revenues be placed in a fund for the support of public 

schools.66 By the 1850s some Texans recognized that the state was in dire need of a public 

school system to provide education to the sons and daughters of poor farmers, the indigent, 

orphans, and children who otherwise had no financial means of securing an education. With the 

Compromise of 1850 Texas received $10 million in United States government bonds accruing 

five percent interest annually to settle its northwest border dispute. With those funds the state had 

the ability to fund a school system but hesitated at first to do so. In 1854 with the election of 

Elisha M. Pease as governor, Texas seemed poised for an era of internal improvements, 

railroads, and a school system. Pease promised to provide a means of education for all of Texas’ 

children regardless of income.67 

Without the Compromise of 1850, building a public school system in Texas would not 

have taken place in 1854. Ten percent of the state’s annual taxes had been set aside for education 

starting in 1848, but by 1854 that fund amounted to no more than $82,000. Impressive as a total, 

that $82,000 represented six years worth of saving which averaged out to $13, 667 annually. The 
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state had four leagues of land set aside in each county for the purpose of being sold to fund 

education in that area, but land prices remained low for prospective buyers. To sell those public 

lands in the early 1850s would rob Texas counties of a future investment for its citizens. But with 

$10 million in bonds given to the state by Congress, Texas’s politicians began seriously to 

consider the development of a school system. Governor Peter H. Bell argued in 1851 that the 

state should pay for internal improvements, establish a free school system, or invest the money in 

stock and use the interest to pay the expenses of the government.68 He told the Legislature of 

Texas to work on one of those three options, but in 1853 his successor Pease boldly attempted all 

of them at once. 

 Pease was elected governor of Texas with a platform of internal improvements, public 

education, a state university, and state assistance in building railroads.69 His first message to the 

state legislature delivered on November 23, 1853, conveyed his thoughts on education: “Of these 

measures, one of the most important is, to make a suitable and permanent provision for the 

support of public schools. The highest and most sacred duty of a free government is to provide 

the means for educating its citizens in a manner that will enable them to understand their duties 

and their obligations.”70 In that same message Governor Pease explained his plan for bringing all 

of his goals to fruition. Of the $10 million Texas had in bonds, Pease wanted to set aside $2 

million as a permanent school fund and use the income from the five percent annual interest to 

pay for the education of poor children in Texas who were referred to as indigent. Along with 

indigent children Pease wanted to provide a free education for the orphans of veterans and any 

other child unable to cover the costs of schooling. He calculated that the state could generate 
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$100,000 annually in interest from the $2 million school fund and believed that was enough at 

least to begin a school system.71 

 The governor’s plan for distribution of the school fund was to apportion the money 

among the counties of Texas according to the number of free children living within each county 

between the ages of five and sixteen. The idea was to count the total number of free children in 

the state and equally distribute the school fund among them and then send each county its funds 

based on the number of school aged children it had. Each county would send its county treasurer 

to Austin to pick up its funds and upon returning home the treasurer was to deposit the money 

into the county treasury. Disbursement of the funds would be handled by the county courts. In 

proposing the plan Governor Pease admitted to the legislature that he had misgivings about it, 

stating, “I do not pretend to recommend this as a perfect system; but its operation will be simple 

and cheap; it may be commenced without delay, and it seems to be better adapted to our situation 

than any other system that has come under my notice.”72 Pease understood that Texans opposed 

raising taxes for government programs and believed he could use the bonds and their interest to 

pay for his school program. He also proposed using the ten percent of the state’s annual tax 

dollars fund accumulating since 1848 to help the school system. He flatly opposed selling the 

county lands set aside for education on the grounds that land values were too low.73 

 Pease also sought to fund his other programs using the $10 million from the Compromise 

of 1850. He proposed the building of a state university, a state asylum for lunatics, and a 

program for the education of the deaf and dumb at a cost of $250,000 per program. To help 

railroad companies in the state Pease proposed lending them money from the $10 million bonds 

at six percent interest. Recognizing the opposition of Texans to raising taxes Pease pointed out 
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that all of his programs could be carried out without any increased tax burden on the state, and he 

further believed that if managed properly interest from the bonds could pay for the state 

government and taxes would no longer be needed. He concluded his remarks to the legislature by 

stating, “These appropriations will absorb a large portion of the United States bonds now in the 

Treasury, but the objects for which it is proposed to use them are of great practical utility, and 

will be productive of benefits as lasting as the institutions under which we live.”74 

 The Texas legislature fundamentally agreed with Governor Pease’s plans on education 

and railroad companies, but it had misgivings about the other proposals. The Senate Committee 

on Education recommended passing the school system with minor alterations in language on 

November 29, 1853. Committee Chairman Spearman Holland especially praised the bill for 

providing education to the orphans of Texas war veterans. The committee agreed with Pease that 

the school lands should not yet be sold due to low land prices and also believed the school 

system could be supported without any new tax burden on the citizens. They also echoed Pease’s 

concerns that the system might not be enough to meet the scholastic needs of children but 

believed, “it is worthy an experiment. It is only by degrees that any general system, having in 

view the general will, can approximate perfection. Time will discover defects which experience 

will correct.”75 With the committee’s endorsement Pease’s bill was ready for consideration and 

debate within the legislature. 

 During January 1854 both the house and senate of the Texas State Legislature considered 

Pease’s plan for a school system. Most praised the idea on the grounds that it could be done 

without new taxes and did not diminish the bonds because it only used the interest from $2 

million of that money. On January 21, 1854, Jefferson Weatherford in the Senate proposed 
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enlarging the permanent school fund to $2.5 million and argued that the fund should be removed 

from the US Treasury and invested in Texas railroad companies growing at a higher interest of 

six percent. In this way Governor Pease could enact the school system and have state assistance 

for railroad companies. Weatherford’s amendment lost by a vote of fourteen for, fifteen against, 

and was not incorporated into the bill, but the proposal remained in the minds of many 

senators.76 

 During the school system debates in the house Edward A. Palmer of the House 

Committee on Education compiled information on how Texas had funded education up to that 

point. He argued that unless Texans were willing to accept new taxes, which he believed they 

were not, the state had no choice but to develop a permanent school fund based on the governor’s 

plan. He pointed out that setting aside ten percent of tax dollars for education from 1848 to 1854 

had only generated roughly $82,000, which might help for one year but represented six years 

worth of appropriations. The state school fund as it stood was woefully inadequate for the needs 

of Texas children. Palmer pointed out that if Pease’s plan were adopted the state could generate 

$100,000 annually from interest and in one year could have more for education than tax dollars 

had generated in six years time. He further argued that under the ten percent fund the state might 

be able to support education in five counties annually but not the entire state.77  

 Palmer then explained how various other states funded their school systems. He argued 

that states used two main methods for funding education. Some states developed permanent 

school funds and used the annual interest to pay for education, and other states chose direct 

taxation. Palmer argued that states that used direct taxation often failed to produce enough funds 

to support their school systems. He listed North Carolina, South Carolina, Florida, Mississippi, 
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Louisiana, Missouri, and Illinois as prime examples of states that used direct taxation and had 

poor schools systems. Seventeen states were listed as using a permanent school fund and its 

interest to fund education. Most of those states listed were located in the northeast and relied 

heavily on bank stock and securities to produce their school funds. Rhode Island had a school 

fund of $434,000 that produced $54,000 in interest annually for education. New York had a 

permanent school fund of $6,374,144 that produced $413,000 annually in interest to educate over 

half a million school children. Virginia, Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee, and Kentucky were the 

only southern states listed with a permanent school fund. Palmer also stated that to his 

knowledge only Pennsylvania managed to produce a good school system using direct taxation, 

which generated $234,000 for schools annually.78 

 After explaining how various states funded their school systems Palmer stated: 

Now, what do we gather Mr. Speaker from an examination of these different systems? It 

is this! That wherever any school system which deserves the name of a system has 

existed, it has been established and supported by setting aside a fund for the purpose, and 

keeping the same permanently invested at interest, the interest arising from which has 

been found adequate to the support of their systems. Texas has now, sir, the opportunity 

of establishing a fund, which, if properly managed, will enable her to establish a school 

system, equal if not superior to that of any state in the Union.79 

 

 Palmer further explained the actual economic situation facing Texas with regard to the 

funds from the Compromise of 1850. If Texas paid off all of its debts left over from the Republic 

era the state would still have $4,250,000 worth of bonds in the US Treasury. He argued that the 

                                                           
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 



29 
 

state could pay its debts, set up a permanent school fund of $2 million, and still have $2.5 million 

worth of bonds at five percent interest that could be used to meet the annual expenses of Texas. 

In short Texas had a chance to pay its debts, educate its children, and not tax its citizens. He 

hoped that the legislature would enact a school system, “and relieve us from the charge 

continually rung in our ears, of neglecting this all important matter.”80 Palmer concluded his 

argument by stating that the people of Texas demanded a system for educating their children 

now not as a privilege but as a right. To wait further was to allow the children of the state to 

remain ignorant and less productive for the future. Palmer further stated, “I for one stand ready to 

perform what I believe to be our duty to ourselves, our constituents, and posterity.”81 

 Throughout January 1854 politicians in both the house and senate of the Texas legislature 

agreed with Palmer that the time was right for instituting a school system but had minor 

disagreements over the bill. Some debates centered on whether to refer to the system as a free or 

common school system. A free system implied that all children in Texas, regardless of their 

parent’s ability to pay, would receive a state funded or public education at no cost. Referring to it 

as a common system school took away any notion that wealthy families could also send their 

children to school free of charge. In essence the legislature wanted to build a school system that 

provided indigent children and the orphans of war veterans with a means for education. 

Ultimately the legislature went with the phrasing of common school, but also made a 

compromise regarding wealthy families. After paying the costs of educating indigent children 

and orphans, any money left in a county’s school fund would be equally divided among the 
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paying patrons of that county. This compromise would help offset the costs of education for 

wealthy families, but they would still have to pay most of the money owed.82 

 On January 31, 1854, Governor Pease signed into law, “An Act to establish a System of 

Common Schools.” The law created a special school fund of $2 million worth of bonds, the 

interest of which would be used to pay for education in the state. It also called for the counties to 

create school districts within their jurisdiction and elect three trustees to supervise school affairs. 

These trustees would initially handle the disbursement of the county’s school fund, deposit the 

money into the county treasury, and oversee the payment of teachers. The Assessor and Collector 

of each county was authorized to tabulate the number of free white children in that county 

between the ages of six and sixteen and send that list to the County Clerk and State Treasurer in 

Austin by July 1st annually. That list would then be used by the State Treasurer to calculate how 

much money each county was entitled to under the law. It was left to the counties to decide when 

the schools would operate, how teachers would be hired, the amount of salary if any teachers 

would receive, and in general to run the schools as they saw fit. The law also stipulated dividing 

the remainder of the fund among paying patrons. The State Treasurer would also fill the role of 

ex-officio Superintendent of Common Schools and was charged with recording all information 

relative to schools in the state. The last section of the law allowed for privately run schools and 

academies in the counties to convert to common schools eligible for money under the special 

school fund.83 

 The first indicator of how this law operated in Texas came from State Treasurer and ex-

officio Superintendent of Schools, Jasper H. Raymond on November 10, 1854. In a letter 
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addressed to Governor Pease, Raymond stated that many of the counties in Texas did not send 

their tabulations of free white school-aged children to him in Austin by July 1, 1854, so he was 

unable to calculate the school fund accurately or disburse it. Raymond gave the counties until 

November 1, 1854, to send their lists in, and of Texas’s one hundred counties all but eleven did 

so. The statistics for those eleven counties were estimated by the State Treasurer. By Raymond’s 

calculations the special school fund only had $42,000 worth of interest accumulated by 

September 1, 1854, and $1,100 of that amount had been used for administrative purposes. The 

state thus had only a little more than $40,000 to spend on education which fell far short of the 

projected $100,000. The months of November, December, and January did not calculate in that 

figure, and there seemed to be some confusion on Raymond’s part as to when the special school 

fund was actually established. The school censuses sent to Raymond by the counties and his own 

estimations on the eleven not reported showed a total of 65,463 free white children between the 

ages of six and sixteen. The state’s special school fund in 1854 could only provide roughly 62 

cents per child. Raymond also argued that he could not give both of his duties the proper 

attention they deserved and recommended creating a separate position of Superintendent of 

Common Schools.84 

 Addressing the state legislature on November 5, 1855, Governor Pease stated, “The 

School Law has proved to be defective in its details and entirely unsuited to our condition. I was 

not satisfied with it when passed, but gave it my approval because it…attempted to do something 

towards the establishment of schools.”85 The governor pointed out that the counties did not send 

in their tabulations on time, but also bemoaned the lack of funds generated by the US bonds. He 

asked the legislature to impose penalties on counties that did not send their lists to Austin on 
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time. Pease stated that the counties also had a problem of being overwhelmingly rural. In most 

cases school-aged children could not walk the several miles it took to reach the schoolhouses 

nearest them, so their parents kept them at home working on the farm.86 

 Despite the initial setbacks the governor believed all was not lost with regard to education 

in the state. The special school fund could be helped out by adding the ten percent fund to it and 

merging them into one fund. In this way he argued the state could immediately generate 

$120,000 for the counties in 1855 and as the state expanded and the tax base rose the school fund 

would increase as well. Pease initially opposed the selling of county lands set aside for education 

in 1853 and 1854, but stated to the legislature in 1855 that he supported such a move. He 

doubted that the land in question could ever be of much good to their respective counties because 

few officials at that level took any steps to improve the value of the lands. Pease asked the 

legislature to enact, if possible, laws that would put those lands under the control of the state 

government rather than the counties, or just simply sell them for what they would bring. He 

argued that the state could improve the school lands and increase their value. Pease claimed that 

if properly handled the school lands could generate an additional $30 million within a few years 

time to the special school fund. The governor finished his address to the legislature by once 

again calling for internal improvements, such as a state university, an asylum for the insane, 

education for the deaf and dumb, and state assistance for railroad companies.87 

 One man who believed he had the answer to get all of Pease’s proposals passed was 

James W. Throckmorton. Throckmorton chaired the House Committee on Internal Improvements 

and argued that education and support for railroad companies should not be exclusive of each 

other. The Internal Improvements Committee supported the idea first introduced by Weatherford 
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in 1854 of investing the school fund in railroad companies with an interest of six percent 

annually.88 Throckmorton explained: 

If we suppose the State may realize from the sale of lands thirty millions of dollars, in the 

course of thirty years, this sum loaned to Railroad companies at six thousand dollars for 

every mile of road completed, would encourage and aid in the construction of five 

thousand miles of railroad, and produce an income of one million eight hundred thousand 

per annum, to be directly applied to the education of the children of the state.89 

 

 In his report Throckmorton noted that the House Committee on Education supported 

investing the special school fund in railroad companies at six percent interest. That committee 

argued that the system needed more funding, which it believed the railroad loans could provide. 

Both house committees also pointed out that the proposed loan amounts were one third less than 

the usual costs of building railroads. Under this plan Throckmorton believed, “thus would the 

causes of Education and Internal Improvements become handmaidens in advancing the 

prosperity and greatness of the State.”90 

 To help repair the problems associated with the special school fund, Ashbel Smith in the 

House advocated the creation of a school superintendent for the state. Smith argued that such a 

position would help make the school system more efficient in its operations. If created, the 

superintendent would be authorized to visit every school district in the state, collect all relevant 

statistics, ascertain why certain problems existed, and make annual reports to the legislature and 

governor. Smith stated that he did not believe that such a position would be created by the house, 
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but he wanted to make sure his view of the matter was clearly stated. He cited the unwillingness 

of the legislature to create such a position based on financial considerations, mainly 

appropriating a yearly salary for the job. Thus, the governor and legislature recognized that the 

school system was not working and attempted to find solutions to the problems that State 

Treasurer and ex-officio Superintendent of Schools Raymond mentioned in his report.91 

 On August 29, 1856, Governor Pease signed into law, “An Act Providing for the Support 

of Schools.” The new law merged the special school fund of $2 million in bonds with the ten 

percent school fund into one total fund. It also stated that teachers had to hold school for a 

minimum of three months during the school year in order to receive any money from the school 

fund and that they would not be paid money from the fund until November 1st each year. The 

idea of dividing counties into school districts was removed under this law as was the county level 

board of trustees. Eliminating trustees meant counties that had not sent in their list of school 

children up to that point would not receive funds owed them under the 1854 law since the funds 

went to that elected body first. This penalized counties that did not comply with the previous act. 

The law did not provide for investing the special school fund in railroad companies, or for the 

sale of school lands, and it clearly stated that the treasurer remained ex-officio superintendent of 

schools.92 

 Jasper Raymond continued to carry out his two roles as best he could. On October 31, 

1857, he issued his annual report to Governor Pease on education in the state. His report cited 

confusion among the counties of Texas over how their school systems should operate. Most 

counties still had a board of trustees in operation and continued to disburse funds through them 

although the law of 1856 removed such elected bodies. Teachers across the state went unpaid for 
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fifteen months or more in many cases owing to confusion over the board of trustees, the three 

months of holding school requirement, and the new law stipulating no payment until November 

1st each year. Many qualified individuals eagerly accepted jobs teaching in 1854 and 1855, but 

quit within one year due to no pay. After losing funds due to previous inaction all of Texas’ 

counties sent in their number of school age children for 1857, and Raymond reported the 

statewide total at 86,799. That number exceeded previous estimates by over 20,000 children and 

put an unexpectedly increased burden on the special school fund. The fund itself, as a result of 

merging the ten percent fund with the special school fund, stood at $106,973.88 which totaled to 

$1.21 per school aged child in Texas.93 

 At the heart of the school system’s problems was the lack of a coherent plan for the 

disbursement of school funds. Some counties simply turned the school fund over to teachers and 

authorized them to calculate the disbursements to themselves and their paying patrons. Many of 

those counties left it up to the teachers to determine which students qualified as indigent. Other 

counties handled payments through the county courts that decided which students qualified as 

indigent. A third way in which funds were distributed involved the county treasurers handling 

funds and determining indigent lists. In all three scenarios Raymond believed that fraudulent 

claims had been made in some cases against the school fund. He argued that the state needed a 

uniform coherent policy in place and again urged the governor to impress upon the legislature 

the need for a superintendent of schools. He believed the boards of trustees and the school 

districts should be brought back as a means of bringing clarity to the situation, concluding, “I am 

convinced that our present apology for a system should be adhered to, only let it be amended, 
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made clear and explicit, so that all can understand it, and be enabled to avail themselves of the 

benefits to be derived from it.”94 

 Raymond also called for a change in the disbursement of school funds to cover only the 

indigent and orphans and stated: 

…as I have said before, the annual school fund is too insignificant, when compared to the 

number of children, to give hope or expectation of a system, affording general benefit, at 

all creditable to the State. Without a large increase of the fund, our efforts should be 

mainly directed at the education of such as are unable to pay tuition, and abandon the 

hope of a system of common schools, free to all – rich and poor – until we have the 

means to justify it.95 

On November 2, 1857, Governor Pease delivered his annual message to the legislature 

and pointed out the problems Raymond addressed in his report. Pease urged the legislature to 

allow the counties of Texas to begin the process of selling their school lands and adding those 

proceeds to the school fund. The governor also endorsed the plan for investing money from the 

school fund to railroad companies at six percent interest in the state. In September 1856, 

legislation had passed allowing for the special school fund to be used to make loans to railroad 

companies. Pease acknowledged that two such loans had already been made. On April 13, 1857, 

the state loaned $150,000 to the Houston and Texas Central Railway Company, and on October 

28, 1857, another loan of $60,000 was granted to the same company. The governor also 

explained that another group, the Buffalo Bayou, Brazos and Colorado sought $150,000 of state 

assistance from the school fund too. Pease argued that the state needed to invest the entire school 

fund in railroad companies because they needed more funding and believed the state could 
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accomplish that by 1859. Solving the school system’s financial problems meant embracing the 

plan of railroad investment.96 

 The Texas legislature agreed with most of the arguments made by  Raymond and Pease. 

On February 5, 1858, amendments were made to the act of 1856 aimed at improving the school 

system. The new law called for the county treasurer to handle all school funds owed to the 

county and authorized him to deposit them in the county treasury. The county courts then 

handled the disbursement of funds, costs of educating indigent and orphaned children would be 

covered first, then the remainder of the fund would be divided among paying patrons. For each 

child educated, teachers received 10 cents per day from the fund. To divide the remainder of the 

fund among paying patrons two responsible heads of household whose children attended the 

school in question were appointed by the county court to carry out payment to all families owed 

money.97 

 The new law also called on county courts to appoint a board of school examiners 

authorized to certify teachers and stay informed about the progress of schools in their county. 

After three months teachers could apply for some advanced pay from the school fund to meet 

financial obligations. The law also stipulated that only schools in which English was the 

principal language taught were entitled to money from the special school fund. Many of the 

problems Raymond cited with the school system were addressed, but it was still made clear that 

the state treasurer would remain ex-officio superintendent of schools.98 Governor Pease managed 

to enact a school system and provide some state assistance for railroads, but his calls for a state 
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university, asylum, and education for the deaf and dumb did not pass the legislature before he 

left office. 

 Hardin R. Runnels succeeded Pease as governor on December 21, 1857, and continued to 

endorse the school system without calling for changes or new laws. Runnels and his State 

Treasurer, Cyrus H. Randolph, praised the school system and agreed that it worked efficiently. 

The scholastic population for the state in 1858 reached 101, 081 children and the school fund had 

$113,609.04 to disburse, equaling $1.12 per child. Jasper Raymond deemed the system 

inadequate in 1857 at $1.21 per child but his predecessor believed $1.12 per child was a 

tremendous rate of pay for education. By September 1859, nearly half of the special school fund 

was invested in railroad companies and Runnels hoped the rest could be so invested by 1860.99 

The only complaint that State Treasurer Randolph made regarding education was the want of 

creating a position of superintendent of schools for the state. He supported the school system 

primarily because it provided a means of education for the indigent children of Texas.100 As he 

explained: 

Thousands of poor children are annually thrust upon society, who, if not cared for, and 

educated, often become the veriest pests of society, and fill our prison-houses with 

wretchedness, and our penitentiaries with degraded convicts. Let us educate such 

children, and store their minds, in early youth, with the principles of virtue, and, 

doubtless, many of them will become ornaments of society.101 
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Texans and their politicians in the legislature agreed with Runnels and Randolph that the 

school system as it existed was adequate to meet the needs of children across the state in 

providing the basics of an education. No amendments or laws were passed regarding the school 

system from 1858 to 1861. Yet sample information from Collin, Cooke, and Smith Counties 

demonstrates that at the local level most school aged children did not receive the benefits 

promised under the school system.  

In 1860, Collin County listed forty-three teachers in its commissioner court minutes but 

only twenty-five individuals claimed that job title on the United States Census Returns. Teachers 

in Collin County received seven and one-half cents per day for teaching students in spite of the 

law of February 1858, requiring ten cents per day. Eighteen of the twenty-five teachers listed in 

the 1860 census returns either lived with relatives such as their parents or lived with another 

family that housed them. Most teachers in Collin County had difficulties earning a living on their 

salaries. The county received $2,700 from the special school fund on October 8, 1860, for 

educating 1,464 children, or $1.84 per child.102 

Those statistics seem impressive but the 1,464 children represent roughly forty percent of 

all school aged children living in the county. Most of the children in the county were listed as not 

having attended school within the year on the 1860 census returns. Of the 1,464 children listed as 

having attended school most came from moderate to wealthy families. Most of the heads of 

household listed farmer as their occupation, and those who reported no value on their personal 

income rarely sent their children to school.103 
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Citizens of the county involved in non-farming professions such as the law, business, and 

doctors sent their children to school regularly. For example, Benjamin Pearce, a sixty-five year 

old hotel keeper from Tennessee, reported a personal income valued at $10,000 and along with 

his wife, forty-six year old Henrietta, had five of their six children in school. Only their four year 

old daughter did not attend school because she was too young. Valence Turner, a twenty-four 

year old male teacher from Tennessee stayed with the Pearce family as well. The Pearces are 

indicative of most of the white collar families in Collin County who sent their children to 

school.104 

Wealthy farmers in the county also made sure their children received an education. W.J. 

Richards, a forty-six year old male farmer from Tennessee, and his forty-two year old wife 

Henrietta, reported real estate valued at $2,000 and personal property valued at $4,000. Together 

they raised ten children ranging in age from two months to eighteen years of age. Six of their ten 

children qualified as school aged, and all six of them attended school. Joseph B. Rogers, a forty-

eight year old male farmer from Tennessee, and his forty-five year old wife Nancy, reported real 

estate valued at $2,000.00 and personal property valued at $8,000.00. Their nine children ranged 

in age from six to twenty-two years old and all but the eldest attended school. The Richards and 

Rogers family are but two examples of many wealthy farmers whose children received an 

education.105 

A more accurate example of families in Collin County was forty-one year old William C. 

Lewis and his thirty-eight year old wife Nancy. Hailing from Missouri the farming family listed 

no real estate or personal property value and eight of their nine children were of school age. 

None of their children attended school within a year of the summer of 1860. Julius Wilkerson, a 
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thirty-nine year old farmer from North Carolina, and his wife Adeline, raised six of their own 

children and had another family living with them from Tennessee with three more children. 

Neither family listed any real or personal property. None of the nine school-aged children on Mr. 

Wilkerson’s farm were schooled. Regardless of laws passed by the state to provide for the 

education of poor children, many Collin County farmers did not send their children to school.106 

The education of children in Cooke County was even more deplorable than in Collin 

County. The county listed sixteen teachers in its commissioner court minutes, but only three 

individuals listed that job occupation on the census returns. Two of the three teachers listed in 

the 1860 census lived with another family and reported no real estate or personal property. 

William H. Walker, a twenty-six year old teacher from Missouri, listed $650 in real estate and 

$1,000 in personal property. Mr. Walker lived with his twenty-three year old wife Catherine and 

the couple had a two year old boy and one year old girl. He was the exception for teachers in the 

county rather than the rule.107 

In 1859 education in the county suffered a setback when the County Treasurer, L.L. 

Lyday, embezzled $732.22 of the $803.40 county school fund payment. Lyday was released 

from his position as county treasurer on February 21, 1859, and set up a payment plan to repay 

the funds to the county. He apparently never faced jail time and secured a position as teacher at a 

school for deaf children in Gainesville, Texas, on May, 17, 1859. By September 1859 Lyday still 

owed the county $582.89 and regularly made a monthly payment to the county through 1861 of 

$12.39. In 1862 no more mention was made of Lyday or monthly payments.108 

Cooke County received $848 in 1860 from the special school fund and listed 272 children 

who attended school within that year on the census. Those figures equate to $3.12 per schooled 
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child in the county, which is an impressive figure by itself. However, eighty percent of the 

school aged children in Cooke County did not attend school in 1860. Just as in Collin County 

wealthy farmers sent their children to school and poor farmers did not. The majority of white 

collar professionals in the county such as Dr. John F. Davidson sent their children to school. 

Davidson, a fifty-year old medical doctor from Tennessee, and his forty-five year old wife Mary, 

had three daughters all of school age. With $4,200 worth of real estate and $14,540 worth of 

personal property Davidson could easily afford to send his daughters to school.109 

John A. Davidson, a forty-one year old farmer from Alabama, reported real estate valued 

at $1,000 and personal property valued at $2,000. Along with his thirty-four year old wife 

Nancy, Davidson raised five children ranging in age from seven to seventeen. All five children 

attended school. Robert Wheelock, a thirty-five year old farmer from Kentucky, and his twenty-

six year old wife Nancy, listed their real estate at $5,000 and personal property at $14,540. Four 

of his five children were of school age and all received some education in the year 1860. These 

two families are representative of wealthy farmers in Cooke County, but most farmers in the 

county were poor and did not send their children to school.110 

In some instances even the wealthy did not send their children to school. Fifty-seven year 

old farmer James G. Bowland of South Carolina was one of the wealthiest men living in Cooke 

County in 1860 with real estate valued at $15,000 and personal property of $41,000. He and 

thirty-five year old wife Nancy had three children ranging in age from thirteen to eighteen. All 

three children were of school age yet none of them attended school in 1860.111 

Samuel Prather, a forty-three year old farmer from South Carolina, and his thirty-eight 

year old wife Nancy, listed no real estate or personal property values in the census. The family 
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had seven children with five of them being of school age. Despite the opportunity for a free 

education none of the Prather children attended school in 1860. Johan S. Price, a thirty-three year 

old farmer from Kentucky, and his thirty-three year old wife Jane, also listed no real estate or 

personal property on the census. Five of their eight children were of school age yet none of them 

attended school that year. Cooke County in 1860 was one of Texas’s poorer counties but its 

citizens had the opportunity to educate their children for free. However, 80 percent of them still 

did not send their children to school.112 

By 1860 Smith County was on its way to becoming one of Texas’ wealthiest counties. 

The county had forty teachers educating approximately 1,438 children. Twenty-six of the 

teachers listed in the 1860 census either lived with their parents or another family in the area. 

Smith County paid its teachers the ten cents a day per child required by the February 1856 law 

and the county school fund was $2,265.00 averaging $1.58 per student. Of the sample taken from 

the 1860 census roughly 60 percent of the families listed sent their children to school in 1860.113 

Jasper G. Hill, a fifty-two year old farmer from Tennessee, and his fifty year old wife 

Rebecca, were wealthy compared to other Smith County residents. They claimed $11,000 in real 

estate and $15,000 in personal property. Their twenty-one year old son John M. Hill worked as 

an overseer for his father and attended school within the year. The Hills had eight other children 

ranging in age from nine to nineteen and all attended school. Forty-six year old Mills Moseley of 

South Carolina, and his forty year old wife Nancy, claimed $1,000 in real estate and $1,000 in 

personal property on their farm. The Moseleys had eight children ranging in age from seven to 

twenty, and all eight attended school in 1860.114 
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In Tyler businessmen and the majority of other white collar workers sent their children to 

school. Milton Carter, a thirty-six year old Baptist minister from Georgia, and his thirty-eight 

year old wife Sarah, claimed real estate worth $3,100 and personal property worth $32,000. The 

couple had ten children ranging in age from two to seventeen with eight of them being of school 

age. Only their seventeen year old daughter Gertrude did not attend school in 1860 of the eight. 

Sixty-five year old T.B. Erwin of North Carolina listed his profession as a trader in notes 

(banker) and with his fifty year old wife Elizabeth claimed real estate worth $21,250.00 and 

personal property worth $50,000.00. Their two oldest sons Thomas, age twenty-three, and 

Robert, age twenty-one, worked as merchants. The Erwin’s had eight other children ranging in 

age from five to nineteen and all of them had attended school within the year. The wealthy class 

of citizens in Smith County made a commitment to educating their children.115 

A large number of Smith County’s poorer families took advantage of the opportunity to 

educate their children for free unlike the poor families of Collin and Cooke County. William 

Henderson, a forty-five year old farmer from Georgia, and his forty-year old wife Mary, made no 

claims on real estate or personal property. The Henderson’s had eight children ranging in age 

from three to twenty. All of their children except the three year old attended school in 1860. 

Thirty-seven year old Richard Copeland of Tennessee and his thirty-four year old wife Margaret 

also claimed no real estate or personal income on the census. The Copelands had seven children 

ranging in age from two to thirteen. Five of their seven children qualified as school aged and all 

five attended school that year.116 

The data obtained from the three counties suggest that most of the children of Texas did 

not attend school under the common school system. The system instituted in 1854 was meant 
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primarily to educate the indigent and orphans of the state. Yet it was wealthy children that 

predominantly attended schools and their paying parents received some apportionment of the 

funds. No concrete reason was provided to explain why poorer families did not take advantage of 

the common school systems, but apathy toward education in general must be considered. The 

various counties of Texas expressed confusion over the 1854 law and the subsequent 1856 

amendments, and it is conceivable that parents may have been hesitant to send their children to 

school due to confusion as well. It also must be remembered that Texas in 1860 was primarily 

rural and that school children in many counties probably had to walk vast distances to attend a 

school. In many situations that distance may have been impossible for children to walk to and 

from school every day.  

The special school fund provided money for teachers who educated children but did 

nothing to help the counties or communities build schoolhouses, buy textbooks and supplies, and 

necessary items such as chalkboards. Some of those costs must have been passed on to the 

parents of school children and may have kept poorer families from sending their children to 

school. 

In spite of pleas from public officials with firsthand knowledge of the situation the 

legislature never created the office of superintendent of schools for the state during the period 

covered. A superintendent could have focused all of his time and energy on strengthening the 

school system and may in time have convinced poorer families to take advantage of the special 

school fund. Ultimately though, Texans believed their school system worked and did not need to 

be fixed. On January 13, 1860, Governor Sam Houston addressed the legislature and declared the 

common school system a success that formed a solid foundation for education in the state.117 
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Perhaps the system could have worked if given more time and attention by Texans. When 

Texas seceded from the Union and the Civil War erupted the state stopped appropriating money 

to the counties under the special school fund. The money was instead used for war funding and 

frontier defense. The state of Texas did not appropriate money for education again until 1871 

during the Reconstruction era.118 The common school system of 1854 to 1861 was by the 

admission of its strongest supporter, Governor Pease, inadequate for bringing education to all 

Texas children. It was a starting point though and better than spending no money to educate the 

state’s youth. The first school system developed in the state of Texas failed to achieve the lofty 

goal of providing education for all children due to problems with uniformity of policy, financial 

considerations, and apathy on the part of citizens. Yet thousands of children across the state 

received a basic education they might not otherwise have had. 

During the Civil War, the state of Texas continued to loan money from the school fund to 

railroad companies. By early 1862 the state had loaned roughly $1.8 million of its $2.6 million 

school fund to the six railroad companies. Then, it borrowed the remainder of the fund to pay for 

military expenditures during the Civil War. At the war’s end, the school fund was owed 

approximately $3.6 million from the state and railroad companies to repay the loans and interest 

due.119 From its early days to the conclusion of the Civil War Texas did not have a successful 

public school system. Up to 1850 money was the primary problem, but even with millions 

coming from the settlement of the Compromise of 1850 Texas still lacked a school system in 

1865. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE FREEDMEN’S BUREAU AND AFRICAN-AMERICAN EDUCATION 

 With the arrival of United States forces at Galveston under the command of General 

Gordon Granger on June 19, 1865, a new era in Texas history unfolded. Issuing General Orders 

No. 3 upon arrival Granger declared an end to slavery in Texas, and the beginning of a whole 

host of problems relative to the status of freedmen within the state.120 To aid the freedmen in 

their transition from slavery to citizenship the United States Congress created the Bureau of 

Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands on March 3, 1865, within the War Department. The 

Freedmen’s Bureau, as it came to be known, had been established to direct the course of affairs 

in the South at the close of the Civil War and oversee the progress of former slaves in social, and 

economic areas. In Texas the Freedmen’s Bureau attempted to fulfill its assigned task through 

providing freedmen with financial relief, supervising labor contracts, providing food and 

medicine to those in desperate need, representing freedmen in court cases, when possible 

protecting them from physical violence, and providing a means for education.121 

 The tasks set before the Freedmen’s Bureau proved too great a challenge to overcome in 

Texas as well as the rest of the South. Yet in the field of education the bureau managed to 

provide thousands of young black children and adults the opportunity to gain some level of 

literacy and developed a foundation for the creation of free public schools for whites and blacks 

during the 1870s. The violent and bitter opposition of the conservative white population in Texas 

to the Freedmen’s Bureau work, and Republican Reconstruction policies in general, led one 

Union officer to conclude in the summer of 1866 that very little could be done for the freedmen 
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but, “procuring for them the elements of an English education.”122 In attempting to provide the 

elements of an English language education the Bureau made some progress but could have been 

much more successful. The Freedmen’s Bureau’s attempt to bring education to freedmen in the 

state of Texas was hampered by a lack of funding, organizational mismanagement, a lack of 

continuity, its priority within the bureau, and opposition from the state’s white population. Proof 

that the bureau lacked proper funding is evident in the letters sent from its headquarters in 

Galveston to various parts of the state and Washington, D.C. Headquarters began its 

correspondence in September 1865, and by the end of that year more than thirty letters had been 

written bemoaning a lack of funds or income to pay private citizens in the employ of the 

bureau.123  

The lack of funds meant that the bureau would not, in its inception, be able to pay 

teachers or purchase or rent land and buildings for school houses. Even if the bureau had 

possessed the necessary funds its first Assistant Commissioner for Texas, Brigadier General 

Edgar M. Gregory, did not stress black education as a top priority.124 During its almost four-year 

stay in Texas, the Freedmen’s Bureau went through four assistant commissioners. With such 

turnover at the top of the operation, the Bureau lacked continuity. 

 One continuous presence within the bureau was Lieutenant Edwin M. Wheelock of the 

US 4th Infantry, Corps d. Afrique, who was appointed the first superintendent of the Freedmen’s 

Schools in Texas in 1865.125 Wheelock had been a Unitarian minister in the New England area 

before the Civil War and a staunch abolitionist. He reportedly made a public speech shortly after 
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the raid on Harper’s Ferry in which he firmly defended John Brown’s actions. The Harvard 

educated clergyman did not join the Union army until shortly after President Lincoln issued the 

Emancipation Proclamation, at which time he enlisted as a private in the 15th New Hampshire 

Infantry. Wheelock earned promotions, became a first lieutenant, and served as an officer of a 

black regiment. His service eventually brought him to Louisiana by 1864 where Wheelock 

served as an inspector of schools for that state. On March 22, 1864, he was appointed to serve on 

a three-man board of education for Louisiana. While in Louisiana Wheelock wrote several letters 

to William Lloyd Garrison’s abolitionist paper, The Liberator, which were subsequently 

published in articles. In one letter Wheelock admitted that much white opposition existed to 

freedmen education within the state but felt the cause of black education to be righteous and 

wise.126  

In September 1865, General Gregory wrote to Wheelock’s commanding officer, Colonel 

Eliphalet Whittelsey, requesting that he be ordered to report to Galveston for the post of 

Superintendent of Schools for the Freedmen’s Bureau.127 Wheelock reported for duty in Texas as 

ordered, and his services were dearly missed in Louisiana where Brigadier General Joseph F. 

Fullerton wrote a letter to Gregory in November asking that Wheelock be reassigned for duty in 

that state. Gregory refused to let him go, and Wheelock remained in Texas.128 Wheelock served 

as superintendent of Freedmen Schools in Texas until 1867 when he resigned to become the 

State Superintendent of Public Schools. Despite his resignation and new position Wheelock 

would remain in constant contact with the bureau. 
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In June, 1865, one Texas newspaper editor summed up the situation that Wheelock faced. 

Under the headline of “The New Order of Things” the June 23, 1865, edition of the Marshall 

Texas Republican stated: 

The Southern people have always contended that slavery was the normal and 

consequently the happiest condition of the negroes. Upon no other principle, indeed, can 

slavery be defended; for if the African, by being set free, is capable of a greater degree of 

physical, mental, and moral improvement than in slavery, freedom is the position God 

designed him to fill, and of which he has been defrauded, and it is the duty of every good 

man to endeavor to make him free. If the negroes are to be free we sincerely trust 

something will be done to ameliorate their condition. Can this be accomplished by 

immediate emancipation? They have never been accustomed to provide for themselves, 

or to reflect where food, and raiment, and medicines are to be obtained. To turn them 

loose in a day, without houses, or land, or money, seems to us a bad policy and worse 

economy. More than that the agricultural and other industrial interests of the country will 

necessarily seriously suffer, if they are not for the time destroyed by a policy so radical in 

its character.129 

This article pointed out that the author was not sure what place the freedmen should have within 

society, but more important it demonstrated that he believed immediate emancipation would be 

ruinous not only for the former slaves, but for the country as a whole. The attitude displayed by 

the newspaper editor was similar to those held by other white southerners. When it came to black 

education the little support that such an endeavor received in the South came from those who 

wanted to teach the former slaves how to be better farm laborers so that agricultural interests 

would not suffer. 
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The task set for Wheelock in 1865 was daunting. The best available records concerning 

blacks in Texas during the Reconstruction era come from the 1860 census. Its records show that 

more than 180,000 blacks lived in Texas at that time, comprising roughly one-third of the state’s 

population. Roughly 350 were recorded as free blacks, and of that number only 11 attended some 

sort of school.130 Although Texas had no law against educating slaves, it is estimated that 95 

percent of them were illiterate, and those who were literate were primarily personal servants. 

Only 2 percent of runaway slave ads for the state of Texas mentioned that the slave in question 

had the ability to read and write.131 If the freedmen of Texas were to survive as equals with their 

new found status within society educating them had to be a top priority. With that goal in mind 

Wheelock set out to increase the rate of literacy among the freedmen of the state. 

 With little or no funds coming from the federal and state governments, the Freedmen’s 

Bureau had no choice but to call upon local churches to aid their efforts. Assistant Commissioner 

Gregory wrote to Oliver Otis Howard, Commissioner of the Freedmen’s Bureau, in Washington 

D.C,. on September 21, 1865, and described the opening of the first Freedmen’s School at 

Galveston, Texas. He stated that a colored school had been organized at a local black church 

within one week of his arrival at Galveston, and roughly one hundred people were attending it. 

The school soon became so overcrowded that a night program was instituted with one hundred 

more attending it, and he stated that a second location was being sought and a teacher was 

needed.132 The letter indicates a strong desire on the part of freedmen in Galveston for education, 

and as bureau agent reports came pouring into headquarters from the various districts in the 

southern part of the state the same desires were expressed by freedmen throughout that region. 
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By December 1865 Superintendent Wheelock was absent from the bureau traveling to find 

teachers and procure lesson books.133 

 By the end of 1865 the bureau managed to organize sixteen Freedmen Schools in Texas. 

Ten of the schools were conducted during the day, and six at night. The schools listed a total of 

1,041 pupils with many adults in attendance, and only ten teachers educating them. All sixteen of 

the schools were located in the states’ southern gulf coast region around Houston and Galveston. 

The location of the schools was kept to that region of the state because of the strong US military 

presence in that area. Also because of a lack of funds the bureau had not yet managed to branch 

out across the state. Lessons taught at the schools included learning the alphabet, reading, 

writing, geography, and simple math. The schools themselves were described as “self-

sustaining.”134 

 Self-sustaining schools meant that the freedmen paid tuition to attend classes with the 

proceeds going to defray the cost of the teacher’s salary. The cost of tuition varied from school to 

school with a low of twenty-five cents to a high of one dollar per student. All of the schools were 

being conducted in local churches with no rent being charged for their usage.135 With no funds 

available from the bureau it is hard to imagine the schools being opened under any other plan. 

This was a humble beginning to the process of education for freedmen in Texas, but as the year 

1866 began the bureau sought the aid of the American Missionary Association (AMA) and 

stepped up its efforts. 

 Created in 1846 by Lewis Tappan and other anti-slavery individuals of the Amistad 

Committee, the AMA stood for abolitionism, free soil, and opposition to black colonization 
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efforts. It also had a strong religious foundation.136 The New York based association was 

evangelical in its approach to ending slavery and before the Civil War had conducted a limited 

amount of educational work in Indiana, Ohio, and Kentucky. Those schools conducted by the 

AMA were religious in nature, and the teachers were expected also to fulfill the role of ministers. 

After the Civil War the AMA became more involved in efforts to educate freedmen and sought 

educators who possessed a “missionary spirit” from conservative religious denominations and 

evangelical groups such as Congregationalists and Free-Will Baptists.137 

 When Reconstruction in the South began, the AMA’s main office was located in New 

York City, but it had district branches in Boston, Cincinnati, and Chicago. The Chicago district 

was assigned all AMA business relating to the Mississippi Valley and Texas with Reverend 

Jacob R. Sheppard in charge.138 The AMA joined with the Freedmen’s Bureau to help educate 

freedmen in the South under the provision that the AMA would staff and manage the schools 

while the bureau assumed responsibility for the overall educational effort. Put succinctly AMA 

personnel would teach the schools, and the bureau would acquire the locations and cover 

inherent costs such as transportation for teachers and rent of buildings.139 

 For the bureau to cover its end of the deal, funds would have to be procured from some 

source. In 1866 the federal government enacted two pieces of legislation that provided the funds. 

The Army Appropriation Act allotted $500,000 to repair and rent schoolhouses throughout the 

South and to construct new facilities.140 The Freedmen’s Bureau Bill, which passed despite 
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President Johnson’s veto in July 1866, allowed the Bureau throughout the South to seize and 

hold property formerly held by the Confederacy. The confiscated property could then be rented 

or sold with the proceeds going directly to the efforts of educating the freedmen. The bill also 

empowered Commissioner Howard to provide military assistance to protect the schools.141 The 

assistance of the AMA and federal funding marked a dramatic change for freedmen education 

throughout the South, but another event would have a profound impact on that endeavor in 

Texas. 

 On May 14, 1866, General Gregory, who had not stressed freedmen education, was 

replaced as Assistant Commissioner in Texas by Brevet Major General Joseph B. Kiddoo.142 In 

his first correspondence with Commissioner Howard in Washington, Kiddoo related that 

Gregory and been helpful and kind upon his arrival but that the education of Texas freedmen was 

not advancing. He praised the work of Superintendent Wheelock, and stated that he, “desired to 

make the educational interests of the state a specialty.”143 Assistance from the AMA, the two 

federal bills, and a new assistant commissioner set a new direction for the education of freedmen 

in Texas. 

 Kiddoo recognized that self-sustaining schools were keeping the vast majority of 

freedmen from obtaining an education for themselves and their children because of their 

“extreme poverty.” He also understood that early on the bureau had no choice but to enact such 

measures. The newspapers of the state and “the better class of citizens” seemed to him to 

advocate black education but only to the extent that it made the freedmen profitable laborers. Of 

the vast majority of the white population, he complained that their actions were, “vulgar and 

uncommendable prejudices against educating the negro.” He also found that the whites’, “moral 
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and intellectual education has been sadly neglected.” Yet he also believed that the freedmen 

lacked an understanding of family and community and thought that they did not possess the basic 

foundation of a civilized people. Regarding the freedmen he thought that, “They need to be 

taught the simplest lesson of practical life. They should be lectured to depend upon their own 

exertions that their labor is one of their best friends, that their freedom means industry, economy, 

and patience.”144 Such comments demonstrate that Kiddoo viewed the Bureau as a paternalistic 

agency, and felt its educational efforts should teach freedmen the basic lessons needed to become 

a civilized people. 

 In July 1866, the Freedmen’s Bureau in Washington D.C. issued its first comprehensive 

report on Freedmen Schools in the South. The report covered efforts made from the Bureau’s 

inception up to that point. Texas led all other states with ninety schools, but the number of 

students reported was a staggeringly low 4,590 out of a black school age population of 74,000.  

Yet when compared to other states Texas’ student statistics were higher. Arkansas had thirty 

schools with 1,584 students reported out of an eligible population of 44,000. Louisiana had 

seventy-three schools with 3,389 students reported out of an eligible population of 185,000. 145 

Assistant Commissioner Gregory, in one of his last letters sent to Commissioner Howard, related 

the state’s statistics that showed up in the July 1867 report. He also stated that the bureau had 

managed to obtain forty-three teachers. Sixteen of them were white males, thirteen were white 

females, and fourteen he termed, “colored.” Of the 4,590 students, he reported that 2,830 were 

children, and 1,760 were adults. He also stated that there were another twenty colored schools 

scattered throughout the state that were private schools and thus made no reports to the 
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bureau.146 While headquarters and officials in Washington, D.C. gloated over statistical progress 

a problem was beginning to emerge on the local levels. 

 Federal funds and AMA teachers began pouring into Texas during the summer of 1866, 

and a trend among the conservative white population in the state began to grow. Staunch 

opposition to teachers from the North educating freedmen in Texas rose quickly and was fed by 

local newspapers. Assistant Commissioner Kiddoo stated that, “It has become quite common for 

the newspapers to insinuate that the lady teachers cannot be looked upon in any other light than 

‘common prostitute.’”147 The editor of The Southern Weekly Banner based in Brenham was so 

outspoken against northern teachers that General Kiddoo had him arrested and fined one hundred 

dollars for “persistent abuse of the teachers of the freedman’s schools at that place and for 

publishing libelous and false statements.”148  

Verbal assault was one practice used by local whites to intimidate teachers, but another 

more important one was denying them room and board. It became increasingly difficult for 

teachers to find adequate housing in the state except in those areas where there was a large, loyal, 

German population. One teacher, Miss Lizzie S. Dickinson, rented a room from a woman in 

Hempstead with no problems until the woman’s son, a former Confederate soldier, returned 

home and kicked the “nigger teacher” out.149 The housing situation for teachers was bad enough 

that General Kiddoo took the time to write a letter of thanks to Mrs. H.G. Buckley of Houston 

for taking in teachers of that city’s black schools and praised her for showing such moral 

courage.150  
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A few white planters in the state showed some generosity by offering to help provide 

school buildings and applying for teachers to come to their localities. At cities such as Seguin, 

Gonzales, and Liberty, planters actually donated some of their land upon which schools could be 

built.151 Despite opposition by the majority of white Texans the AMA continued to send teachers 

to Texas, and the Bureau continued to make plans for increasing the availability of education to 

freedmen throughout the state. By the end of 1866 the Bureau was in a position to improve black 

education in the state, and Assistant Commissioner Kiddoo wrote Commissioner Howard in 

Washington D.C. stating that he sought, “a successful and prosperous free school system in 

operation. I have made all my arrangements to begin free schools in all the large towns and cities 

in the state on the first of January1867 and will report to you frequently their prosperity.”152 A 

change in Bureau policy was ready to take shape. 

On January 5, 1867, Kiddoo wrote to Howard outlining his new plan of action regarding 

education and asked if the Commissioner had any objections. Kiddoo sought,” to cooperate with 

benevolent and religious organizations, ecclesiastical societies, and organizations of freedmen, 

who will purchase ground in erecting such buildings as will answer the purpose of churches, as 

well as school houses.” The Bureau had been authorized to “rent” schoolhouses, but had no 

provisions for actually owning the land that schools either existed on or would be erected on. 

However, the AMA or some other group could acquire such land, and then the Bureau could 

build a schoolhouse on that property.153 

Kiddoo wisely pointed out that the religious organizations would cooperate with this plan 

if the buildings themselves were erected as churches that would also be used as schoolhouses. He 

also stated that he would not cooperate with any organizations in this way unless they were 
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willing to give the title of the land to the freedmen for their own keeping. He felt it was his duty 

to make sure that all such land titles were given to a Board of Trustees composed of the most 

able black men in the localities where the school houses were to exist. He concluded his letter by 

stating, “My experience and observation thus far have led me to believe that the salvation of the 

liberated slaves of the South from degradation, oppression, and perhaps extinction depends 

essentially on their being educated, hence I am making their educational interests the paramount 

duty of the Bureau.”154 On January 1, 1867, Kiddoo devised another source of income for the 

Bureau and black education. Labor contracts that the Bureau supervised between planters and 

freedmen workers would have charges placed on them of one dollar per employer and twenty-

five cents per employee.155 For Kiddoo’s plan to work, the AMA would have to agree to it. 

On November 27, 1866, Reverend Jacob R. Sheppard of the Chicago district for the 

AMA sent D.T. Allen to the state as a field agent for its operations.156 At some point upon his 

arrival the Bureau saw fit to make him Assistant Superintendent of Schools. On January 10, 

1867, Allen was ordered by General Kiddoo to visit the districts of Texas and see first hand how 

all matters pertaining to education were going. This trip was the beginning of Kiddoo’s new 

educational policies. He gave Allen a letter for each bureau agent to read once he entered their 

district, and its contents revealed Kiddoo’s plan for getting new schools operating. Kiddoo 

instructed each bureau agent to assist Allen fully and assured them that any request made of them 

by the assistant superintendent would be approved by headquarters. 157 Though no official word 

could be confirmed, this letter is proof that both Commissioner Howard and the AMA approved 
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of Kiddoo’s desired actions. With his plan approved, Kiddoo wrote Reverend Sheppard in 

Chicago, Illinois, requesting that more teachers be sent to Texas as soon as possible.158  

Just when everything seemed headed in the right direction for Kiddoo and the Bureau’s 

educational efforts, disaster struck. On January 28, 1867, Kiddoo wrote Commissioner Howard 

asking that he be relieved of command. His reasons for the request were that many of the agents 

in the state outranked him, but more importantly his surgeons in Texas had told him that he 

needed a major operation regarding wounds he had received during the war.159 While serving as 

an officer of a colored regiment at the siege of Petersburg in 1863 Kiddoo had received wounds 

in his leg and spinal column. Military doctors had tried to amputate Kiddoo’s leg but feared that 

the shock of such an operation would kill him. Having no other means of curing his ailments 

Kiddoo was forced to live with the pain of his injuries.160  

In January 1867, the pain associated with his war wounds had apparently become too 

much to bear. On February 7, 1867, Brevet Major General Charles Griffin arrived at Galveston 

and officially relieved Kiddoo of his duties as assistant commissioner.161 The Galveston Daily 

News said of Kiddoo, “That he is a Radical we will not attempt to deny, but the peculiarity about 

him is that he is an unprejudiced one… General Kiddoo had managed the Bureau rather 

satisfactorily, which is more than can be said of any other of the heads of the Bureau.”162 In its 

eighteen months of existence the Freedmen’s Bureau in Texas would have a third assistant 

commissioner running its operations. 
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Brevet Major General Charles Griffin had been appointed the US Army Commander of 

the District of Texas in November 1866, by General Philip Sheridan and with the approval of 

General Ulysses S. Grant. Griffin was characterized as possessing a “volatile and arbitrary 

temperament” and being “bluff, bellicose, outspoken, and quick to take offense.”163 Three 

months after taking command of the US Army in Texas, Griffin took charge of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau and thus combined the two entities under one man. He also issued an order instructing 

post commanders throughout Texas that they would continue in their military duties and act as 

Bureau agents in those areas where the agency had no presence.164 Griffin now had two 

organizations to operate, and the Bureau was naturally not his first priority. 

Upon assuming command of the Bureau, General Griffin wrote a letter to Reverend 

Sheppard in Chicago to assure him that the AMA’s cooperation was still desired. He made a 

pledge to pay teachers $25.00 per month, and requested that ten more teachers be sent at once to 

Texas.165 The pledge of $25.00 per month for teacher’s salaries was an increase from the $15.00 

per month that Kiddoo had negotiated with the AMA.166 Griffin gave no reason for the increase 

in pay and put further financial strains on the bureau by revoking the $1.00 charge on planters 

and the 25 cents charge on laborers that Kiddoo had suggested.167 Freedmen themselves were 

expected to pay what they could, and the Bureau would incur the remainder of expenses inherent 

with education. As a result, poorer adult blacks who could not afford to pay the tuition before 

1867 could pay a small portion, no more than twenty-five cents a month, and educate their 

children as well as themselves. In towns such as Galveston, Houston, and Brownsville, where 
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some fifty black officers of the US Army were attending classes, the poorer blacks were able to 

achieve some level of education.168 

Kiddoo’s plan and Allen’s work brought a flurry of activity to the Bureau. Letters were 

sent to and from headquarters in the spring of 1867 discussing new schoolhouses in towns such 

as Hempstead, Brenham, Millican, Huntsville, Columbus, San Antonio, Austin, and even the 

small community of Cotton Gin. With each letter of new schoolhouses also came word that a 

new teacher had been procured for the site.169 Realizing that Superintendent Wheelock and 

Assistant Superintendent Allen could not continuously travel throughout the state General 

Griffin issued orders to the effect that Bureau agents were to act as superintendent of schools 

within their districts. They were also ordered to visit every school within their district, whether a 

bureau or private one, at least once each month.  

By May 31, 1867, the Bureau in Texas had expanded to fifty-seven sub-districts with 

sixty-nine agents. Thirty-eight of its agents were military officers, and thirty one civilians.170 

These men became responsible for looking after the 127 day, night, and Sunday schools 

operating throughout the state by May 1867 that were educating roughly 6,700 freedmen.171 

Even those numbers do not accurately portray the increase of freedmen education in Texas 

because a large number of private schools existed that did not report directly to the bureau.172 

The period of February to June 1867 would prove to be the zenith of the Bureau’s efforts to 

educate the freedmen. Several factors ultimately led to a down sizing of the program’s scope and 

zeal. 
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Though the reason why is not clear tensions began to arise between General Griffin and 

Reverend Sheppard of the AMA’s Chicago district. In his correspondence Griffin made it clear 

that he valued the AMA’s assistance in Texas and wished to have more teachers sent to the state, 

but that he had grown tired of Sheppard. He explained, “Mr. Sheppard is so unreliable and 

untruthful in his stature that I must seek assistance from some other quarter.” The relationship 

was so strained that Griffin proposed going over Sheppard’s head and dealing directly with the 

AMA’s main office in New York, or perhaps the district office in Cincinnati. He even stated that 

he hoped Sheppard could somehow be replaced by the AMA, and a new man could run the 

Chicago district.173 The bitterness may have come from Reverend Sheppard’s desire to have 

Assistant Superintendent Allen, who was the AMA’s Texas Field Agent, promoted to 

Superintendent over Wheelock. Sheppard had received word that Wheelock had mistreated some 

of the AMA’s teachers with verbal assaults and wanted him relieved of duty.174  

Regardless of what led to the strained relationship, the flow of AMA teachers to Texas 

slowed during the period. Griffin had envisioned a grand plan for freedmen education in Texas 

consisting of 200 private schools, with 100 more teachers, able to teach 40,000 children and 

50,000 adults by the end of 1867.175 He stated that Sheppard’s objective was no longer “to 

promote the welfare of the colored people of the state,” and thought he was hindering efforts to 

increase educational opportunities for the freedmen.176 Because AMA teachers were not coming 

to Texas at previous rates, and perhaps in an effort to engender good will between the bureau and 

the AMA, General Griffin gave some of the more qualified teachers a pay raise to $40.00 per 
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month.177 But Griffin soon found that he had larger issues to deal with than the AMA and 

Reverend Sheppard. 

In the summer of 1867 a yellow fever epidemic broke out in Galveston, and began to 

sweep through Texas’ gulf coast region. The epidemic seemed to have had little effect upon the 

black population, but ravaged the white inhabitants including many Bureau personnel and their 

families.178 The AMA teachers, most of whom had come from the North, fell victim to the 

epidemic as well. At least three AMA teachers died, and many others who survived the epidemic 

went back north during the summer months.179 In June 1867 the Bureau listed 114 schools active 

in Texas. That number decreased dramatically with the Bureau reporting 62 active in July, 37 in 

August, and 12 in September. The number of white teachers reported in the state also decreased 

during the summer of 1867 with a high of sixty-four in June, thirty-eight in July, twenty-nine in 

August, and seven in September. Student enrollment also suffered during this period, falling 

from 6,347 in June, to 2,022 in July, to 1,645 in August, and 615 in September.180 Yellow fever 

significantly reduced the Bureau’s educational efforts. 

Throughout the summer General Griffin was implored to move his headquarters from 

Galveston to the state’s interior at Austin, but he steadfastly refused.181 Griffin caught yellow 

fever and died on September 15, 1867.182 For more than a month Second Lt. Charles Garretson, 

who had worked as a clerk under General Griffin, did his best to keep the Bureau running and 

the headquarters at Galveston organized. A new headquarters was obtained in Austin in October, 

and Garretson was ordered to pack up all of the Bureau’s belongings and bring them with him to 
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that city.183 In the interim a state of confusion existed within the Bureau, and the fourth assistant 

commissioner within two years was appointed. 

Major General Joseph J. Reynolds found himself in charge of the Freedmen’s Bureau in 

Texas at its low point in October 1867.184 He had no idea what the Bureau’s educational efforts 

were, or what he should do. Garretson, writing from the headquarters at Galveston, had tried to 

inform the General as best he could in an October 11, 1867, letter in which he stated: 

General, it was the intention of Bvt. Maj. Gen. Charles Griffin to have the schools 

for freedmen open on the first of the present month. Teachers employed by the 

Bureau can be paid only out of funds arising from the sale of confiscated 

property. The bureau now owes teachers quite a large amount for services 

rendered last spring, in addition to $1,325.00 advanced by Isaac Moses, which 

amount has been disbursed in payment of a portion of the claims of teachers…185 

 

 Garretson concluded his letter by stating, “Unless something can be done immediately it 

will be impossible for the bureau to do anything towards providing teachers for the freed 

people.”186 It took another month before General Reynolds ordered Superintendent Wheelock to 

travel to the new headquarters in Austin and inform him of the situation regarding freedmen 

education in the state.187 By then the hard work of Kiddoo, Griffin, and so many others had been 

destroyed by a yellow fever epidemic, administrative confusion, and a shortage of funds.  

 The Freedmen’s Bureau’s educational efforts in Texas never fully recovered from the 

crises that occurred in the summer of 1867. Efforts were exerted to build the program up to what 
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it had once been, but it never happened. General Reynolds cared little for the bureau’s 

educational program and became increasingly distracted by politics and fighting outlaws who 

committed outrages against freedmen and loyal whites.188 The number of schools operating in 

the state from November 1867 to October 1868 was a low of eight, a high of seventy-one, and an 

average of roughly forty per month. The number of pupils attending those schools ranged from a 

low of 554 in December 1867 to a high of 3,712 in June 1868.189 These statistics demonstrated a 

remarkable drop off from May 1867, when the bureau had 127 schools educating roughly 6,700 

freedmen.190 The period also saw a rise in violent acts committed by white Texans against the 

freedmen, their teachers, and the schools. 

 Reports streamed into headquarters at Austin in 1868 describing the burning of school 

houses and the intimidation of teachers throughout the state. One white female teacher was 

reportedly lynched in Tarrant County in June 1869.191 A few of the incidents were reported to 

Commissioner Howard in October 1868.192 One report stated that a “school at Circleville, 

Williamson County, under the care of Miss Luanna Eggleston, a young colored lady of 

experience and discretion, was closed by the burning of the house on Saturday night the 27th of 

June.” Another school at Clarksville in Red River County, taught by Reverend Charles Goldberg, 

“was broken up by a band of young men calling themselves Ku Klux, and Mr. Goldberg [was] 

compelled to leave the state.” At Kaufman the school house was demolished by local residents, 

and an assassination attempt was made on the life of its teacher, a Mr. Maeir who managed to 
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escape and fled to Missouri.193 Many more reports with the same theme were made by Bureau 

agents throughout the state.  

To better understand the problems agents faced at the local level, the story of Smith 

County in East Texas and Brevet Lieutenant Colonel David L. Montgomery of the US 26th 

Infantry battalion stationed at Tyler bears telling.194 Smith County was part of the Thirtieth Sub-

district along with Henderson, Wood, Van Zandt, and Cherokee counties. Montgomery became 

the agent for the Thirtieth Sub-district in March, 1867, and rented a building in Tyler, Texas, at 

fifteen dollars a month to serve as his headquarters. The counties under Montgomery’s control 

had a total population of about 42,250 with about 30,000 whites and 12,000 blacks. Upon 

assuming command Montgomery became responsible for helping roughly 12,000 former slaves 

adjust to their new found freedom – part of which was helping them obtain an education.195 

Upon assuming command Montgomery traveled his sub-district to get first hand 

knowledge of the area. In a monthly report sent to headquarters in Galveston in June, 1867, he 

reported that freedmen had already organized schools on their own in the town of Selma, at a 

plantation owned by a Mr. Brooke in Cherokee County, and at future governor Richard B. 

Hubbard’s plantation in Smith County. Montgomery stated that it was a nice start, but suggested 

that the Bureau organize more schools in the area. After months of touring the area Montgomery 

proposed establishing schools at twenty-one locations throughout the Thirtieth Sub-district 

including five in Smith County at the towns of Flora, Starrville, Jamestown, Canton, and Silman. 

He concluded his report by stating, “Having consulted all the orders and circulars in regard to the 

establishment of schools, and being in doubt as to my authority under said orders and circulars to 
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erect or rent rooms for that purpose I respectfully request that special authority be granted me to 

do so”196 

That permission never came as the Bureau did not develop twenty-one schools in 

Montgomery’s sub-district. The only one it would commit to was located in Tyler, but not one of 

the locations mentioned. In his report for September 1867, Montgomery told his superiors at 

headquarters that local whites seemed to have no objections to blacks receiving an education. He 

also stated that the local freedmen were “anxious to obtain knowledge but having been over 

reached on every hand… are not in a condition to put schools in operation.” In essence 

Montgomery was letting headquarters know that any school operated by the Bureau would have 

to be supported financially by means obtained from some source other than the local 

freedmen.197 

Throughout the early part of Montgomery’s time as Bureau agent he continuously ran 

into financial problems that effectively undercut his plans before he could implement them. An 

attempt to get a teacher from New Orleans, Miss Lizzie Gladey, ultimately failed because the 

bureau could not guarantee her a monthly salary of forty dollars and was unwilling to pay for her 

transportation. Even when a local teacher could be procured, such as Jesse Chancellor who lived 

near Tyler and proposed opening a school there, the finances could not be obtained. Montgomery 

wrote to headquarters asking if a room could be rented for Chancellor to teach in, and if forty 

dollars a month could be guaranteed the teacher. As in Miss Gladey’s case the answer was no, 

and Montgomery’s plans failed. Unsure by then of what authority he did have concerning 

schools and education on October 18, 1867, Montgomery wrote bureau headquarters stating that 
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he had obtained a lease agreement for a school in Tyler, but wanted to know if he had the 

authority to sign the document.198  

Apparently bureau officials approved of that last action because by October 31, 1867, 

Montgomery reported that a Mrs. Mary Stripling was teaching sixty pupils at a day school in 

Tyler. The agreement with Mrs. Stripling was that her students would pay as much tuition as 

they could, and then the Bureau would pay the remainder of her fee up to forty dollars a month. 

Montgomery ended his report by suggesting that the number of pupils within his sub-district 

would be much greater if the necessary funds and teachers could be had. 199 

Another attempt was made by the Bureau to get Montgomery’s sub-district one more 

school located in Tyler. In January, 1868, a rent contract was signed by Montgomery for a 

schoolhouse to be taught by George Richardson, a freedman. The school had a meager 

enrollment of five students during the day and twelve at night for a total of seventeen. The rent 

contract was annulled by the Bureau for financial reasons, and the teacher procured by 

Montgomery turned out to be, in his own estimation, incompetent. This was the last attempt by 

the Bureau to support a second school in the Thirtieth Sub-district. Stripling’s schoolhouse in 

Tyler, which rented out at seven dollars a month, remained the only Bureau school in that 

area.200 

In March, 1868, three US infantry companies stationed in Tyler were reassigned to other 

parts of the state. These orders meant that bureau agent Montgomery was also being sent from 

Tyler. Left behind to represent the US military in the Thirtieth Sub-District were a dozen 

                                                           
198 Dewitt C. Brown to Miss Lizzie Gladey, New Orleans, LA, October 8, 1867, Letters Sent, FB; and David L. 
Montgomery to Charles Garretson, October 31, 1867, Letters Received, FB; and David L. Montgomery, Monthly 
Report, October 18, 1867, Suptd FB. 
199 Montgomery to William G. Kirkman, Acting Assistant Adjutant General, October 31, 1867, Letters Received, 
FB.  
200 Montgomery to Richardson, February 29, 1868, Letters Received, FB; and Montgomery, Monthly Reports, 
January, 1868, Suptd FB. 



69 
 

soldiers, two non commissioned officers, and First Lieutenant Gregory Barrett, Jr. of the US 26th 

Infantry. As the highest ranking officer left behind it fell to Barrett to take over the role of bureau 

agent from Montgomery. Once Montgomery and the majority of the Union soldiers left Tyler, 

Barrett reported that a change for the worse took place regarding race relations in the sub-district. 

Local whites threatened to, “clean the blacks out as soon as all of the Yankees leave.” Labor 

contract wages for freedmen went unpaid by local white farmers, and local whites suspected of 

violent crimes against blacks were often warned ahead of time by sheriffs in the sub-districts 

counties about Barrett’s interest in them. Barrett claimed that all he could do was stay at the post 

and protect himself and his men.201 

On June 4, 1868, a group of black children on their way to Stripling’s class in Tyler were 

walking on the sidewalk when they came upon a group of white men. The children refused to 

move out of the white men’s way and continued to walk on the sidewalk. The white men became 

indignant at what they deemed to be the black children’s rude behavior. After all custom had 

always demanded that blacks give way to whites. The next morning, June 5, a group of disguised 

white males attacked black students on their way to school by throwing rocks and hitting them 

with clubs. The terrified children ran home and missed school that day. Perhaps thinking it 

would not happen again the children set out for school on June 6, only to endure a repeat of the 

previous day’s events. The children were unable to identify any of their assailants, but could tell 

that they were adult white males.202 

The attacks were not enough for some local whites. Rumors began to spread throughout 

Tyler that the schoolhouse would be burned to the ground. The ex-mayor of Tyler, D.W. Crow, 

actually threatened Stripling and Barrett personally, and vowed to tear down “that damn nigger 
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school and clean out those damn niggers.” In his correspondence to headquarters Barrett told his 

superiors that he had threatened to arrest Crow when the man confronted him but found himself 

heavily outnumbered. He also admitted that arresting Crow would probably trigger a wave of 

white violence against local blacks, Stripling, his soldiers, and himself. Barrett also reported that 

on the nights of June 5 and 6 three separate attempts had been made on his life, and that in each 

instance the would-be assassins evaded capture. He requested that one hundred US soldiers be 

sent to him to round up those men who had attacked the schoolchildren.203 

Only nineteen soldiers arrived, but it proved an adequate number to provide security for  

Stripling’s school. Commenting on the whole affair Stripling stated, “The school was suspended 

during the month on account of the children being beaten on their way to and from school, but on 

the arrival of the troops I commenced again and the school is now doing well.” Within the city of 

Tyler, Barrett and his men could maintain the peace, but the rest of the sub-district areas could 

not be secured. Barrett realized that opening more schools in the area, even if the necessary funds 

and a competent teacher could be had, was too dangerous to attempt.204 

Yet in June, 1868, two more schools operated by the freedmen without assistance from 

the Bureau opened up in the Thirtieth Sub-district. Both were located in Smith County with one 

in the small town of Garden Valley taught by Guilford Murphy, and the other located ten miles 

southeast of Tyler taught by Henry Black. Both men were local blacks who taught the classes out 

of their own homes. These two schools may have been the local black population’s way of 

teaching their children and keeping them out of harm’s way after the attacks carried out earlier in 
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the month. Regardless of the motive as of June 1868, Smith County had six schools for 

freedmen, but only one of them received direct support from the Freedmen’s Bureau.205 

It became apparent during that summer of 1868 that just supporting Stripling’s school 

was a problem for the Bureau. The school in Tyler had made steady progress in terms of 

enrollment from its inception in October 1867 through to June 1868. Throughout that same 

period Stripling’s forty dollar per month pay rate was, on average, covered by twenty dollars 

tuition paid by the students with the rest supposedly coming from the bureau. After the attacks in 

June, 1868, the amount of tuition Stripling received fell drastically. In June she received ten 

dollars in tuition from her students, in July she got fifteen dollars, in August one dollar, and in 

September five dollars. Not only was the bureau responsible for defraying her monthly income 

up to forty dollars, but it also had to pay fifteen dollars rent per month for the agent’s 

headquarters in Tyler, and seven dollars per month in rent for the schoolhouse. These costs seem 

rather trivial, but the lack of funds at the state level trickled down to a lack of funds at the local 

level as well. Without adequate funding the Bureau’s educational efforts could not be 

sustained.206 

Surprisingly Stripling stayed on at the school despite having never received her pay from 

the Bureau for teaching in Tyler. In a letter written to headquarters she pointed out that she had 

not received payment from the Bureau since she started working. She also reported that her 

brother wanted her to come with him to western Texas, but she stated that she had given her 

word to stay and teach in Tyler. She was perhaps inferring that while she was keeping her word, 

the bureau had not been living up to its promises. Stripling stayed on at the Tyler school until 

November 1868, when she was forced to leave the position because the parents of her students 
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could not pay the tuition fees. As dedicated as Stripling seemed to be, it is conceivable that she 

would have stayed on much longer had she made enough money to survive.207 

Stripling left Tyler about the same time that acts of violence began to erupt again in the 

area. After the troops under Montgomery’s command left Tyler in March 1868, the local white 

citizens turned on blacks and any whites they deemed to be disloyal to the South. The situation 

deteriorated to the point that the Bureau’s inspector for the state, William H. Sinclair, personally 

traveled to Tyler in August 1868, to see first hand what Barrett was up against. Sinclair wrote 

back to headquarters stating that Barrett had no choice but to stay inside the military post with 

his men. Unionists lived in constant fear for their lives, and local newspapers feared reporting 

stories that might offend locals. Inspector Sinclair suggested that Assistant Commissioner Joseph 

J. Reynolds send a full company of infantry to Tyler to help secure freedmen and white 

Unionists’ lives. Although it took nearly two more months the US 15th Infantry Company arrived 

in Tyler, and Second Lieutenant W. H. Hartz took command of the military post and the 

Bureau’s duties from Barrett.208 

By October 1868, Barrett had become a lightning rod for local white anger against the 

policies of Reconstruction. Over one hundred local white citizens signed a petition that they 

presented to Hartz asking for the removal of Barrett from Tyler. In his report to headquarters 

Hartz admitted that Barrett’s knowledge of the area was a valuable asset, but he also knew that 

whites in Tyler would continue to harass, threaten, and very possibly kill Barrett. Hartz asked 

that Barrett be reassigned for his own safety and as a means of possibly lessening the volatility of 
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the situation. Headquarters agreed with Hartz, and recalled Barrett from Tyler in late October. In 

less than two years the Thirtieth Sub-district had its third bureau agent.209 

Hartz would be the last Bureau agent in the sub-district as the whole operation ended 

there in December 1868. In terms of education the little success the Bureau had in Smith County 

was one school taught by a teacher whom the Bureau never paid her due wages. From its 

beginning in October 1867 to the summer of 1868 the school averaged thirty-five enrolled 

students with a high point of sixty-two in July 1868. Beginning in August 1868, the enrollment 

dwindled steadily to twenty-students by November 1868, when the school closed. If Stripling 

had not been so dedicated to teaching to the point of going without pay, the bureau very likely 

would not have even had the one school it supported in Tyler. Any success that occurred in the 

field of black education in Smith County during Reconstruction must be attributed to the 

freedmen themselves. Despite very little support from the Freedmen’s Bureau local blacks 

managed to sustain five schools in the area. Only the coastal towns of Houston and Galveston 

could boast having more than five freedmen schools in the state at a given time.210 

The problems that faced the Bureau at the state level managed to trickle down and affect 

agents at the local level. The lack of funding procured by headquarters in Galveston meant little 

funding for schoolhouses and teacher’s pay could be had. Heavily populated coastal areas such 

as Houston and Galveston rarely faced financial problems, but they were the exception rather 

than the rule. A lack of overall US troop strength in Texas meant that headquarters in Galveston 

could not establish a secure military presence throughout the state. Consequently troops stationed 

in Tyler had to be reassigned to another section to secure the peace. Once those troops left Smith 

County, the local whites were emboldened to act out against the freedmen and white Unionists. It 
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also led to Agent Montgomery being replaced by Agent Barrett, and when a troop buildup took 

place again Barrett was replaced by Hartz. Such turnover at the local level also happened at the 

state level. Having four men in charge of the Bureau in Texas within four years led to instability 

and a continuous shifting of goals and policies. The dedication given to the Bureau’s educational 

efforts shifted with each new assistant commissioner. In essence the Bureau lacked the necessary 

funds, organization, and a set cohesive policy that would be needed to counter the opposition that 

coalesced among local whites against efforts to help the freedmen in Smith County. 

 The white population of Texas could not comprehend educating freedmen. One 

newspaper editor summed up Texans’ feelings about freedmen schools by stating, “this is a 

novel school among our people, they having never been used to anything of the kind, and the 

novelty of it is not pleasing, not being en rapport with the tastes and habits of the Southern 

people.”211 Perhaps the single biggest fear that white Texans had with black education was the 

concept of white women socializing with large numbers of black men. This was especially true 

considering that a majority of the white female teachers from the North were unmarried. Whites 

not only feared the possibility of amalgamation but also resented the evangelical fervor of the 

northern teachers whom they perceived as condescending to southerners.212  

 Another key element of white hatred of freedmen education was the foundation upon 

which the South’s plantation system had been developed – the inferiority of the black race. If the 

“Yankee Schoolmarm” did educate blacks, and they proved to be as intelligent as white men, 

southern racist dogma would be shown to be unfounded and false. Poor whites in the south 

resented black education because money from the north was being used to fund a program that 

their own children had no access to, and they understood that blacks would compete with them 
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for jobs.213 Antebellum race relations in the south had been contingent upon blacks being 

submissive to the dominance of their white slave masters, and those former owners knew that 

education might empower black men and women with the pride and self respect they needed to 

no longer remain submissive and become self supporting.214 Another key element in white 

opposition to black education was its source of funding. The Confederacy had been established 

on the grounds of states rights, and the post-war south would continue to fight government 

spending on social programs such as education during the era of Reconstruction. White 

southerners were increasingly hostile to the concept of federally funded black education.215 One 

Houston woman demonstrated the virulent hatred held by whites by stating that she would, 

”sooner put a bullet in a Negro than see him educated.”216 

 Against such a backdrop of ignorance and hatred, General Reynolds and the Freedmen’s 

Bureau did what they could to improve the situation for freedmen, but they were virtually 

powerless. The one area in which the Bureau might have had success was education, but those 

efforts increasingly fell in priority with the rise of violence throughout Texas. The Bureau 

concentrated its efforts on stemming that tide. The Freedmen’s Bureau began winding down its 

operations in Texas during the fall of 1868, and all agency functions not related to education 

were terminated on January 1, 1869.217  

 During its tenure the Bureau always sought to try to rent or repair buildings, get local 

churches to allow them to use their buildings, or build wooden structures that would act as a 

school house and church. Yet on May 3, 1869, in one of the last orders issued from headquarters 
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in Austin, General Reynolds authorized a Bureau man, William H. Sinclair, to make a contract 

for the building of a brick structure that would be used only as a school house at the cost of 

$4,000 in Galveston, Texas.218 Perhaps this structure was built because the Bureau wanted to 

cement some lasting legacy in Texas. Its true legacy is that during its four plus years of existence 

the bureau managed to give more than 20,000 black Texans some level of literacy and education, 

and it became the blue print for later efforts to create a free public school system in Texas for 

both whites and blacks.219 Across the South the Bureau instituted almost 3,000 schools that 

educated more than 150,000 freedmen.220 

Efforts to educate freedmen in the state of Texas met with many obstacles. Yet many of 

those obstacles came from the federal government and the Bureau itself. In researching the 

Freedmen’s Bureau and its educational efforts, one is left with the impression that each step was 

a half measure, a band-aid sort of approach to try and piece together a system. Of the four 

assistant commissioners in charge of the Texas Bureau, only Kiddoo managed to formulate a 

coherent strategy and give education a higher priority, but his time at the head of the 

organization was too brief. Griffin wisely chose to keep Kiddoo’s policies in place with little 

change, but his time as assistant commissioner was also brief. The lack of a coherent and 

consistent management system, combined with a lack of funding, primarily led to the inability of 

the Freedmen’s Bureau to educate a large portion of the freedmen in Texas. These factors also 

made dealing with the backlash from the white population against freedmen education more 

difficult. Without consistency at the top the Bureau met each crisis it faced with uncertainty, and 

though noble in its efforts never managed to affect a lasting positive impact.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE BEGINNINGS OF RECONSTRUCTION AND A PUBLIC 

 SCHOOL SYSTEM IN TEXAS 

 While efforts were made by the Freedmen’s Bureau to educate the freed slaves of Texas 

the state government began the process of Reconstruction in June 1865. On June 19, 1865, Texas 

officially surrendered to the Union Army under the command of General Gordon Granger. 

President Andrew Johnson appointed Andrew J. Hamilton as provisional governor of Texas and 

authorized him to restore civil government in the state. Hamilton had been a Unionist before the 

war, and he took over the governor’s office in June 1865, intent on restoring Texas as a loyal 

state to the Union. The task set before him was daunting for several reasons.221  

 Unionist sentiment in Texas before the Civil War failed to keep Texas from seceding in 

1861 and subsequently splintered into various factions. Some Unionists remained loyal to Texas 

and the southern cause, a few decided to retire from politics or stayed quiet on the issues, and 

others left the state to help the Union cause. Hamilton was among those who left the state and 

returned in the summer of 1865 to rally Unionists in the common cause of reconstructing 

Texas.222 

 Even if Hamilton succeeded in bringing Unionists together he still had the difficult task 

of convincing a predominantly conservative and Democratic population to accept the changes 

that were to come. A new constitution had to be drafted, Texans had to accept the emancipation 

of their slave property, and they had to take an oath of loyalty. All that the people of Texas 

fought for would be taken away during Reconstruction, and Hamilton had the thankless task of 

carrying it out. 
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 On the issue of education, several problems emerged by the end of 1865. The freedmen 

wanted education and embraced the opportunities provided by the Freedmen’s Bureau. This was 

difficult for white Texans to accept because it provided the opportunity for the former slaves to 

achieve an equal status during the post war period. Serious consideration had already been given 

to developing a public school system in Texas in late 1865 by Governor Hamilton and others. 

White Texans feared that such a system would mean higher taxes, education for the freedmen, 

and control by Unionists who had little in common with the political beliefs of most Texans.223 

 On January 8, 1866, elections were held under the authority of Provisional Governor 

Hamilton to choose delegates to a constitutional convention to be held in Austin at the state 

capitol building from February to early April that same year. Most of the delegates selected were 

Unionists who fell within two distinct groups: Radical Unionists who took a moderate stance 

towards freedmen and Conservative Unionists who refused to grant any rights to freedmen other 

than being freed from slavery. The Unionists at the convention were empowered to create the 

Constitution of 1866 which called for repudiating public debt, declaring the ordinance of 

secession null and void, and recognizing the Thirteenth Amendment to the United States 

Constitution (ending slavery). The convention promised the basic rights of property to freedmen, 

but refused to extend to them the right to vote, hold office, and attend public schools.224 

 The fight for a public school system at the constitutional convention in 1866 showed the 

divisions within the Unionists of the state. Most votes on issues were fairly even when the yeas 

and nays were called. Conservative Unionists argued that the state had more pressing issues at 

hand and that discussing the establishment of a public school system was a waste of time. One 

conservative delegate summed up that opinion best by stating: 
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  Resolved, That the school system as heretofore established, as is proposed hereafter to be 

established, is a huge humbug, and, as heretofore practiced, has failed signally to ‘a 

general diffusion of knowledge;’ and it is the sense of this Convention that, in view of 

our complicated condition, it is unwise that any system of public schools be adopted by 

this Convention, but that the Legislature may hereafter provide for an efficient school 

system.225 

 

Conservative Unionists also argued that Texas should continue to borrow money from the school 

fund to pay other expenses. An already depleted school fund should, in their opinion, “be used 

and appropriated by the Legislature in payment of the public indebtedness, and the ordinary 

expenses of the State Government hereafter arising.”226 The final draft of the constitution 

demonstrated that Radical Unionists had enough sway to defeat such calls by the conservatives.  

 Article Ten of the Constitution of 1866 dealt with education and contained eleven 

sections. It declared it the duty of the Legislature to “make suitable provisions for the support 

and maintenance of public schools… as early as practicable… throughout the State.” The 

constitution also called for the system to be paid for and financially supported by “a perpetual 

fund exclusively for the education of all the white scholastic inhabitants of this State, and no law 

shall ever be made appropriating said fund to any other use or purpose whatever.”227 Future 

funds could also be procured through sale of public lands within the counties set aside as school 

lands. Sale of such lands could only be authorized by the State Legislature, but the counties 

would receive any interest accrued over the years. The constitution further enabled the State 
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Legislature to support a public school system by authorizing it to levy taxes directly for that 

purpose.228 

 Demonstrating a desire for segregated schools, the Constitution of 1866 stated that taxes 

“collected from Africans, or persons of African descent, shall be exclusively appropriated for the 

maintenance of a system of public schools for Africans and their children.” The constitution also 

called for the governor to appoint, with two-thirds consent of the Senate, a superintendent of 

public instruction who would serve a four year term at the salary of $2000 per year. The 

governor, superintendent of public instruction, and state comptroller would make up a State 

Board of Education to control the school fund and the schools.229  

 The sections of the Constitution of 1866 dealing with education demonstrated a desire by 

the post Civil War government of Texas to get serious about establishing a public school system. 

Even more telling were the appropriation measures that explicitly called for the school fund to be 

used only for school purposes. On the subject of finances, the delegates to the constitutional 

convention were also faced with making decisions on Texas’ right to secession and consequently 

repudiating the state’s Confederate debt. If Texas’ secession of 1861 had no basis in law then 

state debts created during the war were in effect illegal. This question went straight to the matter 

of the public debt and more specifically to the state owing $1.1 million to the school fund. If 

secession was deemed illegal, and the debt was repudiated, the state would not have to pay that 

money back. Inherent within that was also the possibility that the railroad companies might have 

the debts they owed to the school fund repudiated, too. The Constitutional Convention of 1866 

ultimately declared secession null and void, but did not go so far as to declare it illegal. Yet the 

convention did repudiate the state debt, which in the short term removed the state from its 
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responsibility to the school fund, and opened up the possibility for the railroads to be absolved of 

their debt as well.230 

 Texans were given the chance to ratify the Constitution of 1866 on June 25 of that year in 

a general election. They also voted on elected officials to represent them in the Texas 

Legislature, as well as the executive branch. Conservative Unionists were overwhelmingly 

chosen throughout the state, and James W. Throckmorton was elected governor over the Radical 

Unionist candidate Elisha M. Pease by a vote of 48, 631 to 12,051. Texans chose to ratify the 

Constitution of 1866, and on August 20, President Andrew Johnson declared Reconstruction 

over in Texas. Through the summer and fall of 1866, Texas was firmly in the hands of 

conservative politicians who sought to rebuild the state based upon the antebellum status quo, 

with the end of slavery as the only change.231 

 The Eleventh Legislature of Texas officially convened on August 6, 1866. Throckmorton 

was sworn in as the governor on August 9. On August 18 the governor sent his first message to 

the legislature in which he outlined his view of the situation facing the state, and the policies he 

intended to carry out as governor. Under the heading of education Throckmorton reminded the 

legislature that the recently ratified constitution called upon them to enact a system of public 

schools. He also expressed concerns about the possibility of enacting such a system by stating: 

 As it is of the greatest importance to get the system to work at the earliest practicable 

period, and as it cannot be done, except by using the interest as it accrues on the principal 

of the fund invested, or by resorting to taxation, it becomes a question for you to 
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determine whether or not laws should be enacted at this session to carry into effect this 

requirement.232 

 

Throckmorton’s misgivings about creating a public school system probably came from his 

realization that the school fund only had roughly $340,000 left in the state treasury after years of 

borrowing and loans. He suggested that the legislature formulate some means by which to regain 

the funds loaned to railroad companies in the past, but doubted the probability of securing 

repayment given the condition of affairs after the war. Mentioning a theme that would be 

championed by the Eleventh Legislature, Throckmorton also called attention to the section of the 

constitution that called for taxes collected from “Africans or persons of African descent” to be 

used exclusively for black schools. The recently freed slaves had little of value to be taxed and 

the governor called upon the legislature to faithfully carry out its obligation. In other words, 

there would not be enough taxes collected to fund a school system for the freed slaves.233  

 On August 29, 1866, in the Texas House of Representatives, a bill was introduced that 

revealed what the Eleventh Legislature intended to do concerning a public school system. The 

bill, entitled “An act to provide for the support, education and maintenance of the widows and 

orphans of deceased Confederate soldiers,” was designed to help white Texans recover from the 

hardships of the war, but mentioned nothing about black Texans.234 This was the spirit of 

governing demonstrated by the Eleventh Legislature throughout its term.  

 One of the more elaborate plans devised in the Texas House came on September 6, 1866, 

and was reported by Lewis Harmon of the Committee on Public Land. The idea was to sell to the 
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United States government lands in the western section of Texas inhabited by hostile Indian 

tribes. The committee hoped that by selling these lands to the federal government that body 

would then send the United States military to those sections of the state to protect it from hostile 

tribes. To sweeten the deal the committee also proposed that the money obtained from the sale of 

the lands would go directly to the school fund “to educate every child in the State.” Though the 

bill was debated and considered, it failed to pass the House.235 

 The Senate sought to acquire more money for the school fund by selling the school lands 

of the counties of Texas. This plan was impractical in 1866 because, as Chairman Frederick F. 

Foscue of the Committee on Education stated: 

 The Committee on Education, to whom was referred a House bill to be entitled ‘An act 

providing for a sale of the county school lands’, have had the same under consideration, 

and instruct me to report the bill back to the Senate, and to state that in the opinion of the 

committee, the political condition of the country is so unsettled, and the actual demand 

for unimproved land so small, that it would be impolitic to authorize the police courts to 

put the school lands upon the market at this time, lest a part of that valuable endowment 

should be squandered by improvident management. The committee therefore recommend 

that the bill do not pass. -F.F. Foscue, Chairman.236 

 

Introducing bills that called for the sale of lands to fund the public school system demonstrated 

that the Eleventh Legislature was not willing to tax the citizens of Texas directly. Knowing that 

few funds could be generated by land sales, Texas’ elected officials in 1866 were unwilling to 

make a realistic commitment to a public school system. Some representatives even held out hope 
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that the indebted railroad companies would still repay the school fund, and they attempted to 

enact legislation that granted those companies an extension of time for payment on the interest 

owed.237 Other representatives sought a return to the old way of handling the school fund and 

attempted to have the State Comptroller transfer the remaining funds in the school fund over to 

the state revenue account.238  

 The Texas Senate waited until November 10, 1866, to consent to Governor 

Throckmorton’s appointment of Pryor Lea as Superintendent of Public Instruction. Lea had 

recently settled outstanding debts with the state involving funds owed the Comptroller.239 Two 

days later the Texas House of Representatives waited until the last few hours of its term to 

introduce a bill that called for establishing a Board of Public Education and Instruction. The bill 

was introduced, read, and passed with no debate.240 Waiting until the end of its term to act on 

these measures showed an unwillingness on the part of the Eleventh Legislature to embrace 

public education. It can be argued that the legislature simply followed the same trends and 

policies established by Texas politics going back to the era of Mexican control.  

 The act regulating public schools was passed by the state legislature on November 12, 

1866. It stated that within each county the Police Court, or Commissioners Court, would serve as 

the Board of School Commissioners, and form school districts with respect to the number of 

children within communities. The Board of School Commissioners was also empowered to hold 

an annual election within each school district for the purpose of electing three trustees. The 

trustees were then to select a chairman among them to act in an official capacity as the 
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spokesman, set meetings and agenda, and carry out other duties and tasks. The trustees were also 

empowered to hold elections in their district to determine the location of school houses. Once a 

location was chosen the Police Court of that county was to distribute the funds to the district 

trustees to pay for the school house. Trustees were also charged with calling a meeting of local 

patrons of their school district to discuss important matters such as teacher salary, length of 

school year, and routine matters such as behavior of students and punishment. The trustees were 

given full supervision over school affairs within their district.241 

 The chairman of the board of trustees had to apply once a year to the county judge for the 

district’s portion of the public school fund. The amount would be calculated based on the number 

of school aged children within the district. Once the county judge agreed with the application of 

the chairman he would draw the funds from the county treasury. The funds in question could not 

be received by the county treasury until that county returned its scholastic census of school aged 

children to the local county clerk as well as a certified copy to the state treasurer in Austin by 

July 1 each year. In this way the state treasurer became the ex-officio treasurer of the public 

school fund. He was charged under the new law with keeping an account of the school fund and 

reporting on its condition annually to the governor.242 

 Another aspect of the act called for the creation of a five-man board of school examiners 

to be appointed by the police court in each county. This board of examiners would take the 

applications of teachers within their county and determine who was qualified to teach. Each 

prospective teacher had to take an examination and if they passed would receive a certificate 
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stating the branches of education they were qualified to teach. Interestingly, the act also stated 

that only schools that taught the English language could receive funds.243  

 There was no mention made within the act about educating freedmen. Fortunately for the 

freed slaves the Freedmen’s Bureau was at least attempting to educate them because the Eleventh 

Legislature would not. Representative Israel Worsham’s committee report of October 31, 1866, 

summed up that attitude when he stated: 

 The condition of this unfortunate class of our people (freed slaves), weaned from us, and 

taught by unscrupulous and designing school marms, that we, as a people, are inimical to 

their intellectual advancement, calls for some reflection on our part. We recognize it as a 

duty we owe to them and ourselves, to subvert this influence, and prove to them that, 

though the ties of master and slave have been severed, the feelings of regard engendered 

by those old ties still exist, and that they are but the dupes of their pretended friends. But, 

in doing this, we deprecate the other extreme, which looks to the obliteration of the 

distinction which has always existed; and in teaching the negro that he is an intellectual 

being and capable of mental improvement, we equally regard it as an incumbent duty to 

teach him to appreciate the fact that he is far below us in the scale of being, and that by 

reason of this inequality, the laws for the two races cannot be altogether common and 

uniform.244 
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Governor Throckmorton shared such conservative views, but pleaded with the legislature at least 

to enact school taxes on black citizens for the purpose of building for them a public school 

system. “These people are among us, and are to remain,” he argued.245 

 Although the freed slaves would remain in Texas, laws were passed to keep them 

subjugated in a virtual state of slavery. These “black codes” were laws designed to discriminate 

against freedmen and deny them their most basic rights. Such laws were passed throughout the 

former Confederacy and were seen in Washington, D.C. as evidence that the South had not 

changed after the war. Rather than allow state governments back into the Union that continued to 

display disloyalty, the United States Congress wrested control of Reconstruction from President 

Johnson in March 1867. With the passage of the Reconstruction Acts, the process of rejoining 

the Union began anew for Texas and the former Confederate states and placed them under direct 

control of United States Army generals. Texas and Louisiana comprised the Fifth Military 

District, commanded by General Philip Sheridan. The state would have to register voters, 

although this time black adult males would be eligible, elect delegates to a constitutional 

convention, write a new constitution, elect a new state government, and ratify the Fourteenth 

Amendment.246 

 Congressional Reconstruction effectively ended the Throckmorton-led conservative 

government in Texas. The governor was removed from office by the military on June 30, 1867, 

and replaced with the Unionist who had opposed him in the 1866 election, Elisha M. Pease. 

Elections for delegates to the 1868-1869 constitutional convention were held from February 10 – 

14, 1868, with a voter registration of roughly 60,000 whites to 50,000 blacks. A large number of 

white voters were either disfranchised due to their role in the Confederacy, or simply chose not 
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to register as a protest against Congressional Reconstruction. Whatever their motives, 

conservative white voters found themselves in the peculiar position of being a political minority 

against white radicals, or Republicans, and their freedmen allies.247 

 Eighty-two percent of black registered voters went to the polls in February 1868 and 

voted for the constitutional convention by a margin of 36,932 to 818. White voter turnout was 

very low, with 10,622 opposing the convention and 7,757 voting for it. Seventy-eight Republican 

candidates were elected as delegates to the convention out of ninety positions available. The 

convention met in Austin on June 1, 1868, and attempted to build a state constitution that would 

be approved by Congress. The major issues they debated were ab initio, or the question of 

secession being null and void, disfranchisement of ex-Confederates, and a drive by some 

Republicans to divide the western part of Texas into a new state. The Republicans split over 

these issues into two main groups, Radical and Moderate. The Moderates were led by former 

provisional governor Hamilton and opposed the three main issues. Radicals supported all three of 

the main issues and were led by Edmund J. Davis. Born in Florida, Davis moved to Texas in the 

years preceding the Civil War, served as a district judge in 1860, opposed secession, and formed 

the 1st Texas Cavalry that fought on the Union side. After the war, Davis moved to Corpus 

Christi and was elected from that area to serve as a delegate to the 1866 and 1868 conventions. 

In 1868 he served as presiding officer.248 

 The 1868 Constitutional Convention met from June 1, 1868, to August 31, 1868, before it 

ran out of funds and was forced to adjourn until December 1, 1868. At the first session of the 

convention, the concept of building a public school system was discussed at length, although no 
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constitutional amendments were enacted. During the first meeting in the summer of 1868 

Republicans were divided over the issue of the school fund and railroad payments. In a statement 

to James H. Bell in mid-August 1868, President of the Republican State Convention, E.J. Davis 

explained, “Resolved, That the pretended laws of said pretended legislature authorizing payment 

in so-called State warrants of interest due from railroads to the school fund, were in fraud of the 

rights of the children of this State, and the pretended payments made thereunder (amounting in 

total to upwards of $320,000) were null and should not be regarded in making settlement with 

said railroads.”249 The main complaint centered on the use of Confederate script by railroad 

companies to pay interest owed the school fund. Davis and his supporters bolted from the 

convention and formed what came to be known as the Radical Republican Convention on August 

14, 1868, over the railroad payments issue. They made their reason for bolting from the regular 

convention clear by stating: 

That the encouragement of manufactures and internal improvements, under some general 

and effective system, should, in our opinion, be made a part of the organic law. But of 

first importance is the establishment and support of a complete common school system, 

and we recommend that all money, claims, and property belonging to the school fund 

should be collected without delay and appropriated to this purpose and that other means, 

if wanting, should be supplied.250 

 

Edwin M. Wheelock of the Freedmen’s Bureau had replaced Pryor Lea as Superintendent of 

Public Instruction by order of the military. At the convention of 1868 Wheelock served as an 

advisor and answered questions that delegates had concerning education and public schools. In a 
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report to Governor Pease, Wheelock framed the arguments that would become the policy used by 

Republicans in their fight to create a public school system in Texas.251 

 Wheelock praised the state’s initiative of loaning the school fund to railroad companies in 

the late 1850s to early 1860s and argued the plan would have increased the fund if carried out 

wisely. His complaint against the plan was, “instead of confining the loan to a few prominent 

trunk lines until completion, charters were indiscriminately granted, and State aid unwisely 

extended to companies without responsibility or capital. The fund thus scattered served to begin 

many roads, and to finish none.”252 Wheelock also pointed out that the railroad companies began 

to default on their loans even before the Civil War ended, and those companies that paid their 

interest due did so in worthless Confederate script. By his calculations, the railroad companies 

owed the school fund $1.8 million in principal plus $450,000 in interest, totaling $2.25 million. 

Combined with the state owing $1.3 million, the school fund, if fully repaid, could have $3.5 

million in funding to build a public school system.253 

 Doubting that the money owed to the school fund by railroad companies could be 

secured, Wheelock argued that the best short term answer to get money back into the fund was 

with the February 11, 1858, law that called for the proceeds of the sale of public lands to be 

secured by the fund. He bemoaned a lack of any official records, statements, or statistics of value 

delineating the progress of education throughout Texas’ history. Wheelock stated that when it 

came to education in Texas, “There seems to have been but little inspection, discrimination, or 

progress.” Counties rarely made their mandatory yearly reports on education within their 

boundaries, and he pointed to the year 1861 as typical when only twelve out of one hundred and 

twenty-four counties reported that information. Using the best data available, Wheelock 
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calculated that while the State of Texas grew in population during the 1850s, and had a school 

fund in excess of $2 million, the per capita expenditures on scholastic age children actually 

decreased. From a high of $1.38 per child in 1856, the state gradually spent less to the point that 

by the time of secession approximately 62 cents was spent per child.254 

 Using other states as a model Wheelock argued that progress and civility went hand in 

hand with education. Northern states such as Vermont, Ohio, and Iowa all spent large portions of 

their tax revenue on education and produced more patriotic citizens. He argued that if Iowa could 

generate $2 million per year for education then surely Texas with its vast lands and large 

population could do the same. He also appealed to Republican-minded men by stating: 

 Treason found no foothold among the educated commonwealths of the North and West. 

The public schools of the free States were the great bulwark of the imperiled Unity and 

Nationality. They were everywhere living fountains of loyalty and patriotism. No 

insurgent State had a practical free school system, and no loyal one was without it. The 

line of Free schools divided the faithful and rebel communities as sharply as did the 

contending camps.255 

 

 Wheelock unveiled a five point plan in his message to Governor Pease that became the 

model for future efforts to build a public school system. Step one was to replenish the school 

fund with whatever proceeds could be had from debts owed to the fund, the sale of public lands, 

and the proceeds arising from fines levied by the state government against individuals. The next 

step was to authorize the legislature to set aside one-fifth of the state’s annual income from taxes 

for the purposes of public education. Further taxation was called for in the next step by 
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authorizing the legislature to levy a special tax for the erection of school buildings. The fourth 

point in his plan called for the creation of a Board of Education and a State Superintendent of 

Schools that would supervise public education in the state. The last part of the plan called upon 

the legislature to divide the state into districts, within which school systems would be created 

with mandatory attendance for all scholastic age children for at least four months out of the year. 

Other details such as teacher salaries, methods of instruction, and mixed or integrated schools 

were questions that he argued should be left to the legislature to decide.256 

 Some Republicans at the constitutional convention expressed misgivings about 

Wheelock’s plans, especially those regarding taxes. In order to fund the many programs that 

Republicans were calling for, such as a state police force, railroad expansion, bridges, an 

increase in the size of the judiciary, and a new penal system, taxes were already going to be 

stretched far. Republicans were hesitant about raising taxes on Texans, who historically 

demonstrated a disdain for even extremely low tax rates. The convention’s five-member 

Committee on Education recommended holding the railroad companies responsible for their 

debts owed to the school fund. They also declared that if the companies could not at least pay the 

interest owed to the fund, then the governor should be empowered to sell those companies and 

their interests, by private sale or public auction, at the best price possible. In the past, funding 

education had not been a problem in Texas, but the desire to create a public school system was 

lacking. In 1868 Republicans had the will, but could not agree on a suitable way to fund 

education.257 

 Wheelock’s plan formed the basis of the Tenth Article of the 1869 Constitution 

pertaining to public schools. It called upon the legislature to establish a system of public free 
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schools throughout the state. The Constitution provided for the people to elect a Superintendent 

of Public Instruction who would serve a four-year term, but allowed the governor to appoint the 

first man to that position until an election could be held. The superintendent’s salary was set at 

$2,500 per year. The state was to be divided into school districts by the legislature, which was 

also empowered to establish a Board of School Directors in those districts. Compulsory 

education and restoring the school fund to appropriate levels through land sales were adopted as 

well. Like Wheelock’s plan, the Constitution called for state taxes to be set aside for education 

purposes, but the level was increased to one-fourth of all revenues. Another added feature was 

the levying of a poll tax of one dollar on all adult males in the state from which the proceeds 

would directly benefit the public school system.258 

 The constitutional conventions held in 1868 and 1869 settled the major question of ab 

initio by not passing the measure. With regards to education this meant that the railroad 

companies would not be liable to repay in gold or specie the previous amounts they had paid in 

1864 in Confederate script, but could still be held responsible for the principal and interest owed. 

Moderate Republicans managed to keep the disfranchisement of ex-Confederates out of the 1869 

Constitution, and also prevented creating a new state out of Texas’ western portion. A general 

election held from November 30 to December 3, 1869, allowed Texans the chance to ratify the 

Constitution by a vote of 72,466 to 4,928. The lopsided victory was due to black voter turnout 

and the fact that only half of eligible white voters bothered to go to the polls. Radical 

Republicans gained majorities in both houses of the legislature, and Davis was narrowly elected 
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governor over Hamilton by a vote of 39,901 to 39,092. At the end of 1869 Radical Republicans 

were in position to enact and fund a public school system for the state of Texas.259  

 The Twelfth Legislature of Texas convened in a special session on April 26, 1870, and 

three days later Governor Davis delivered his first message to both houses. He listed restoring 

law and order within the state as his top priority, and argued, “That the establishment of a good 

system of schools that will secure education to all, will, no doubt, in process of time, operate 

here, as elsewhere, to the diminishing of offences.” Davis viewed education as something of a 

cure all not only for abating crime, but also for preparing future generations of Texans to be 

more productive citizens. He considered the education of the children of Texas second in 

importance only to establishing law and order. “The success of Republican institutions and 

universal suffrage is assured by universal education,” he argued. The governor admitted that 

funds owed to the school fund were probably not going to be recovered and urged the legislature 

to push forward with the tax policies called for in the Constitution. He also stated that taking the 

proceeds from land sales and putting them into the school fund was probably the best short term 

solution for covering the expenses of a public school system.260 

 Davis was committed to creating a public school system. The day after delivering his first 

message he appointed Joseph W. Talbot as Superintendent of Public Instruction. Talbot was a 

delegate to the 1869 Constitutional Convention and chaired its Committee on Education. Though 

no reason was given, the Senate rejected Talbot’s appointment less than two weeks later. In spite 

of their misgivings about Talbot, the Senate began consideration of several bills that called for 
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the organization of a public school system as early as May 21, 1870.261 The House started 

looking at similar bills even earlier on May 5.262 During the Eleventh Legislature no bills 

regarding public schools had been taken into consideration or passed until the final days of its 

term. Within weeks of the start of their session, the Radical Republicans already had several bills 

before the Committees on Education in both houses. 

 The Senate could not agree upon a school bill in the short amount of time that the special 

session had. On July 20, 1870, with one month left in the session, a select committee was created 

to consider the various plans for creating a public school system. A similar committee was 

created in the House that same day. The Senate select committee admitted in its report of July 

30, 1870, that the main obstacle to enacting a public school system centered on the race debate 

between mixed and separated schools. To create two public school systems meant spending more 

revenues from an already woefully depleted school fund, but mixed schools they argued would 

not be accepted by the vast majority of white Texans.263 

 The Democratic press in Texas echoed the sentiment of white Texans with regard to the 

mixed schools issue. The Convention of Democratic Editors held in Brenham on September 29 

and 30, 1869, stated, “we are in favor of the immediate establishment of a system of public 

schools for the separate education of the white and colored children of the State, to be so 

organized as not to violate the social laws governing the races, and so diffusive in their character 
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as to secure equal benefits to all.”264 Republicans were correct in their assessment that the white 

population would not accept mixed schools. 

 On August 9, 1870, House Bill No. 478, entitled “An Act to establish a system of public 

free schools for the State of Texas,” was sent by the House to the Senate for concurrence. After 

much debate the bill was amended to require the schools to be racially mixed and barely passed 

by a vote of 15 to 11. The next day the bill with its amendments was concurred with by the 

House. On August 15, 1870, the last day of the special session, Governor Davis informed the 

House that too many bills were placed before him at the last minute and that he would not be 

able to sign them without proper consideration. House Bill No. 478 was one of them.265 In spite 

of not establishing a public school system, the Twelfth Legislature, in a short special session, 

gave the subject more consideration than previous state governments. 

 The Twelfth Legislature convened in regular session on January 10, 1871. That same day 

Governor Davis communicated his first message of the session to both houses. On the subject of 

public schools he explained that House Bill No. 478 was not put into operation due to the failure 

to make an adequate appropriation. Davis stressed that in the regular session a fully functional 

school system needed to be enacted and implemented. An incomplete scholastic census taken in 

1870 led the governor to estimate that there were 160,000 children between the ages of six and 

eighteen in Texas, of which 100,000 had never received any formal education. Four of the six 

railroad companies indebted to the school fund had paid their interest due by late August 1870. 

The other two companies and their interests were set to be sold at auction in February 1872. 

Davis concluded his remarks on education by stating that there was money in the school fund 
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and it was up to the legislature to enact an efficient public school law.266 He made no comment 

on whether the schools should be mixed or separated by race. 

 Each chamber took a public school bill under consideration beginning in February, 1871. 

The main obstacles in the Senate were compulsory education and creating a racially mixed or 

segregated school system. Throughout February and March, senators discussed the practicality of 

forcing children under the age of ten to walk three miles or more to and from their school house. 

In the rural areas of Texas in 1871 such a distance of travel from the home to the school house 

was likely to exist for many. Committed to the idea of compulsory education, yet realizing the 

impracticability of forcing students to travel many miles roundtrip daily, the Senate ultimately 

adopted an amendment that exempted children who lived one mile or more from a school house. 

On the issue of race, most Senators came to the consensus that the schools should be 

segregated.267 

 The House of Representatives agreed with the Senate that the schools should be 

segregated, but some argued that the decision should be left to the districts. Race was the primary 

point of contention in the legislature concerning schools. All Radical Republicans agreed that 

education was the key component that would enable black Texans to gain an equal footing in 

society. However, a difference of opinion existed as to whether or not white children should be 

forced to attend the same schools as black children. There were other Senators who looked at the 

situation not as a moral dilemma, but one of keeping the peace. They understood that the vast 

majority of white Texans would violently resist having their children educated alongside their 

former slaves. White Texans had demonstrated misgivings about having white female teachers 

instruct young black males under the Freedmen’s Bureau. It was impossible to believe that 
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Texans would now allow their own white daughters to be taught in the same schoolhouse as 

young black men. One representative wanted to allow the districts to, ”make any separation of 

the students that the peace and success of the schools and the good of the whole may require.” 

Ultimately both houses left the question of mixed or separated schools up to the school districts 

themselves.268 

 On April 12, 1871, Senate Bill No. 166, entitled “An act to organize and maintain a 

system of public free schools in the State of Texas,” passed both houses and became law with 

Governor Davis’ signature on April 24. Section 1 of the law called for the creation of the office 

of Superintendent of Public Instruction who would be appointed by the Governor with consent 

from the State Senate. The legislation created a state board of education that included the 

Superintendent of Public Instruction, the Governor, and the State Attorney General. The board 

was given the power to certify teachers, select what books would be used, and determine the 

curriculum to be taught. The superintendent was also authorized to appoint school directors and 

district supervisors in the state.269 The law called for the superintendent to receive $3000 annual 

pay. It also called for a scholastic census to be taken yearly to determine how much of the school 

fund each district would receive for that term. Section 5 of the law dealt with funding of the 

school system. Finances were to come from the school fund, one-fourth of all state tax revenues, 

and any other taxes approved by the legislature, namely the poll tax. Section 5 also stipulated 

that the directors of each school district could levy a tax not to exceed one per cent for the 

purposes of building school houses and maintenance within their jurisdiction. In the cases of 

children who did not attend school their parents were subject to misdemeanor charges and fines 
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of up to twenty-five dollars, except those exempted by the one-mile amendment.270 Texas finally 

had a free public school system in the spring of 1871. Statewide, many children, black and white, 

attended school for the first time at the beginning of September. 
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CHAPTER 5 

REPUBLICANS IN POWER 

 Jacob Carl Maria DeGress was the first superintendent of public schools for the State of 

Texas. DeGress was born in Prussia on April 23, 1842 to Carl Franz Wilhelm and Johanna 

Walburga (di Bramino) von Gress. The family left Prussia sometime in the 1850s and lived in 

Cape Girardeau, Missouri. He volunteered for service in the Union Army on February 15, 1862, 

in Rolla, Missouri, at the age of twenty. He was mustered into service on April 1, 1862, as a 

captain of Company E of the Sixth Missouri Cavalry. He served at the Vicksburg siege where he 

was wounded severely in the leg and was praised for his service at the Battle of Bayou de Glaze 

in Louisiana. On October 31, 1864, he was assigned as aide-de-camp to General Joseph A. 

Mower and continued in that capacity to war’s end. While under Mower he marched with 

General William Tecumseh Sherman’s army through Georgia, South Carolina, and North 

Carolina. DeGress remained as General Mower’s aide-de-camp and traveled with him to Texas 

in June 1865 under the command of General Gordon Granger. Arriving in Galveston on June 19, 

1865, General Granger and the Union Army accepted the surrender of Texas. At war’s end 

DeGress had been wounded twice, received a promotion to major, and the brevet rank of 

lieutenant colonel.271 

 With the war over, Jacob C. DeGress remained in Texas and received an appointment as 

provost marshal and assistant commissioner of the Freedmen’s Bureau for the state’s eastern 

district.272 While working for the Freedmen’s Bureau in Houston, Texas he met Bettie Buckner 
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Young, the widow of a Confederate officer. They were married on January 1, 1867, and went on 

to have seven children.273  At some point in 1868, DeGress accepted a commission as Captain in 

the US Army and reported to Fort Duncan at Eagle Pass in West Texas on April 14 of that year. 

He was placed in command of Company L of the Ninth US Cavalry, which was an African-

American unit. The military returns of Fort Duncan list Captain DeGress as present until April 

1870 after which time he retired from the military.274  

 In spite of having no formal training as a teacher or in education, DeGress was appointed 

by Governor Davis to be the superintendent of public schools for Texas in 1871. From the start 

he was heavily criticized by Texans. As historian William C. Nunn stated, “DeGress had no 

practical school experience, and he was certainly no teacher. He set about organizing and 

managing the school system in a militaristic manner, showing little consideration for the desires 

or financial ability of the citizens of the state.”275 DeGress was no stranger to controversy in 

Texas. During his time in the Freedmen’s Bureau he was accused by white Texans of seizing and 

selling property, and protecting African-Americans facing criminal charges. In one situation an 

African-American man named Richard Harris faced charges of assault with intent to kill in 

Grimes County. DeGress protected the man at his office in Houston, and Governor 

Throckmorton asked him to withdraw from the situation. DeGress refused and Governor 

Throckmorton demanded that the Adjutant General’s Office in Washington court martial him. 

Nothing else came of the matter, and DeGress remained employed by the Freedmen’s Bureau.276 
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As historian William L. Richter stated, “DeGress had a Prussian stubbornness and penchant for 

detail that made him well hated by the Texans who ran afoul of him.”277 

 DeGress also had a reputation of standing up for African-Americans and their interests in 

the face of white hostility. While working for the Freedmen’s Bureau in Houston in July 1866 he 

was certain that African-American workers were being cheated of their pay for picking cotton. 

Planters in the area were shipping their crops to market without paying their workers, and then 

beating those who dared complain. DeGress took the bold step of working with other bureau 

agents to place authorization papers on bales only if the workers received their pay. Without 

those papers the cotton could not be purchased by merchants. At that point very little cotton 

passed through Houston, and the merchants argued they were going broke. DeGress stuck to his 

plan and within a few weeks cotton with authorization papers arrived in mass in Houston, the 

merchants had their product, and the local workers received their wages.278 To make the public 

school system work, DeGress would need the same type of determination he showed in Houston 

in 1866. 

 On May 5, 1871, the Texas State Senate confirmed Jacob C. DeGress as the 

superintendent of public schools. Upon assuming his position DeGress stated, “I found myself, 

without aught, but a bare office and the educational laws approved April 24, 1871, as the 

groundwork of a system that required care, caution and patience in bringing it to a successful 

working.”279 In his first annual report to the governor, Superintendent DeGress vented his 

frustrations over the obstacles he had to overcome and stated: 
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“No records of educational work of the past existed. No approximate estimate even, 

could be made of the number of children to be provided for. Prejudice of the most 

unfounded character existed in many large communities against public schools, and many 

unscrupulous and irresponsible parties sought to add to the opposition by 

misrepresentation, rather than lighten the labors that in the outset appeared formidable 

indeed. The immense work to be done in the organization of schools, examination of 

teachers, leasing of school houses, etc., suggested the necessity of the most stringent 

economy.”280 

 DeGress set about the daunting task of setting up a school system in May 1871. His first 

order of business was to set the rules and regulations for public schools. Title I of the rules dealt 

with the Board of Education, which would meet quarterly and discuss reports from the various 

school districts and appeals made by teachers, students, and parents. Title II set the rules for 

Supervisors and empowered them to appoint school directors, handle applications of those 

applying for examination as a teacher, conduct annual renewals of teacher certifications, make 

sure school directors investigate cases of harsh treatment by teachers against pupils, approve or 

disapprove requests by teachers for a leave of absence, and forward all data about the school 

districts to the Superintendent including costs and student information. Title III outlined the rules 

for the Boards of Directors who were to appoint the superintendent of each school, levy local 

taxes, store tax money in the county treasury, draw from that fund when needed, take a local 

census of school aged children, select sites for school houses, take bids for construction of the 

schools, report twice a month on the progress of students and teachers, and report the names of 
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students in their area who did not attend school that year. One member of the Board of Directors 

was to be elected as treasurer to handle the finances of the group.281  

 Title IV of DeGress’ regulations dealt with the rules for the government of public 

schools. The first Monday of September was established as the beginning of the scholastic year 

and the last day of June its conclusion. The scholastic year was divided into three terms of 

thirteen weeks each. The school day was broken up into two sessions with the first one starting at 

9:00am and ending at noon, followed by a one hour lunch break, and the second session running 

from 1:00pm to 4:00pm. Each session would also have a thirty-minute recess period. National 

and state holidays would be recognized as school holidays too. There were to be three grades of 

schools titled first, second, and third classes. In the third class reading, spelling, and writing 

would be taught. In the second class reading, writing, orthography, and arithmetic would be 

taught. In the first class orthography, reading, writing, arithmetic, grammar, geography, and 

history with an emphasis on Texas and the United States were to be taught. In schools for girls 

two half days each week were to be set aside for teaching needle work. Anyone wishing to 

become a teacher or worker in a school had to meet the standards of a good moral character, 

competency, temperate habits, and belief in a Supreme Being.282  

 Other sections of Title IV outlined the teacher examination process. The first step in the 

process was to determine which grade the teacher was qualified for. Each prospective teacher 

had to fill out an application to be turned in to the supervisor of the district, and then mailed to 

Superintendent DeGress in Austin for final approval. The prospective teacher then had to pass an 

examination and become certified for a grade level. If a prospective teacher was rejected at any 

point they could appeal directly to the Superintendent and make their case before the board of 
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examination. In terms of pay, a third class teacher would receive $75 per month, a second class 

teacher $90 per month, and a first class teacher $110 per month.283  

 Any school with three or more classes in the state would have a principal appointed by 

the Superintendent. The principal was to examine the classes at least once a month and report on 

their progress to the Superintendent and supervisor. Principals were also responsible for the 

school house, its grounds, and its property and had the power to govern the schools as they saw 

fit provided they did not violate the regulations. Principals were to be paid within the range of 

$115 to $150 per month depending on the number of classes they presided over. Before 

becoming a principal they also had to take this oath: 

“I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will honestly and faithfully support the 

Constitution and laws of the United States, and of the State of Texas; that I will endeavor 

to inculcate in the minds of youth, sentiments of patriotism loyalty to the government of 

the United States, and of the State of Texas, and will fully, faithfully, and impartially 

perform the duties of a principal to the best of my abilities, so help me God.”284   

 Textbooks were also outlined under Title IV of the regulations. The readers and spellers 

selected were Watson’s Independent Readers from first through fifth and Watson’s Elementary 

Speller. For geography books from Monteith’s, McNally’s, and Cornell’s were selected. The 

grammar books were Clark’s First Lessons in Grammar, and Clark’s Formal Grammar. 

Mathematics books were from Quackenbo’s and Perkin’s. Composition and Rhetoric textbooks 

were Quackenbo’s First Lessons in Composition, and Quackenbos Rhetoric. For history the state 

only had one book selected, Barnes’ History of the United States. Under the heading of 

miscellaneous four books were listed, entitled Steele’s Fourteen Weeks Course in…, Philosophy, 
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Chemistry, Astronomy, and Geology. For penmanship the state selected Payson, Dunton, and 

Scribner’s Copy Books. For maps and tablets the state selected Monteith’s Wall Maps, 

Monteith’s Outline Maps, National School Tablets, and Harper and Bros. Slates. It was the 

responsibility of the Superintendent to acquire the books for all the schools in the state before the 

first Monday of September each school year.285 

 The last sections of Title IV stated that students could be taught higher level courses if 

they reached that level and the teacher was qualified. Such classes included mental and higher 

arithmetic, modern history, physical geography, and the Constitution of the United States. 

Teachers could also teach students German, French, or Spanish if they wished to, provided they 

did not dedicate more than two hours per day to the subject.286  

 Title V of the rules and regulations dealt with teachers and reiterated many of the same 

guidelines discussed in Title IV. It also made teachers take an oath that was worded the same as 

the one for principals. Regulation Six of Title V stated of teachers: 

“It shall be their duty to maintain good discipline in the schools, by kind treatment, if 

possible; they will also, on all proper occasions, impress upon the minds of their pupils 

principles of morality and virtue, a sacred regard for truth, love to their God, and good 

will towards their fellow beings.”287  

Regulation Seven made it clear that teachers were not to exercise sectarian influences in their 

classrooms. Teachers who maintained order and discipline, without resorting to harsh 

punishment, were to receive preferential treatment for future promotions. They were also to keep 

attendance and send quarterly reports to the Superintendent. Any teacher absent for more than 

five days without an excused leave of absence was to be terminated and removed from the 
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payroll. Teachers could also run night schools if they chose to for extra income, but such schools 

would not satisfy the compulsory education of scholastic age children.288 

 The regulations for pupils were outlined in Title VI, which stated they had to attend the 

school in their district and not elsewhere. Students had to apply for admission to that school. If 

the parents wanted that child to attend another school they had to apply to the board of school 

directors who would rule on the matter. Sickness was deemed the only valid excuse for a student 

not attending school, but extraordinary circumstances could be ruled on by the teacher. Pupils 

were to be obedient to their teachers and treat classmates with respect. Cleanliness was expected 

of each student and if not adhered to the teacher could expel the child and notify their parents.289  

 With the rules and regulations in place, DeGress then turned his attention to appointing 

supervisors for the state. In all fifty-two supervisors were appointed and received approval from 

Governor Davis. One notable appointment was Edwin M. Wheelock, former Superintendent of 

Public Schools and head of the Freedmen’s Bureau’s educational efforts, who was made 

supervisor over the Twenty-Seventh District on May 30, 1871. He was placed in charge of 

Travis, Bastrop, and Hays Counties, but was discharged on July 10, 1871, with no reason given. 

In all there were thirty-five districts in the state.290  

 Superintendent DeGress also started work on a scholastic census in the late spring of 

1871 in preparation for the coming school year in the fall. This first scholastic census was by his 

own admission very incomplete and hastily done. It listed 161 counties in Texas with forty-four 

counties providing no returns at all and fourteen others sending their returns in too late to be 

counted for the 1871 census. Thus a little more than one-third of the counties in Texas were 

counted on the census. Of those, many failed to delineate between black and white students, or 

                                                           
288 Ibid., 84-86. 
289 Ibid., 86. 
290 Ibid., 4, 71-74. 



108 
 

filled out the paperwork improperly. Using the best information he had available to him 

Superintendent DeGress calculated that the state had 191,009 scholastic age children but 

apportioned for 227, 615 based on late arriving returns and best estimates. The white school aged 

population was 71, 762 male and 65, 580 female. The “colored” school-aged population, which 

was all non-white races, was 28,080 male and 28,061 female. Another 4,014 children were listed 

but not classified by race or gender. Eighteen Texas counties had a scholastic age population 

numbering 3,000 or more, and of that number six had 4,000 or more. Fayette County was the 

only one over 5,000 with a total of 5,604 scholastic aged children.291 Historian Frederick Eby 

stated that the scholastic age census for 1871 was 229,568, which is roughly 2,000 more than 

DeGress’s estimates. It should be noted though that Eby gave no source citation for his 

number.292 

 If the approximate number of 228,000 is used for the school aged population in 1871, 

then the December 1871 figures reported by Superintendent DeGress are staggering. Only 

63,504 students actually attended schools up to that point or roughly 28 percent. The state had 

1,324 schools in the system with 1,578 teachers employed. Some 3,687 prospective teachers had 

been certified but could not find employment due to job scarcity. The average number of 

children in a school was forty-eight, and the average amount appropriated by the legislature per 

child was $1.75.293 Early on the school system met with many obstacles, but DeGress had the 

program headed in the right direction. 

 As Superintendent of Public Schools, DeGress had some progressive views on gender 

and race for the time. He believed that male and female teachers should receive equal pay. He 
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explained this by stating, “The drawing of lines of distinction is one of those relics of barbarism 

that are the offspring of the old feudal system.”294 He noted that colored schools opened 

throughout the state were filled to capacity and believed that the majority of African-American 

children and their parents understood the importance of education. About African-Americans he 

stated, “Nor are any of the defects in mental capacity, which has been attributed to them, 

noticeable, but on the contrary, the children evince retentiveness of memory, quickness of 

perception, and ability to understand, fully equal to any race.”295 He believed that education 

would help African-Americans become self-reliant, self-supporting, and valuable citizens, thus 

lessening the agitations of white Southerners worried about what was to become of their former 

slaves.296 

 DeGress also praised African-American resilience in the face of adversity. With poverty 

running high among African-Americans it was nearly impossible for them to procure school 

houses and teachers. African-Americans in Texas banded together to raise the necessary funds in 

many locations. In some areas churches were used as school houses throughout the week. Yet 

even when African-Americans managed to acquire the funds necessary to pay teachers many of 

them refused the job. For a few it was a matter of race, but most teachers did not want to face the 

insult, ridicule, and violence of local whites. As DeGress explained: 

“The bitterness of unfounded prejudice against the colored race still exists in our State, 

and few teachers have the nerve and hardihood to meet the continual insults, the social 

ostracism, the threats of injury and all the annoyances that malice can invent, the teachers 

of colored schools are subject to. Many teachers have essayed to brave all these terrors 

and some few have succeeded in conquering, by patience and a long martyrdom, a peace; 
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but in other cases intimidation and ostracism have done their work, and schools closed 

for want of teachers.”297 

 The teachers of colored schools experienced many difficulties trying to do their job. 

DeGress explained in his first annual report that even in cities with a population more than 1,000, 

teachers could not find lodging, and some were even reduced to sleeping in the schoolhouse. 

Some teachers were being dragged out of their dwellings and whipped by disguised men. 

Another problem brought on by disguised men was colored schoolhouses being burned down. In 

many instances the teachers resigned their positions.298 

 Ku Klux Klan type activities were making an impact on the state’s educational efforts. 

DeGress expressed concern not only for the teachers, but also for the schools. To stop the 

burning of schoolhouses DeGress suggested the creation of a law stating that when such an 

action took place the entire community would be charged with the expense of a new one. He 

suggested that every time a teacher received a whipping from the Ku Klux Klan a heavy fine 

should be assessed against the county. As he stated, “Something must be done, and done 

speedily, to remedy these existing evils of intimidation and incendiarism, and give to the colored 

people full protection, in person and property, in their educational rights.”299 DeGress’ 

statements show that the vast majority of white Texans either sympathized with the Ku Klux 

Klan, or did not care to stand up for African-American rights and interests. 

 The volume of work done by DeGress and his staff was another concern for the 

superintendent. Teacher pay in particular took up a lot of their time as they approved vouchers 

and then authorized payments. DeGress stated that teacher pay alone kept four clerks working 

their normal days and in many instances they had to work deep into the night. Yet teacher pay 
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was only one component of many in DeGress’ job. He had to read reports from schools across 

the state, read over teacher certifications and make a ruling on them, familiarize himself with the 

finances of every county in Texas, build and maintain a scholastic census from those counties, 

approve leases for schoolhouses and textbooks, read complaints from teachers, parents, and 

principals across the state, maintain the rules and regulations, send and receive letters and forms, 

figure out what the school system was owed from taxes, keep a tally of his staff’s expenditures, 

and report all of that information to the Governor. The only way he and his staff could keep up 

with the pace of their duties was to work nights.300 

 In spite of the hard work and long hours, DeGress believed that he and his staff were 

involved in a just cause. Though hardships existed, much had been done in 1871 to further the 

cause of education in Texas. In the conclusion of his report to Governor Davis, DeGress stated: 

“…our sister Southern States, unblessed by an endowment as large as our own, the fact of 

our possessing schools, for all children, to lift them above ignorance, and its 

accompanying evils, is an inducement to the immigrant – a surety of the moral and 

intellectual welfare of his children – that he is sure to appreciate… Our peace, prosperity 

and progress, all rest upon the perpetuation of our system of free schools, and the 

cultivation of the minds of those who, in a few years, are to hold within their hands the 

fate of our State.”301 

DeGress believed that the best way to fight against the violence and hate in Texas was through 

education. That might work with school-aged children who in the next generation would come of 

age, but it did little for to change the mindset of outlaws and vigilantes at that time. 
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 Governor Davis agreed with DeGress’ summation that education could be a cure all for 

what plagued Texas. As historian Carl H. Moneyhon has stated,  

“Although not usually considered a law enforcement measure, Davis called for the 

creation of public schools, arguing that preventing crime was more effective than its 

suppression. Davis believed this would reduce crime, as well as create the responsible 

electorate required for republican political institutions to flourish.”302 

The commitment to education by Governor Davis was one of his highest priorities. When he 

assumed the office of governor he knew that instilling a public schools system would be 

expensive. Add to that the costs for the state police and internal improvements and the tax 

burden on Texans was going to be immense. The state treasury had only $368,426 at the time of 

Davis’s swearing in, but the governor believed the necessary funds could be procured through 

more efficient means of assessing and collecting taxes.303  

 On August 5, 1871, a call was issued from Austin for counties in Texas to send delegates 

to the state capital for a taxpayer’s convention. The purpose of the convention was to give the 

people of Texas a chance to express their opinions, “in regard to the exorbitant expenditures and 

enormous taxes to which we are subjected.”304 Some of the leaders of this convention included 

former governors Elisha M. Pease, James W. Throckmorton, and Andrew J. Hamilton. Other 

prominent figures were George B. Erath of McLennan County, and Morgan C. Hamilton, brother 

of Andrew. Meeting in Austin from September 22 to 25, 1871 the taxpayers’ convention was 
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comprised primarily Democrats with a few disgruntled Republicans. Attendance at the 

convention was large with ninety-four counties represented.305  

 In its first report the taxpayer’s convention laid out a case for tyranny on the part of 

Governor Davis and his Republican allies. They charged the governor in particular with usurping 

power and concentrating central authority under his control. The second report dealt with the 

state’s financial situation and anger over an increasing tax burden for the citizens of Texas. 

Using data going back to 1858 the Committee on Statistics reported to Chairman Andrew J. 

Hamilton the expenses of the state. Working with the biennial model that the state legislature met 

on previous to the 1869 Constitution, the committee calculated that the ordinary expenses of 

Texas during 1858 to 1859 were $545,740. Taken annually the figure was $272,870 on average 

in 1858 and 1859. The entire appropriation of the legislature for 1858 to 1859, which included 

the old debt from the Republic era, amounted to $809,592.42.306  

 Skipping the Civil War era the committee then analyzed the 1867 to 1868 sessions of the 

Eleventh Legislature. The ordinary expenses of the state during those years was $481,300, which 

was an average of $240,650. The entire appropriations made by the Eleventh Legislature 

amounted to $956,850.77. Turning their attention to the post 1869 Constitution the committee 

stated that the ordinary expenses of the state from September 1870 to September 1871 amounted 

to $756,383. Thus on an annual basis the ordinary expenses in Texas rose by more than 

$500,000. The entire appropriation for the year September 1870 to September 1871, excluding 

railroad subsidies, amounted to $1,632,270.50. The legislature appropriated roughly $675,000 

more in 1871 than it did for the combined years of 1867 to 1868.307 
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 Using the previous data as a foundation the Committee on Statistics then laid out its case 

for excessive expenditures and taxation. The government fiscal year beginning on September 1, 

1871, and ending on August 31, 1872, called for an appropriation of $2,120,605.28, excluding 

railroad subsidies. Topping the list was the public school system which accounted for 

$1,072,662, or roughly half of the state’s expenditures.308  

 Another point of contention was the railroad subsidy passed by the 1870 legislature of 

$10,000 a mile to the International Railroad Company. If the company completed its task the 

committee on statistics calculated the debt incurred would be at least $8,000,000. Another 

$6,000,000 worth of subsidies had been granted to the Transcontinental and Southern Pacific 

Railroads by the 1871 legislature.309 If all of these contracts were fulfilled, the total debt to the 

taxpayers of Texas for railroad construction would be $14,000,000. 

 The Committee on Statistics concluded its recommendations by adopting the following 

resolutions: 

1. That the present rates of taxation are greatly in excess of the legitimate and necessary 

wants of the government. 2. That the legislature now in session be, and they are hereby 

requested by this Convention, as the representatives of the taxpayers and citizens of the 

State, to revise and remodel the tax laws so as to levy in lieu of all other direct ad 

valorem taxes, only one-third of one per cent on all real and personal property, not 

exempt from taxation, for State purposes, and not exceeding one-half of that rate for 

county purposes. The constitutional rate for school purposes to be taken from the amount 

thus levied for State purposes.310 
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With the Committee on Statistics’ report completed the Taxpayer’s Convention concluded its 

business and issued resolutions as well. Chairman Andrew J. Hamilton’s concluding comments 

were a blue print for Texans to resist paying what were deemed illegal taxes. His second 

resolution issued was to the point: 

“That this Convention declare to the people of the State (having taken competent legal 

advice thereon) that the order of the superintendent of schools for the collection of one 

per cent for the building of school houses, etc., is illegal and void, and we advise the 

people not to pay the same, but only to pay the one-eighth of one per cent as levied by the 

legislature.”311 

In his third resolution Hamilton called for an address to the people advising them how to resist 

paying the school-related taxes.312   

 The actions of the Taxpayer’s Convention had an immediate effect on the public school 

system. Superintendent DeGress expressed concerns with the assessing and collecting of taxes 

for the public school system in his first annual report to the governor. The one per cent tax 

assessed to counties by the boards of school directors was essential for the building of 

schoolhouses and education in general. DeGress criticized politicians and other groups for taking 

steps to keep that tax from being collected. If Texas was to have a future devoid of lawlessness 

and crime then education, DeGress believed, was its only hope. Yet Texans were violently 

opposed to the collection of taxes for education. Many sheriffs were confused about their duties 

to collect the tax, or intentionally not doing it due to the Taxpayer’s Convention’s call. DeGress 
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wrote the Attorney General of Texas, William Alexander, about the matter, and he responded by 

stating that the tax was legal and sheriffs were bound by law to collect it.313  

 The Davis administration initially downplayed the Taxpayer’s Convention. Governor 

Davis led a contingent of Republicans around the capitol building after the convention adjourned 

to symbolically purify it of states’ rights heretics. Viewing it as a campaign ploy, the Davis 

administration’s response to the convention seemed callous in the face of public concern over 

higher taxes. From September 1871 on the Democrats fought the Davis administration with the 

rallying cry of taxes, tyranny, and corruption.314 

 The public school system expenses in the first four months were considerable. The total 

salaries paid were; to supervisors $3,740.00, to examiners $3,154.82, to other employees 

$3,017.43, and to teachers $30,175.46, making a total of $40,087.73. Yet the appropriation for 

those salaries was $50,000 meaning the state spent roughly $10,000 less than planned. The 

expense of books, stationary, textbooks, and classroom apparatus totaled $5,588.18 which was 

nearly half the appropriated costs of $10,000. The superintendant’s office had the following 

costs; salary of superintendent $750.00, traveling expenses of superintendent $120.50, salaries of 

employees 9,912.27, printing $2,707.50, and stationery $1,764.32 for a total of $15,194.52. The 

total first four month costs for salaries, materials, and the superintendent’s office totaled 

$60,869.83. The available school fund in the comptroller’s office as of August 31, 1871 totaled 

$136,096.81, meaning total expenses for those first four months cost the state roughly forty-five 

per cent of its available fund.315 
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 Governor Davis fought back against Democratic charges of excessive taxes. Defending 

state expenditures to a crowd in Galveston on August 16, 1871, he stated, “If you live in a hut 

and sleep under a Mexican blanket, it will cost you less than if you fabricate an elegant building. 

If you have no government it will cost you nothing. If you have public schools and law and 

order, you must pay for it.”316 Republicans denied that the taxes were excessive, and charged that 

Democrats at the Taxpayer’s Convention were misleading the people. They alleged that most of 

the figures presented at the convention were either inaccurate or misstatements of conditions. 

Republicans argued that Democrats used the maximum tax limits rather than those actually 

collected.317 

 For individual Texans there was a sharp rise in taxes. For example, in Harrison County 

the Sherrod family, L.L. and Lucinda, held property in 1865 valued at $11,298. L.L. paid taxes at 

a rate of .00125 on $3,465 worth of property totaling $4.33. Add to that his $1 poll tax and L.L. 

Sherrod owed $5.33 state tax and $4.33 county tax for a total of $9.66. Lucinda paid .00125 tax 

on $7,833 worth of property totaling $9.79 state tax and the same amount to the county totaling 

$19.58. Together the Sherrod’s of Harrison County paid $29.24 in taxes in 1865.318 Seven years 

later the same couple dealt with an increased tax burden. Their property in 1872 was valued at 

$17,778. The .005 tax on that property came to $88.89. Add to that the $1 poll tax, $4.44 frontier 

bonds, $44.43 county ad valorem tax, $44.44 county roads and bridges tax, $177.78 county 

school tax, and another $1 poll tax. The total tax burden for the Sherrods in 1872 was $361.98. 

With a property value increase of 57 percent their tax bill increased 1,138 percent.319 With such a 
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drastic tax increase on Texans, who historically opposed higher taxes, it is easy to see why 

Democratic charges of taxes, tyranny, and corruption hurt the Davis administration and its 

efforts.  

 While Superintendent DeGress prepared his annual report to present to Governor Davis 

forces were aligning to undermine that administration’s future in Texas. The editor of The 

Democratic Statesman, a newspaper based in Austin that opposed Republicans, is one source of 

how Democrats in Texas viewed Reconstruction. On August 22, 1871 the newspaper carried an 

editorial from the Columbus Democrat in Mississippi that attacked the concept of compulsory 

education. The article stated: 

“The class of reformers who are endeavoring to make of society a huge machine, with the 

crank at the seat of government, are simply adopting the exploded theories of another 

age. Under their system every grade and every class would be compelled to look to the 

central power for that which they should find in their own brain and muscle, and as a 

consequence universal stagnancy and retrogression would take the place of progress and 

improvement.”320 

The author of the article also denounced compulsory education as incompatible with liberty, 

feared the future consequences of educating the freedmen, and stated that the public school 

systems enacted by Republicans were nothing more than systems of political patronage. 

Commenting on the public schools he stated, “It was framed as a means of buying votes to keep 

the party in power, for it provided salaries for many thousands of officials, to be paid by taxation 

of the people who are to be subjugated by its operation to the will of these unscrupulous 
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tyrants.”321 This article clearly demonstrates the hatred southerners had for Republicans, taxes, 

and what they perceived to be tyranny in the form of compulsory education. 

 An article in the Austin Statesman entitled “The Democratic Party and Public Free 

Schools” painted a clear picture of what Democrats in Texas opposed. The editor argued that the 

Democratic Party did not oppose the free public schools,  

“…but it is pledged to break down the infamously corrupt system adopted by the Radical 

thieves and public plunderers, by which the money paid by our citizens to educate the 

children of this State is diverted from its legitimate purposes, and is now used to keep 

thousands of imaginary officials in place.”322 

The editor also charged that the Republicans were squandering the more than adequate school 

fund for their own press purposes. He concluded by stating, “we say to the experienced writer for 

the Union, in getting up revolution, to begin his revolt, for this school-house tax fraud will not be 

acquiesced in by the tax-paying people of Texas.”323  

 While the Democratic press in Texas denounced the Republicans, the fight was also 

being waged in the state legislature. Senator Morgan C. Hamilton put forward the theme of taxes 

and tyranny in a speech he gave before the legislature in October 1871. He stated that spending 

roughly $3 million dollars on schoolhouses when Texans were still recovering from the war was 

too much to ask. Texans were already overtaxed, and Senator Hamilton feared the “present 

authorities” were using the pretense of education to acquire vast sums of money for other 

purposes. He charged that the Republicans were building up a system of patronage with the 

public schools system and using that influence to manipulate county meetings, and pack 
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nominating conventions. Senator Hamilton did not oppose a public schools system, but believed 

too much was being asked of the people. As he stated: 

“What other community, whether wealthy or otherwise, ever undertook or thought of 

undertaking the completion of such a work as establishment of a public school system, 

with all the necessary buildings, furniture, fixtures, and books, in a single year? Why, it 

has been the work of two generations in many of the wealthiest States of the North and  

West. These are now getting up good schoolhouses generally, though the work is not 

finished. If we shall have our system, schoolhouses included, in even tolerable condition, 

within the next ten, or even twenty years, we shall have reason to congratulate ourselves. 

It is not a work that can be accomplished in a day. It is not desirable, in fact, that it should 

be, even could the means be raised without oppressing the people. The system should 

grow up, as all systems have done that have outlived their organization.”324 

Senator Hamilton also stated that appropriations for major projects should be made from year to 

year to lessen the burden on taxpayers. He concluded his remarks by attacking Superintendent 

DeGress’ intentions and abilities.325 

Dr. Frederick Eby, author of the book, The Development of Education in Texas, listed 

other factors that led to strong opposition statewide against the Republican efforts at education. 

He stated that compulsory education was too much to ask of Texans at that time. They believed 

six years old was too young of an age to ask children to walk to a school house that was located 

far away with no roads. Eighteen years old was too old because those young people needed to be 

at home helping on the farm. He also stated that compulsory education went against Texans’ 

beliefs of parental rights at that time. To ask other citizens to pay for the education of your child, 
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and then to ask you as a citizen to pay for someone else’s child, was viewed as autocratic and 

domineering by Texans. Eby pointed out that only Vermont and Massachusetts had compulsory 

education laws at that time, so most states in the Union did not believe in that system either.326  

 The vast majority of white Texans could not accept that their former slaves were to be 

educated. Eby stated that aside from racism there were several factors at work on this point. That 

freedmen saw education as a means of gaining equality was one reason to oppose it. Another was 

a deep seated mistrust of Republicans who favored education as a means of gaining the political 

support of the freedmen for years to come. Yet the overwhelming reason for white opposition 

was a fear that freedmen education could, “perhaps coerce the white children to attend the same 

schools as the colored.”327 Eby concluded his remarks on African-American education by 

pointing out that white teachers of black schools tended to be ostracized and insulted.328 Reading 

the remarks of DeGress and others, one could say that Eby’s summation is putting it mildly. 

 Another point of contention for Texans against the Republican school system was the 

perceived autocratic powers of those in charge. Texans had no say in who the superintendent 

would be or who would serve on the board of education, yet they were forced to send their 

children to schools being run by those individuals. At every level officers, board members, 

principals, and teachers were appointed by the superintendent or with his consent. Even 

buildings leased for education had the superintendent’s name on the leases. The will of the 

people at the local level was completely denied by the Republican school system. Textbooks 

became a source of contention as well because they were printed in the Northeast by authors that 

Texans believed did not hold the same ideals and values of their state. It can be argued that white 
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Texans opposed Reconstruction, Republicans, and the public school system for those very same 

reasons.329 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM IN ITS FIRST YEAR 

 The first full scholastic year for the public school system ran from September 1, 1871, to 

August 31, 1872. On the surface the statistical data show that the system made great progress in 

educating Texas children. As of August 31, 1872, the state had 2,067 schools organized with 

2,625 teachers employed and 127,672 students enrolled, with 81,653 attending on a regular basis. 

At that time the scholastic census for Texas showed 228, 355 children of school age which meant 

that 55 percent of those eligible were enrolled in school and only 35 percent were attending on a 

regular basis. For tax payers this meant that $14.30 of their money was spent per child regularly 

attending school that year.330 

 When compared to the September 1, 1871, statistics, the first full year of the public 

school operation must be viewed as a success. The number of schools rose from 587 to 2,067, 

teachers employed rose from 710 to 2,625, and students enrolled rose from 28,800 to 127,672. 

Yet much work was still to be done, a fact of which Superintendent DeGress was well aware. He 

hoped to have more than 200,000 students enrolled by the end of the next school year on August 

31, 1873. Some changes to the school regulations were added that year such as a fourth grade or 

class of instruction that would pay teachers $35 per month.331 

 The state was divided into twelve educational districts that year per the law of April 24, 

1871. The districts comprised the following counties: First – Grimes, Washington, Austin, 

Harris, Galveston, Brazoria, Fort Bend, Walker, San Jacinto, Montgomery, and Brazos; Second – 

Chambers, Jefferson, Liberty, Hardin, Orange, Jasper, Newton, Tyler, Polk, Trinity, Angelina, 

and Houston; Third – Sabine, San Augustine, Nacogdoches, Shelby, Panola, Rusk, Smith, Van 
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Zandt, Henderson, Anderson, and Cherokee; Fourth – Harrison, Marion, Cass, Bowie, Red 

River, Upshur, Rains, Titus, Delta, Lamar, Hopkins, and Woods; Fifth – Ellis, Kaufman, Dallas, 

Tarrant, Johnson, Hood, Erath, Parker, Palo Pinto, Eastland, Stephens, Shackelford, Callahan, 

Jones, and Tyler; Sixth – Hunt, Fannin, Collin, Grayson, Denton, Cooke, Wise, Montague, Jack, 

Clay, Young, Archer, Wichita, Throckmorton, Baylor, Wilbarger, Hardeman, Knox, and 

Haskell; Seventh – Burleson, Milam, Robertson, Leon, Madison, Freestone, Limestone, 

McLennan, Falls, Hill, Bosque, and Navarro; Eighth – Travis, Hays, Bastrop, Gonzales, 

Caldwell, Fayette, Lavaca, Colorado, Jackson, Wharton, and Matagorda; Ninth – Guadalupe, 

Wilson, Atascosa, McMullen, Live Oak, Karnes, DeWitt, Victoria, Goliad, Bee, Refugio, 

Aransas, Calhoun, San Patricio, Nueces, and Duval; Tenth – Bexar, Medina, Comal, Uvalde, 

Bandera, Kendall, Blanco, Llano, Mason, Gillespie, Kerr, Edwards, Kimball, Menard, Pecos, 

Presidio, and El Paso; Eleventh – Williamson, Bell, Coryell, Burnet, Lampasas, Hamilton, 

Comanche, Brown, San Saba, McCulloch, Coleman, Runnels, and Concho; Twelfth – Cameron, 

Hidalgo, Starr, Zapata, Webb, Encinal, La Salle, Dimmitt, Zavalla, Frio, Maverick, and 

Kinney.332 

 In his second annual report Superintendent DeGress presented Governor Davis with some 

valuable data broken down according to the twelve districts. The largest districts in terms of 

population were the First with 124,839 and the Third with 113,194. No other Texas district had a 

population over 100,000, but the Seventh District came close with 97,324. Consequently these 

districts had three of the top four valuations of taxable property in the state. The First District had 

the largest valuation of property with a stunning figure of $45,389,218. The next highest total 

was the Eight District, which had $19,644,138 with a population that was fourth highest at 

88,063. The Seventh District had a property valuation of $18,088,720, and the Third District 
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came in at $13,248,643.Consequently these districts had the most schools within their 

jurisdictions in the state. The numbers indicate that the First District should have had the most 

schools, but the Eighth District did with 297. The Third had 255 schools, the Seventh had 225, 

and the First had only 212 schools to educate the largest population on the district level. The 

number of teachers employed in those four districts were; 405 employed by the Eighth, 311 

employed by the First, 286 employed by the Third, and 231 employed by the Seventh. Property 

valuations did not necessarily dictate total expenditures either. The Eighth District had the 

highest expenditures with $167,613.67, followed by the First District with $154, 205.41. The 

Sixth District finished third in total expenditures with $151,664.43, and the Seventh District 

finished fourth with $124,318.58.333 

 Looking at the district level, Superintendent DeGress reported to Governor Davis on each 

with more depth. The First District encompassed two of Texas’ larger cities at the time, Houston 

and Galveston, and in those cities DeGress found that the public school system had its most 

success. He stated that the schools there were comparable to any in the Union, but they suffered 

from a lack of high schools which had yet to be organized. Using the 1870 Census for his data 

DeGress calculated that the district had 124,839 people with an almost equal ratio along race 

lines of 64,111 whites and 60,728 blacks. The taxable property of the district was again the 

highest in the state at $45,389,218 with school related expenditures of $154,205.41. The school 

fund paid $51,564.61 of the total expenditure figure, and the remaining $102,640.80 was to be 

paid by the one per cent tax levied against the counties. The First District had 212 schools 

teaching 12,519 students. 334 
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 Within the school expenditure figure, DeGress calculated that $13,842.67 of that sum 

was for the renting of schoolhouses in the district. DeGress reported to Governor Davis that such 

a heavy expense could have been applied toward the building of schoolhouses that year, and he 

stressed the need for collection across the state of the one per cent tax. Speaking about the sum 

for rents DeGress stated, “for the same amount judiciously applied to paying interest on county 

bonds… would have allowed the proper school buildings to be erected, and thus a nucleus 

formed of school property which cannot depreciate, but must… advance in value.”335 DeGress 

viewed the sum paid for rent as money that could be better spent and continued in vain to ask the 

governor to enforce the collection of the one per cent tax. DeGress also pointed out that the 

district had 311 teachers employed that year at various times, although racism forced out so 

many of those working in colored schools. In spite of those obstacles, however, DeGress stated 

that the First District, “is proof conclusive of what can be done by rightly applied energy and 

tact.”336 

 The Second District had a population of 52,903 people with 29,782 white and 23,121 

black and a taxable property of $5,327,504. School expenses in the district totaled $42,518.42 for 

the education of 6,634 students in 160 schools taught by 204 teachers. The scholastic census 

indicated that 14,989 children in the district were of school age meaning that only 44 percent at 

least attended part of the time. The supervisor of the district reported that only 26 percent of the 

children attended classes on a regular basis. He further explained that most students were 

withdrawn by their parents in the early spring and during harvest months presumably to help 

work the family farm. Within the Second District the public school system faced a growing tide 
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of opposition during that scholastic year. The supervisor of the district gave a candid assessment 

of the obstacles faced in his district by stating: 

But for the opposition that our school law has encountered, more means of instruction 

would have been afforded. This opposition has delayed the building of school houses, 

hindered the payment of teachers, and encouraged distrust and suspicion where no such 

feelings should have found place among the people. Where the law has been fairly tried it 

has given satisfaction, where it has not had a fair trial it has been condemned, as I deem, 

unfairly.337 

He concluded his remarks by stating that a free public school system would invite immigration to 

the Second District and bring about progress and civilization.338 

 The Third District had a total taxable property value of $13,248,643 with a population of 

113,194 people. The scholastic population for the district was 31,003 of which 15,175 enrolled 

for school and 9,977 attended on a regular basis or roughly thirty-two percent. The district had 

255 schools in operation and employed 286 teachers. Superintendent DeGress could not provide 

more data for the district because its reports came in too late.339 

 Encompassing eleven counties and a population of 85,898 the Fourth Educational District 

was one of the largest ones in Texas. Its taxable property value was $12,867,245. The scholastic 

census for the district was 25,480 of which 14,524 enrolled for school but only 47 percent 

attended on a regular basis. Total school expenditures in the district were $79,930.87 of which 

$39,651.32 was paid by the school fund and the remainder of $40,329.55 was to come from the 

one per cent tax. Yet opposition to the tax caused problems within this district, particularly in 

Marion County. There an injunction was placed on the sheriff prohibiting him from collecting 
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the one per cent tax. The schools in Marion County had to be closed on March 19, 1872 due to a 

lack of funds.340 

 The Fifth Educational District of Texas encompassed the city of Dallas and a burgeoning 

railroad and commercial area. The district’s population was 47,879 with a scholastic census of 

15,827 children. Its total taxable property was $11,336,633 and growing thanks to the emerging 

impact of the railroads in the district. Roughly 48 per cent of the scholastic population enrolled 

for school. Thirty-four per cent of the scholastic age children attended school on a regular basis. 

DeGress stated that the grades of students in this district, especially in its larger towns, were in 

advance of most of the other districts. The total costs of education in the district were 

$107,578.32 which DeGress believed could be lowered in the future. Of the 193 schoolhouses in 

use, 175 were rented, which was a cost that could be put toward building them. The district 

employed 212 teachers and faced few obstacles from the local populace according, to DeGress. 

The superintendent gave special praise to this district stating, “the system is advancing in popular 

favor and receiving the encouragement from the public that will leave the fifth district a fair rival 

in the showing of school property, attendance, and general educational statistics.”341 

 The Sixth District had a population of 73,242 and a taxable property of $10,911,186. Its 

scholastic population was 21,605 of which 15,122 were enrolled for school. Of those enrolled 

10,080 attended school on a regular basis. Total school expenditures for the district were 

$151,664.43 of which $37,789.41 was covered by the school fund and the remaining 

$113,875.02 was to be covered by the one per cent tax. The district had 206 schools with 306 

teachers. Of the total school expenses $8,510.21 went to the rent of schoolhouses. DeGress 

praised the inhabitants of this district for their support in all areas. With regard to taxes he 
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stated,” the hearty support of the system by the people and comparative freedom from the 

annoyances of other sections in regard to withholding payment of the one per cent tax.”342 

DeGress stated that the people, supervisor, and board of this district were doing a great job, and 

that it held the potential for future success.343 

 Encompassing twelve counties with a population of 97,324, the Seventh Educational 

District was one of the larger ones in the state. The district had 225 schools with 231 teachers. 

The scholastic population of the district was 27,798 of which 16,062 were enrolled in school 

with 9,791 attending on a regular basis. It had a taxable property of $18,088,720 and total school 

expenses of $124,318.58. To cover the expenses the school fund paid $48,869.88 and the 

remaining $75,449.25 was to come from the one per cent school fund. In McLennan County the 

one per cent tax was not being collected due to an injunction against the sheriff. Despite those 

obstacles DeGress believed the officers of the school system were doing all they could for the 

betterment of the children in their district.344 

 Superintendent DeGress stated that the Eighth District, which centered on Colorado 

Counties, had more scholars in attendance, teachers, and schools than any other district. Its total 

population was 88,663 of which 24,772 were of scholastic age. Seventy-five per cent of those 

children were enrolled in school and 66 per cent attended on a regular basis. The district had 270 

schools in operation with 406 teachers at a total expense of $167,613.63. The school fund paid 

$49,992.88 of the expense with the remaining $117,690.75 to be paid from the one per cent tax. 

DeGress stated that the Eighth District was in severe need of decent schoolhouses and high 

school level instruction.345 
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 The Ninth District was sparsely populated with 54,982 people in an area 13,156 square 

miles large. DeGress stated that the district had many small schools scattered throughout the 

district with little attendance and low teacher pay. Its scholastic population was 14,919 with 

8,635 enrolled in school and 5,640 attending regularly. It had 122 schools in operation and 

employed 178 teachers. The taxable property of the district was $15,159,614 with total school 

expenditures of $75,316.02. The school fund covered $25,576.99 of the costs and the remaining 

$49,739.63 was to come from the one per cent tax. The Ninth District had more failures than 

successes in DeGress’ opinion. The sparseness of population and distance of travel caused 

problems throughout most of the district. The district experienced the most changes with a high 

turnover rate of supervisors, directors, and various other school employees. Karnes County in 

particular had so many difficulties and so much local opposition to the school system that no 

schoolhouse existed there to educate its 558 children. Yet in San Antonio, the largest city in the 

district with over 18,000 citizens, DeGress reported that several fine schoolhouses existed with 

high attendance in each. San Antonio’s schools were a model for the rest of Texas in DeGress’ 

opinion, but the district overall needed much more work and effort.346  

 The Tenth District was a vast frontier area of 48,313 square miles and larger than any two 

districts combined. It had the lowest population with 25,499 people of which 6,667 were of 

scholastic age. Some 5,126 students were enrolled for school in the district but only 2,891 

attended regularly. The total taxable property of the district was only $5,275.99 with school 

expenditures totaling $44,713.28. The school fund covered $11,271.84 with the remaining 

$33,441.44 to be paid by the one per cent tax. DeGress stated that many complaints had been 

made in the district about a lack of schools. Many of the complaints came from regions where 

only twelve or so students lived, and thus the cost of procuring a schoolhouse and teacher were 
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prohibitively high. Superintendent DeGress did not know how to remedy the problem for such 

sparsely populated regions, but he suggested creating circuit schools along the frontier that 

operated for four months at a time then moved to another section. He also reported an interesting 

facet of frontier education by stating: 

Many localities in the district have schools in locations where the country is open to 

incursions of hostile Indians. Children attend school accompanied by parents, relatives or 

friends, armed and prepared for encounter with marauding parties of these Indians. With 

such a spirit evinced, and such a risk hazarded, it is to be regretted that more cannot be 

done to place educational matters on an advanced basis.347 

Such measures also demonstrated though that people living along the frontier cared about the 

education of their children to the point of risking their lives to get them to school. DeGress hoped 

that this frontier section of Texas could be secured someday to enable the people living there an 

opportunity for education.348 

 Much like the Tenth District, the Eleventh District was a frontier region prone to 

depredations from Indian attacks. It encompassed an area of 12,527 miles with a population of 

30,171 of which 9,246 were of scholastic age. Of these children, 3,929, roughly 42 per cent, 

attended school on a regular basis. The district had 137 schools with 153 teachers employed. Its 

total taxable property was $5,521,317 with a total school expense of $60,561.01. The school 

fund paid $16,314.96 and the remaining $44,246.08 was to be covered by the one per cent tax. 

DeGress stated that the sparse population was a problem, but he also praised the district 

supervisor for his energy and commitment to advancing education there.349 
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 The Twelfth District had a population of 29,817 and encompassed 22,585 square miles. 

Its scholastic population was 1,314 with a regular attendance of 1,206. Only twenty schools 

operated in the district employing twenty-seven teachers. Sixty per cent of this district’s citizens 

were Hispanic and operated their schools based on Spanish speaking and their customs. This 

district was also a frontier area with military posts and harsh terrain. DeGress stated that 

opposition to the school system was widespread throughout this district especially in Cameron 

County. Yet this district had the lowest school expenses at $14,936.92 of which the school fund 

paid $8,587.28, with the remaining $6,349.64 coming from the one per cent tax. DeGress 

concluded his remarks about the districts by boasting that Texas’ schools had the same 

advantages as other states with a smaller cost. Opposition to taxation was in his opinion the 

biggest obstacle for the free public schools.350  

 Statewide the total price tag for education in the first full year of operation amounted to 

$1,132,389 at a time when the entire state’s valuation of taxable property was $167,911,227. 

Even more telling where school expenditures were concerned was how the costs had to be paid. 

Superintendent DeGress calculated that $392,920.52 worth of the expenditures would be paid for 

through the school fund, and $739,468.04 would come from the controversial one per cent tax. 

Thus Texas tax payers would cover the vast majority of the cost and the school fund, which had 

always been a promise for the future of education in Texas, could only cover one third of the first 

full year’s expenses.351 Historically, Texans had paid little or nothing for education, and now 

they were being told by the Republicans in charge of the public schools that $739,468.04 of their 

tax dollars would be rendered for schools. 
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In comparing Texas to other states in the Union, Superintendent DeGress made the case 

that more needed to be done in the state. Michigan, he pointed out, had a permanent school fund 

and used the annual interest to help pay for its expenses. In 1871 the state had $186,485.24 in 

interest to spend on educating 394,195 children. Yet the expenditures for that year were 

staggering. Schoolhouses throughout the state were valued at $7,155,995. The state employed 

2,971 male teachers and 8,363 female teachers for a total expense in 1871 of $1,529,111.58. 

District level taxes generated $1,157,549.43 for Michigan, and when this was combined with 

other sources of revenue, the state accumulated and spent $2,829,507.76 for education. The state 

of Ohio spent $5,314,010 on educating 1,058,048 students. Ohio’s school fund derived from 

taxes totaled $9,610,046.50 that year. Illinois spent $11,499,670.16 on education in 1871 and had 

taxes of two per cent for education and three per cent for school buildings levied against its 

citizens. Illinois also had a permanent school fund of $6,132,086.28 that generated over a half 

million in interest annually. 352 

When compared to other states Texas was spending a lot less and did have a lower tax 

rate of one per cent. By including these data in his report to the governor, the superintendent was 

trying to make the case that Texas had a less expensive system in place, and the costs should not 

be so heavily opposed by the people. As he stated: 

The correction of a few features of our present law and the removal of what blind 

prejudices still exist as to the taxation for school purposes will give us a new start at an 

early day, and if unchecked by folly, or class legislation, will bring us to a standard of 

excellence as regards our educational progress that will leave us in the front rank of 
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States permeated with progressive tendencies and ideas, and powerful in all that 

constitutes intelligent safeguards.353 

Superintendent DeGress continued to be perplexed by the staunch opposition of Texans to higher 

taxes for education. 

Superintendent DeGress continued to have difficulties getting the various counties in the 

state to send him their scholastic returns during the 1871 to 1872 school year. Only thirteen 

counties gave full returns to the superintendent’s office and twenty-one counties either gave 

incomplete or defective returns. DeGress went so far as to recommend getting the state courts 

involved in forcing such returns to be made. He admitted that one problem with the returns was 

the low travel pay given for school officials. He stated that the travel pay needed to be increased 

to cover the necessary costs so that a concise and complete scholastic census could be 

calculated.354 

Showing his penchant for regulations, Superintendent DeGress made twelve new 

regulations that first school year with many subsections included. One prime example is 

Regulation X dealing with teacher assignments and pay that contained twenty-seven subsections 

within the regulation.355 Such detail within regulations may partially explain why Texans saw the 

school system as autocratic. 

In July 1872 Superintendent DeGress added another layer of innovation to the public 

school system by calling a Teacher’s Convention to meet in Austin. The point of the meeting 

was to hear the views of the teachers about what was working and what needed to change. Over 

a four day period teachers from across the state attended the convention listening to lectures and 

speeches and voicing their opinions. They were helped out by the railroad companies of the state 

                                                           
353 Ibid., 26-27. 
354 Ibid., 27. 
355 Ibid., 70-72,75. 



135 
 

that charged them half the normal rate for their trip to and from the state capital. DeGress stated 

that few defects were found in the school laws, but the main complaint seemed to be changing 

the auditing and proportioning of teachers pay. Complaints were levied against county 

government institutions failing to do as the law required on several fronts such as teacher pay 

and scholastic census. Also the convention agreed that the federal government needed to 

organize a national system of education that could step in and assert itself when state level 

government failed to do what was required. At the conclusion of the convention the body 

endorsed the creation of a State Teacher’s Institute to act as a representative body of teachers and 

educators in Texas. DeGress also believed that a journal or magazine needed to be created to 

help keep teachers informed of the laws, events, and changes pertinent to education in the 

state. 356 

 The elected officers of the State Teacher’s Institute were President Jacob C. DeGress, 

Vice Presidents Mrs. M. J. Young of Houston, Miss S. J. Newcomb of San Antonio, and H. B. 

Phillips of Palestine. Its Secretary was Stanley Welch of Austin, the Treasurer was William R. 

Maxwell of Austin, and its Auditor was E. C. Bartholomew of Austin. Each Educational District 

had one representative chosen to form a twelve member Executive Committee. One member was 

chosen to be an Assistant Secretary. At the local level County Teachers’ Institutes were formed 

and organized at various dates in 1872 with each containing a president, vice president, 

secretary, and some also having an assistant secretary. In all twenty-four of Texas’ counties had 

local Teachers’ Institutes organized. Superintendent DeGress brought military style efficiency to 

the Texas’ public school system through laws, regulations, and organizations at the local and 

state levels and obviously had a grand vision for the future of education in Texas.357 
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 Ultimately the undoing of Republican efforts for education in Texas came down to 

politics. Historian Carl Moneyhon in his book, Republicanism in Reconstruction Texas, depicted 

the Republican Party in Texas in 1872 as still in power, but realizing the end could be near. The 

public school system in his opinion was an enormous source of patronage for Governor Davis 

with his appointment powers.  As Moneyhon stated: 

“In short, the school system could be filled entirely with people who owed their jobs to 

the governor and would work for him. School jobs provided the administration with a 

way to secure reliable information on county politics and a means to reward party loyalty. 

The system provided party officials with an apparatus they could control that worked at 

the local level.”358 

In the spring of 1872 Superintendent DeGress campaigned for President Grant’s re-election, and 

according to Moneyhon, he coordinated local efforts and gave instructions to his subordinates 

within the school system toward that effort. As a result, school officials were very active in the 

campaign of 1872.359 These actions by DeGress and his subordinates seemed to validate charges 

that the Republican-created public school system was nothing more than a patronage system. 

Thus, while DeGress continued to work feverishly to build a better public school system, the 

Republican Party in Texas was falling apart. 

 The first sign of trouble for Republicans came in 1871 with the contest for Texas’ four 

United States Congress seats that year. In all four elections the Republicans were soundly 

defeated by Democratic candidates. The possibility of fraud committed by Democrats in the 

election led Governor Davis and the Republicans to open an investigation in the Third District 

where Democrat DeWitt C. Giddings led Republican William T. Clark by 135 votes. The state 
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returns board certified the other three Democrats elected to the Congress. In handling the 

contested district the board rejected votes on several grounds such as reported violence, not 

receiving official results, and illegally marked ballots. The altered returns, if upheld, would have 

given the contested seat to the Republican Clark.360 

 Giddings protested the board’s actions and appealed to the federal courts. On January 31, 

1872 the Federal Court for the Western District of Texas indicted the Davis administration for, 

“willfully, unlawfully, and feloniously [making] a false and untrue tabular statement of the votes 

cast by the legal voters of the Third Congressional District.”361 The governor and his 

subordinates were found not guilty, but the indictments and prosecutions hurt the administration. 

To Texans the indictments were proof that Davis and the Republicans were corrupt, tyrannical, 

and over taxing them. Democrats were also able to use the dispute as proof to Northerners that 

Republicans in Texans were corrupt. When Congress took up the matter, it sided with Giddings, 

thus giving the Democrats all four of Texas’ congressional seats.362 

 Losing the congressional seats set off a panic within the Republican Party in Texas. 

Republicans in the legislature began to distance themselves from Governor Davis and his 

programs. Texas citizens saw the writing on the wall and began withholding their taxes. Davis 

realized he would run short of funds to pay for his programs, and resorted to selling bonds. 

Democrats threatened to repudiate them, but Davis never found a market for their sale anyway. 

The national Republican Party began to accept the charges made by Texas Democrats against the 

Davis administration. By 1872 Davis and his policies, especially the expensive school system, 

were under attack from a variety of sources.363  
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 Problems began to arise within the ranks of the Republican Party in 1872 as well. The 

issue of race became a source of conflict for Texas Republicans. If they were going to win the 

contested seats in the state legislature in 1872, Republicans knew they had to expand their 

support among white citizens. The party used patronage as a means of gaining more white 

supporters but also gave into the reality that taxes had to be cut if they stood any chance of 

holding onto power in 1872. Texas’ Republican Party Chairman James Tracy in particular was 

adamant about tax relief. Infighting developed over what programs would have their 

appropriations cut. Tracy supported internal improvements and to a lesser extent the public 

school system, but hoped to get the state police system curtailed or altogether cut. Black voters in 

Texas heavily supported the state police system because they viewed it as a means of protection 

from violence. To abandon this program could send a message to black supporters that the 

Republican Party no longer stood for their interests or protection.364  

 James P. Newcomb was a leading member of the Republican Party in Texas who fully 

supported the public school system and disagreed with Party Chairman Tracy on the direction of 

the party in 1872. Born in Nova Scotia in 1837, Newcomb moved with his family to Victoria, 

Texas, in 1839, and eventually settled in San Antonio. By 1851 he found his calling in life in 

journalism starting as a printer’s apprentice, and eventually publishing The San Antonio Herald 

with various business partners. By 1860 Newcomb began publishing a pro Union paper, The San 

Antonio Alamo Express, which was destroyed by pro-Confederate forces during the Civil War. 

After spending some time in California during the war Newcomb returned to San Antonio in 

1867, got back into journalism working for The San Antonio Express, and became an adamant 
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supporter of the Republican Party in Texas. When Governor Davis took office he appointed 

Newcomb to the position of secretary of state.365 

 Both Tracy and Newcomb understood the need for tax cuts, but Tracy supported railroads 

and internal improvements while Newcomb endorsed the public school system. At the 1872 state 

convention held by Republicans, Tracy was in control, and the platform adopted by the party 

expressed his views. The party would continue to support public education, but at a reduced cost 

to taxpayers. Internal improvements would also continue to be supported by the state 

government, but the state police and other law and order aspects of the Davis Administration 

were completely abandoned by the party. Within the ranks of the Republican Party in Texas 

these actions signaled that a division existed at a time when party unity was desperately 

needed.366 

 At the national level the Republican Party had to deal with division as well. The Liberal 

Republicans formed in January, 1872 primarily due to dissatisfaction with the Grant 

Administration and its problems with corruption. Some Texas Republicans, most notably former 

governors Hamilton and Pease, endorsed the third party. Liberal Republicans backed journalist 

Horace Greeley as their candidate for president while the main Republican Party renominated 

President Grant. In Texas the supporters of Liberal Republicanism viewed the movement as one 

to bring good government back to the people. To that end they opposed Governor Davis and his 

supporters and openly sought to defeat them in the coming election.367 

 In an effort to win the election and remove Davis from office, the Liberal Republicans in 

Texas attempted to join forces with the Democrats of the state. Moderate Democrats saw the 
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potential of this fusion effort because if Greeley became president he would reward his 

supporters in Texas with government positions, and thus they believed it would be easier to take 

over the state level government which would be controlled by their allies. The vast majority of 

Democrats in Texas would have none of this approach, however, and outright refused to merge 

with the Liberal Republicans. At the national level Democrats backed Greeley for president but 

at the state level the party ran its own ticket on its own platform. If Liberal Republicans such as 

Hamilton and Pease wanted to join the Democratic Party, they were more than welcome, but 

they had to shed all vestiges of being Republican. After the 1872 election most of the so called 

Liberal Republicans did in fact shift their complete loyalty over to the Democrats. Regardless, in 

1872 they continued to oppose Governor Davis’ supporters in the election.368 

 Political control began to unravel for the Republican Party in Texas in 1872. Division 

from within began to manifest as the party split into various factions with their own agendas. 

Republican State Congressman Edward Degener, a highly respected member of the German 

community in Texas, refused to run as a presidential elector on the party ticket because he 

wanted nothing to do with the Davis Administration. Degener stated that the administration had 

meddled in county affairs and misused state and school representatives with regards to local 

elections. He added: 

The financial blunders committed since the ascendancy of the Republican Party in Texas 

would have been forgotten, the increased taxation forgiven, in view of the advantages 

arising therefrom, had the people been left to govern themselves instead of being treated 

like a set of school boys, by strangers sent among them.369 
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Degener’s dissatisfaction with the Davis Administration signaled the possibility that Germans as 

a voting bloc were turning against the governor as well. 

 African Americans as a voting bloc created a larger problem for the Republicans in 

Texas. Loyal support of the party led many African-American leaders to believe they deserved 

more political power and positions. By 1872 African Americans began to realize that their white 

Republican allies were blocking them from positions of power. This was a delicate balancing act 

for all involved as white Republicans were desperate to attract the vast majority of white Texas 

voters to their ranks, and understood that a large presence of African Americans in positions of 

power would not sit well with most Texans. Yet African Americans continued to display loyalty 

to the party, were instrumental in its successes to that point, and deserved more positions of 

power within its ranks. In 1872 African Americans began to flex their own political muscles 

within the ranks of the Republican Party in Texas.370  

 Another source of factionalism for the party came from the Catholic Church. Texas’ 

Fourth Congressional District had a heavy immigrant population of Germans, Poles, and 

Mexicans who had voted Republican in previous elections. The Catholic churches in that district 

began to campaign against Governor Davis and his supporters because they feared the 

secularizing influence that the public school system had over the people. Catholic priests openly 

campaigned for Democratic candidates in the region, and a Father Antonio Borajo of El Paso 

went so far as to threaten to excommunicate anyone who voted for a Republican in the 

election.371 

 More problems emerged for the Republicans due to a lack of money. Campaign funds 

were low in 1872 and the party continually suffered as a result. It became difficult to raise the 

                                                           
370 Ibid., 179. 
371 Ibid. 



142 
 

necessary traveling expenses and money necessary to run an election campaign. Party Chairman 

Tracy tried to secure funds from the national Republican Party in March, 1872 but received 

none. As the situation became critical in the summer Tracy begged the national party for at least 

$10,000 for the campaign effort, but he was again denied the money. Republican Party Secretary 

William Chandler responded, “We cannot yet say that Texas is sufficiently hopeful to make it 

advisable to promise them money.”372 Even the national party was cutting ties with the Davis 

administration. 

Several elections took place in 1872 that demonstrate the rise of the Democratic Party in 

Texas and the subsequent fall of the Republicans. In the presidential campaign Texas Democrats 

endorsed the Liberal Republican candidate Horace Greeley while Governor Davis, 

Superintendent DeGress, and their allies campaigned for Grant. Greeley carried Texas in the 

election with 66,546 votes to Grant’s 47,468. Other key elections that year were for six seats in 

the House of Representatives for the Forty-third Congress as well as seats in the house and 

senate of the state legislature. Many counties elected sheriffs as well. In all these elections the 

Democrats won by overwhelming majorities and took control of the state legislature. By January, 

1873 only the state courts, Governor Davis, and his appointed officials remained under the 

control of Republicans in Texas.373  
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CHAPTER 7 

“REDEMPTION” BEGINS 

 The elections of December 1872 made it apparent that Democrats were on their way to 

regaining total control of Texas. Democrats knew that with the gubernatorial election to be held 

on December 2, 1873, they would oust Governor Davis from power and effectively “redeem” 

Texas from Republican control. Texas’s Thirteenth Legislature, which was controlled by the 

Democrats, met from January 4 to June 4, 1873. During that six-month period the state 

legislature effectively dismantled Governor Davis’s various programs and powers by repealing 

the state police force, limiting his use of the militia, and reducing his appointive powers.374 

Governor Davis defended all of these programs against Democratic Party attacks and one of his 

biggest fights with the legislature was over the public school system. 

 In his address to the state legislature on January 14, 1873, Governor Davis defended his 

policies and expenditures. Claiming progress in peace and order, internal improvements, 

population growth, and public education, the governor reminded the legislature that much had 

been achieved since the close of the Civil War. He admitted, however, that the finances of the 

state were in a deplorable state due to tax evasion. Addressing evasions of the one per cent 

school tax Davis stated: 

The burden of support, so far from being evenly distributed, falls mainly upon those who 

are too honest to wish to evade their share, or too weak to attempt it. The dishonest man, 

and especially him of large property, has every encouragement to evade. He may render 

his property at far below its true value, and should it be real estate, he may even then 

avoid payment until after the long delay of a suit in court.375 
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Davis further explained that after a court settlement was rendered these tax evaders generally 

paid a fraction of what they owed the state. He explained that in this way the sum of $441,402.50 

was still unpaid to the state treasury from the previous year. That amount represented roughly 

one-third of the assessed taxes in the state. Davis stated that large property holders were the main 

evaders of taxes because the poorer farmers of Texas could not afford the expenses of a 

lawsuit.376 

 Governor Davis stated that in his opinion the undervaluation of property for tax purposes 

was rampant throughout Texas. To prove his point he informed the legislature that state assessors 

calculated that the county of Galveston had a total taxable property value of $13,769,448 for 

1872. Yet authorities in the city of Galveston alone calculated their taxable property to be valued 

at $16,475,749.23 in 1871 and more than $17,000,000 for 1872. Davis argued that in truth the 

county of Galveston had total taxable property of more than $19,000,000, and he stated that such 

undervaluation of taxable property was taking place in every county of the state. He also pointed 

out that wealthy corporations in Texas followed the same practice of undervaluation. The 

Western Union Telegraph Company, for example, had not paid taxes on property valued at 

$3,800 in 1871. After Davis had the matter investigated it was determined that the corporation 

actually had a taxable value of $62,800 within the state with over 1,200 miles of telegraph line in 

operation. Without giving specifics the governor also stated that railroad companies were heavy 

abusers of undervaluation with some companies reporting only one-third the value of their 

taxable property.377  

 The first duty of the Thirteenth Legislature was in Governor Davis’s opinion to remedy 

the assessment of taxes. If correct assessments could be made and properly paid, the governor 
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said, taxes could be lowered in the state by one-third to even half of their present values. Stiffer 

penalties for delinquent tax payers were in his opinion necessary to ensure payments, and he 

went so far as to suggest an annual interest penalty of fifty per cent. The total taxable property 

assessed for Texas in 1871 was $220,290,524, but Davis believed that if undervaluation were 

corrected that figure would easily reach over $300,000,000.378 Governor Davis’s remarks were 

proof that he understood Texans had turned on the Republican Party due to heavy taxes, and he 

attempted to divide people based on economics. The poorer people of Texas had to pay their 

taxes while the wealthy and corporations evaded them. The remarks made to the legislature on 

financial issues may have been accurate, but they smacked of desperation. 

 Another problem with regard to state finances was the misappropriation of funds by 

sheriffs and county courts throughout the state. Governor Davis charged that sheriffs were not 

paying their collections over to the state treasury promptly because they were involved with 

speculation of state warrants. The county courts were in his opinion committing major violations 

with regards to expenditures and taxes. As Davis explained: 

The whole ad valorem taxes for support of the State government for the fiscal year 1871-

1872, are but $1,101,364.02, and the whole of that part of the cost of the public school 

schools to be paid by local taxes for the same period, is shown by the report of the 

Superintendent of Public Instruction to be but $739,468.04, being together only 

$1,840,832.06; but we find that the county courts exacted and disposed of the large sum 

of $2,261,654.99 for ad valorem taxes, and the sum of $105,686.48 occupation taxes that 

year.379  
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In short the county courts had charged tax payers more than half a million dollars more in taxes 

than was required for the school system and the costs of the state government. Governor Davis 

stated there were no laws to restrain the county courts from such excesses, and they were not 

required to publish statements of their expenditures.380 In essence the governor put the blame of 

excessive taxes on the county courts and not his administration. 

 Governor Davis also blamed the county courts for problems arising with education in the 

state previous to his administration. As he stated, “essaying the regulation of the schools by 

many minute enactments, the applicability of which to our State could only be tested by 

experience, had ruined the whole, by leaving the establishment and direction of the schools in the 

hands of the county courts.”381 Under Davis’ direction the schools were built and run by a Board 

of Education which in his opinion was given ample power to do its task properly. He stated that 

the opposition to the school system was unreasonable. Wherever the system did not face intense 

opposition it worked and was successful. Davis gave the school system his endorsement and 

stated: 

The public schools of Texas have been, as a whole, conducted since their operation 

commenced on a cheaper plan, have had less expensive machinery, have had a better 

average of teachers, and have educated more children in proportion to the population than 

those of any other (since the war) of the so-called reconstructed States.382 

Davis even stated that Texas had a better school system than some of the northern states.383 

 Realizing that his school system would be attacked by the legislature during the coming 

session the governor boldly stated, ”I respectfully suggest that it had better not be torn down to 
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make way for the experiment of some theorist.”384 The governor explained that many individuals 

with their own plans complained as well as people who did not fully understand the many 

regulations. But with time and becoming accustomed to its workings, people had stopped 

complaining about the system itself and it was running smoothly.385 

 Taxation was the overriding complaint about the school system, and Governor Davis 

addressed the issue in his speech. With the undervaluation of taxable property and the problems 

of wealthy individuals and corporations the governor believed that anything smaller than an 

annual one per cent tax would not suffice to maintain a properly functioning school system. 

Davis summed up his beliefs by stating: 

We cannot satisfy the enlightened public opinion of the world, or do our duty as 

legislators, by a sham of a system, which may open a school house to one man’s children 

but leave his neighbor’s out of doors. It must be remembered, too, that our tax is both for 

building school houses and maintaining schools. For these combined purposes I believe it 

is less than in most of the States. I know it is very considerably less than in many of 

them.386 

Davis again attacked the wealthy citizens of Texas as the group causing problems for his 

administration by claiming that poor people did not complain about the school taxes. Only the 

wealthy and corporations complained bitterly because the value of their taxable property was 

greater. In some of Texas’ major cities such as Austin, Houston, Waco, Jefferson, and 

Brownsville, the courts were besieged with petitions from wealthy citizens in hopes of not 
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having their taxes collected. Davis was especially angry at the city of Austin and its wealthy 

class for,”starving out the public school teacher.”387 

 Governor Davis threw a bone to the Democratic-controlled legislature by calling for more 

local control of the school system. He stated that local patrons should have more control over the 

selection of officers within the system through the vote. Specifically, he stated that school board 

directors should be selected by the people rather than through his administration and the 

superintendent. Thus he opened the door for amending the school law of April 1871, and told the 

legislature that the appointive powers he had for those positions was only meant to be temporary. 

He also believed that with the amendment should also be added a provision that would allow for 

the removal of incompetent or dishonest directors. Davis also called for a law allowing the 

school board directors to raise bonds at the local level for the building of school houses in order 

to create a better distribution of the financial burden over many years. The governor candidly 

remarked that any further changes of the law would not be safe at that time.388 

 After providing the legislature with statistical data from the report of the superintendent 

for 1872 Governor Davis restated the purposes he had in view when taking the office. He stated: 

When I commenced the performance of the duties of Governor, I proposed to myself 

these main purposes: On the one hand to restrain that tendency to extravagant 

squandering of public money and running into debt, which has disgraced many of the 

governments and Legislatures of the (so-called) reconstructed States, a tendency, 

however, that was to be expected of that demoralization which the tremendous 

convulsion of the war caused to permeate, more or less, all parties and classes in those 

States. On the other hand, to restrain that lawlessness which always unfavorably 
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distinguished our people, but had become shockingly intensified by the habits taught our 

young men in military camps. How far in the former purpose I have been successful, the 

journals of the Legislature and the exposition of the State’s finances made you to-day 

must illustrate.389 

Governor Davis knew his programs were going to be challenged and used his speech to the 

legislature as a last chance to defend those policies. However, when the Thirteenth Legislature of 

Texas conducted its business, the lawmakers were in no mood to bargain or compromise with 

Governor Davis. 

 The day after Governor Davis gave his address the legislature went into action against 

Superintendent DeGress. A motion was brought to the floor of the House to investigate 

allegations brought forward by several newspapers that DeGress had drawn funds from the 

school fund. The total amount was estimated between $75,000 and $100,000 in school funds that 

he allegedly had placed in his own bank account in Austin. It was also alleged that DeGress 

placed fraudulent vouchers in the State Treasury for schools and teachers that did not exist. 

Members of the House recommended that a committee of nine be appointed to investigate the 

matter and that a clerk be assigned to keep track of the finances of the school system and the 

superintendent’s office. Though no further mention of this investigation was made in the House 

Journal it clearly indicated how the legislature approached the Davis Administration and school 

finances.390 

 Dismantling the Republican-created public school system began in the Texas legislature 

on January 22, 1873, with State Senator Ebenezer L. Dohoney introducing the measure. 

Dohoney, a former Confederate soldier, had played a key role in the Taxpayers Convention of 
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1871 and was quoted referring to Reconstruction as a “military despotism.”391 Three days later 

House Bill Number Fourteen was passed by that body. It was entitled, “An act to repeal section 

five of an act entitled an act to organize and maintain a system of public free schools in the State 

of Texas, approved April 24, 1871.”392 Section Five of the April 24, 1871 law dealt with the 

funding of the school system through the school fund, one-fourth of all state tax revenues, any 

other taxes approved by the legislature such as the poll tax, and the controversial one per cent tax 

for the building and maintaining of school houses.393 The bill was then sent to the Senate for its 

consideration. 

 The Texas State Senate began considering the bill through its Committee on Education 

chaired by State Senator Dohoney in late January, 1873. In that chamber it was referred to as 

Senate Bill Number 26. Chairman Dohoney and the Committee on Education began proposing 

amendments to the bill on February 8, 1873. The State Senate proposed amending Section Five 

of the school law to the point that the one per cent tax was completely struck from the act. All 

other sources of funding were to be kept in place.394 Six days later on February 14, 1873, the 

Senate again took up consideration of House Bill Number 14 and by a vote of twenty to six 

amended the bill further to state, “provided, that this act shall not affect those who have failed to 

pay the tax levied for building school houses and maintaining schools for the year 1871.”395 Thus 

the State Senate was bailing out the same wealthy taxpayers and corporations in Texas who were 
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delinquent in paying the one per cent tax that Governor Davis spoke of in his message to the 

legislature. 

 Some of the State Senators who supported this amendment were Republicans who had 

previously been strong allies of Governor Davis. George T. Ruby, an African-American 

legislator and one of the few remaining Republicans in the State Senate, supported the 

amendment.396 Ruby was born a free man in New York, and later moved to Maine where he 

received his education. He traveled to Haiti as a young man where he wrote for a local 

newspaper and sent information about that island to the United States for blacks seeking freedom 

or getting away from prejudice. Ruby came back to the United States in 1864 and settled in 

Louisiana where he attempted to establish a school in the city of Jacksboro. For that effort he 

was beaten by a white mob and he fled to Galveston. There Ruby became heavily involved in the 

Freedmen’s Bureau in Texas as a traveling agent. He was also instrumental in establishing Union 

League’s throughout the state. In 1868 Ruby became president of the Union League and began to 

participate in Republican politics. He won election to the State Senate in 1869. Ruby showed 

some loyalty to the Davis Administration while serving in the legislature, but in 1873 saw the 

situation deteriorating for the Republican Party.397 

 Another African-American State Senator who supported the amendment to protect those 

who had evaded the one per cent tax was Matthew Gaines. Born a slave near Alexandria, 

Louisiana, Gaines learned to read by candlelight using books smuggled to him by a young white 

boy living on the same plantation. He tried twice to escape to freedom but was caught and 

returned to his master both times. Gaines was held in bondage at Fredericksburg, Texas, when 
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emancipation came in the summer of 1865, and as a free man he moved to Washington County 

where he became a leader of African-Americans in that area.  Like Ruby he won election to the 

state legislature in 1869. Gaines supported education, law and order, and prison reform, and 

proved to be a loyal ally of the Davis Administration throughout most of Reconstruction. Yet 

like Ruby he went against the governor’s wishes on this amendment.398 

 On March 14, 1873 the Committee on Education in the Texas Senate recommended that 

House Bill Number 14, as amended by the senate, be passed. That same day House Bill Number 

161, which called for the abolition of supervisors and inspectors of public schools, was also 

amended and recommended for passage. These motions were brought up again on April 8, 1873, 

but not considered.399 On April 30, 1873, a conference committee of the two houses reported to 

both chambers concerning the school law. This report was put together by Dohoney, Chair of the 

Senate Committee on Education, and J. W. Kemble, Chair of the House Committee on 

Education. One major aspect of the bill was amending Section 23, which stated that the ad 

valorem tax of twenty-five cents upon each one hundred dollars of taxable property would be 

levied for the building and maintaining of public schools. It further stated that: 

this tax, or any portion thereof, may be relinquished (before collection) to the tax payers 

of any district, by the board of directors, upon information from the board of trustees of 

said district that no such tax is necessary; and provided further, that the tax herein 

provided for shall not go into the public school fund, but shall be expended in the district 
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in which it may be collected; and provided further that no district shall be taxed for the 

building or repair of school houses situated in any other district.400 

Not only was the one per cent tax abolished, but the legislature made it clear that there would be 

no pooling of resources from the various school districts into one large fund for all the schools. 

Local control of the school system would be enacted with regards to officials and taxation. 

 “An Act to establish and maintain a system of Public Free Schools in the State of Texas” 

was presented to Governor Davis on May 2, 1873, for his signature. He refused to sign the bill 

and returned it to the legislature where it was passed over the governor’s veto on May 22, 1873. 

Those voting against the override included Republican Senators Ruby, Gaines, Webster 

Flanagan, Albert J. Fountain, and R. P. Tendick.401 The act contained thirty-nine sections and 

was much larger in detail than the 1871 law which contained only seven.402 

 The 1873 school law practically dismantled the Republican system. The first ten sections 

of the law dealt specifically with the Superintendent of Public Instruction and that position’s job 

details. The superintendent was to be elected every four years rather than appointed by the 

governor. Section two of the law put in place a mechanism for impeachment of the 

superintendent for mishandling school money that required a two-thirds vote from both houses of 

the state legislature. The superintendent would also receive an annual salary of $3,000, office 

expenses paid for, and one clerk at the salary of $1,800 annually.403 

 Demonstrating their desire for more local control, the legislators also made the positions 

of school directors elective. Every four years each county in the state would elect five school 
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directors to serve collectively as the county school board of directors. These positions had been 

appointed by the governor under the 1871 law. One member of the five was to be elected from 

among them to be county superintendent of public instruction. On the last Saturday of each 

month this county superintendent would meet with prospective teachers and give them an 

examination to ascertain their competency for the job. He would then decide who was hired on to 

teach in that county. The legislature also made the county superintendents responsible for the 

scholastic data within their counties. This information was to be sent to the state superintendent 

before the first Monday of November, and failure to do so would be grounds for removal by their 

county court.404 

 Section Seventeen of the 1873 law stated that parents could send their children to any 

school they desired without any penalties. Understanding that in many parts of Texas there was a 

sparse population and schools were located many miles away, the legislators wanted to give the 

people complete control over their child’s education. Keeping local control in place the 

legislators also decided to allow the county boards of directors to choose the course of study, 

textbooks, and apparatus to be used in their schools as well as the duties of trustees and teachers. 

Under the 1871 law the state superintendent controlled these matters and his decisions were 

uniform throughout the entire state. 405 

 The new law also made the trustees of school districts into elected rather than appointive 

positions. On the first Tuesday of each September voters would elect three candidates to serve in 

these positions. Collectively these three would be the board of trustees, and one of them named 

president of said body. This board would be responsible for the scholastic census and make a 

separate list between black and white children. The trustees were also charged with finding 
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proper schoolhouses and, “separating the children, and so arranging the schools and school 

houses that good order, peace and harmony may be maintained in the schools.”406 Thus Texas 

was to continue to have a segregated school system. 

 Paying for the school system was a major change in 1873. Previously school finances 

came from many sources including the school fund, the twenty-five cent ad valorem tax, the poll 

tax, and the controversial one per cent tax. Beginning on September 1, 1873, the one per cent tax 

would no longer be collected. Again showing a desire for local control the state legislators stated 

that the twenty-five cent ad valorem tax was not to be placed into the public school fund, but 

only expended in this district from which it was collected. No district was to be taxed for the 

building or repairing of school houses outside their district either.407 This meant that poorer 

districts such as those along the frontier would be at a huge disadvantage compared to the others. 

 The 1873 law clearly mandated that all children of scholastic age in the state had to 

attend school for at least four months of a scholastic year. The exclusions were, “ill health, feeble 

physical constitution, or by reason of danger from hostile Indians, or by the prevalence of any 

contagious or infectious disease.”408 The 1871 law had called for ten months of attendance. No 

child under ten was compelled to attend school if one was not established within one mile of 

their home. Children of all ages were not compelled to go to school if one was not located within 

two miles of their homes. The 1871 law had stipulated three miles. The new law also allowed for 

private instruction to meet the requirement of compulsory education provided the teacher was 

certified by the county superintendent. The only penalty for not attending school for at least four 

months was forfeiting that child’s interest in the public school fund. Under the 1871 law the 

penalty for not attending school was $25 per offense, costs of prosecution, and forfeiting interest 
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in the public school fund.409 In this way the state gave parents virtually complete control over 

their child’s education with a fraction of the penalty. 

 In defining the available school fund, the 1873 and 1871 laws had much in common. 

Both called for the inclusion of all interest that had accrued from railroads or other sources since 

March 1870 combined with one-fourth of all the ad valorem and occupation taxes plus any 

revenues acquired to date. The one per cent tax was repealed, but the 1873 law also stated that 

any money that came to the state from the sale of public lands would go into that fund. 

Republicans fought against such measures in 1871 due to low prices on land throughout the state. 

In 1873 Democrats recognized that they would need more revenue to maintain a public school 

system, especially after cutting the one per cent tax, and saw Texas’ vast frontier as a means of 

finance.410 

 To drive home the point of change, Section Thirty-Six of the 1873 law repealed the two 

previous Republican school acts of August 13, 1870, and April 24, 1871. The legislature also set 

up the legal means for establishing a high school within a district provided the majority of 

trustees and the people consented. High schools would be under the control of the county board 

of directors and funded by the payment of tuitions or rates of pay that patrons consented to.411 

Superintendent DeGress had called for such schools during his term in that capacity. The new 

law also made no mention of positions such as supervisor or inspector, thus effectively repealing 

those jobs.  

With these changes in financing and providing more local control the Democrats in 

charge of the Thirteenth Legislature effectively dismantled Governor Davis’ system. They began 

to unravel the Reconstruction policies put in place and were winning their war against tyranny, 
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taxes, and corruption. By the summer of 1873 Governor Davis and Superintendent DeGress 

knew they had little time left in office. 

 While the Republicans and their allies lost battles in the legislature, Superintendent 

DeGress continued to carry out his duties of office. His third annual report covered the scholastic 

year from August 31, 1872, to September 1, 1873, but eventually went to the governor with a 

supplementary report up to January 8, 1874. 412 DeGress broke his report into monthly 

comparisons beginning with September 1872 no doubt to shed light on the changes brought 

about by the new law. On August 31, 1872, the superintendent reported that the state had 2,067 

schools organized, 2,625 teachers employed, and 81,653 students in daily attendance at a cost of 

$14.30 per child.413 At the end of September 1872, however,  the state had 1,165 schools 

organized, 1,359 teachers employed, and 46,320 students in daily attendance at a cost of $1.44 

per child. The decline in one month was immense, but the statistics improved in December 1872. 

That month the state had 1,824 schools organized, 2,182 teachers employed, and 83,082 students 

in daily attendance at a cost of $1.41 per child. Then in January, 1873 the statistics showed 

another fluctuation with 1,776 schools organized, 2,095 teachers employed, and 77,173 students 

in daily attendance at a cost of $1.45 per child. The numbers rose again in March 1873 with 

1,874 schools organized, 2,236 teachers employed, and 82,858 students in daily attendance at a 

cost of $1.48 per child and declined again in April to 1,638 schools organized, 1,980 teachers 

employed, and 69,769 at a cost of $1.49 per child.414 
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 Superintendent DeGress attributed the fluctuating numbers to the fight in the legislature 

to write a new school law during the winter and spring of 1873. He estimated that during the ten 

months of the 1872 to 1873 scholastic year 129,542 children in Texas received some level of 

instruction in a school. In his estimation roughly 57 percent of school-aged children were 

enrolled in school, but their attendance percentages varied wildly. DeGress stated that the lack of 

regular attendance statewide set off a panic among the teachers who feared not being paid for 

their work. He also criticized the new school law by stating that four months compulsory 

education was not enough and that the old system was just beginning to find favor with the 

people only to be replaced by the new law of 1873.415  

 In his supplementary report presented to the governor, Superintendent DeGress added 

more statistical data for schools on a monthly basis. As of September 1873 the state had 85 

schools in operation employing 98 teachers with 2,913 students. The numbers rose drastically in 

October 1873 with 175 school, 212 teachers, and 6,523 students. Another rise in the numbers 

came in November 1873 with 262 schools, 304 teachers, and 9,886 students. Roughly one year 

earlier in December 1872 the state had 1,824 schools organized, 2,182 teachers employed, and 

83,082 students. Over a one-year span, then, there was a decline to 1,562 fewer schools, 1,878 

fewer teachers, and 73,196 fewer students.416 

 Bemoaning the lack of supervisors and inspectors for the state due to the 1873 law 

DeGress vented his frustrations and concerns to the governor. The sheer size of Texas with a 

population just under one million in his opinion required highly educated men to run the school 

system. He believed that Texans would be willing to pay for work that was well done and 
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promoted the welfare of their children and hoped that politics could be kept away from the 

schools. Sounding very self-righteous DeGress stated: 

This has been the desire of the Board of Education, and in no instance have politics 

controlled the appointment of a single school officer. But how now, under the new school 

act? It cannot be claimed for an instant that a man of education and capacity will accept 

the position of County Superintendent at a salary of $120 per year, and do the work 

required of him under the present law. What class of men will be elected to fill that 

important and responsible position? Politicians! Because School Directors who elect their 

President, (an ex-officio County Superintendent) are nominated, as all other officers, by 

county conventions, each party putting forward its best wire pullers, without regard to 

qualifications.417  

DeGress was obviously upset about local control and the dismantling of appointed positions, but 

his claims that politics had nothing to do with the appointment of school officers rang hollow.  

Moneyhon in his book, Republicanism in Reconstruction Texas, made the case that politics were 

heavily involved in the appointment process. As he states, “The centrally supervised schools 

created by the Twelfth Legislature provided the administration with an enormous patronage.” In 

the lead up to the 1872 elections Republicans used that patronage to attempt to secure votes.418 

 DeGress, as accustomed as he was to a regimented military style organization, hated to 

watch his school system fell apart. He was receiving incomplete reports or none at all from the 

various counties and school districts. School directors were resigning or being replaced across 

the state but, he had no idea who their replacements were or if the county courts had filled those 

vacancies. School trustees were supposed to be organizing and maintaining schools as well as 
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keeping the scholastic census. DeGress complained that none of these things were happening. 

The whole system was failing, and the legislature with its new law was to blame. As he stated: 

As no appropriation was made by the late Legislature to pay for house rent, fuel, and all 

other incidental expenses, but few counties have been enabled to do anything to organize 

schools, and as no provision has been made to pay Trustees, for taking the scholastic 

census, a few counties only have complied with that portion of the law.419 

As of August 31, 1873 only eleven counties in Texas had made complete scholastic returns.420 

 DeGress reported that he had informed the legislature of the lack of reports and nothing 

was done. It was absolutely essential to get reports so that funds could be properly distributed to 

all school officials and teachers for services rendered. DeGress stated that a penalty should be 

enacted against districts that did not send in returns, but again nothing was done. According to 

the superintendent none of the $500,000 appropriated by the Thirteenth Legislature could be 

apportioned until a complete scholastic census was compiled. Some schools opened after giving 

teachers nothing more than a promise of pay, but none was coming and the school officers at the 

local level would be blamed. DeGress expressed his concerns by stating, “The only person 

suffering will be the poor and too confiding teacher, and the result will be an utter want of 

confidence in the laws and promises of his State.”421 

 Without the one per cent school tax in place DeGress knew the system faced major 

problems. He calculated that roughly $1,000,000 was still owed to the school fund from 

previously unpaid taxes and like Governor Davis blamed the wealthy and corporations in the 

state for evading their responsibilities. This defiance of the tax laws could be traced in DeGress’s 
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opinion to the Taxpayer’s Convention of 1872 which declared the one per cent tax 

unconstitutional and advised Texans not to pay it. DeGress knew how unpopular the one per cent 

tax was and suggested that bonds at the local level be used in the future for building 

schoolhouses. These bonds could be issued for a fifteen to twenty year period with a fair interest 

rate so as to spread out the financial burden on the people over time. DeGress calculated that it 

would take $5,000,000 to build all the schoolhouses needed in Texas, and he admitted that such a 

financial burden could not be thrust upon the taxpayers in a short period of time.422 

 Dividing the various counties of Texas into school districts under the 1873 law was also 

causing problems at the local level. DeGress stated that within counties there were as many as 

five to fifty-four different districts, which led to fights over boundaries. The boundary fights led 

to a bigger fight over collecting taxes and where that money should go. DeGress explained to the 

governor that land surveys would need to take place to clearly delineate these new districts, and 

it would probably cost the state an additional $20,000 to do that. As a result of this confusing 

situation DeGress reiterated that funds for schoolhouses should not come from taxes, but rather 

from bonds.423 

 DeGress told the governor that the public school system was in essence falling apart 

when he stated, “The Constitution provides for a uniform system of public free schools 

throughout the State. Under the present law, uniformity of system is impossible.”424 Teacher 

salaries under the 1873 law ranged from $1.08 to $9 per month per scholar. DeGress gave 

several examples of differences of pay among teachers. In Chambers County one teacher 

received $2.13 per pupil while another made $5.36. In Burnet County one teacher received $5.70 

per pupil while another earned $7.50. In Trinity County three different teachers earned $1.08, 
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$2.50, and $5 per pupil per month. In Wise County teacher pay rates varied from $1.25 to $2 per 

pupil per month. In Rusk County teachers received $125 per month regardless of how many 

students attended their school.425 

 Superintendent DeGress closed his report by stating that the two clerks working for him 

were not enough for the tasks involved with his office, and he asked that four more be assigned 

to him. He also regretted that he could not inform the governor about the number of persons 

examined for teacher’s certificates. Those reports had not been received from the county 

superintendents of schools. He stated that charging applicants $3 under the 1873 law to take the 

exam was an unjust hardship. The state in his opinion should pay those fees.426 

 Paying school officials their owed salaries became a major problem by December 1873 at 

all levels. County superintendents, members of county school boards, trustees, and teachers were 

not receiving their promised pay under the 1873 law. In his supplemental report to Governor 

Davis, Superintendent DeGress stated simply that confusion with the law and lack of 

appropriated funds were to blame for the fiasco. He explained that census takers needed to be 

paid to conduct the scholastic census statewide. Without it DeGress could not use the $500,000 

appropriated for paying teachers. The scholastic year ending on August 31, 1874, did not bode 

well either in his supplemental report which stated that only 30 counties out of 131 in Texas had 

submitted complete reports sent in as of December 1873. This was progress, though, as only 

seventeen counties sent in complete returns for the August 31, 1873, scholastic census.427  

Further expenses accrued by DeGress’s office could not be paid because the Thirteenth 

Legislature still had not made adequate appropriation for simple things like postage, fuel, 
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telegraphs, rent, and other necessary costs.428 The State Board of Education continued to attempt 

to get money owed the school fund from tax evaders and brought legal cases against some 

individuals in the state. For services rendered lawyers and legal officials the state owed $406.85 

in one case, $150 in another, and a third amount yet to be determined. In San Antonio a Judge 

Newton was employed for six tax cases and was owed $1,000 for his services. For the printing of 

various materials the superintendent’s office owed the Galveston News Printing Company 

$8,917. In all these cases DeGress stated that the legislature had to appropriate the funds to pay 

the expenses.429 

Statewide the total amount expended for the operation of the public school system during 

the scholastic year ending August 31, 1873, was $1,135,251.69. Ninety-one per cent of the 

expenditures went to the salaries of teachers and employees at a total of $1,036,332.86. The rest 

of the expenditures went to the renting of buildings at $29,251.46, fuel at $6,578.39, furniture at 

$19,025.76, and building schoolhouses and other purposes at $44,063.22. One year previously 

the total expenditure on education was $1,132,389, or $2,863 less than the August 31, 187, 

statistic.430  

The top five counties in Texas in terms of education spending were Grayson at 

$32,928.83, Fayette at $32,860.50, Houston at $30,998.71, Harrison at $27,482.22, and Dallas at 

$28,368.11. Grayson County spent $31,453.50 for teacher pay, which represented 96 present of 

its school related expenses. Fayette County spent $27,348.93 for teacher pay, which represented 

83 per cent of its expenditures. Houston County spent $17,931.86 on teachers, which represented 

58 per cent of its expenditures. Harrison County spent $24,239.38 on teachers, which represented 
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88 per cent of its expenditures. Finally Dallas County spent $26,256.12 on teachers, which 

represented 93 per cent of its expenditures. Thus in the top five spending counties teacher’s 

salaries represented anywhere from 58 to 96 per cent of school expenditures.431 

Texas’ five lowest spending counties in terms of education were Shackelford at $75, 

Coleman at $217.50, El Paso at $315.83, Bee at $325.25, and McCulloch at $459.99. All of 

Shackelford County’s $75 expenditure went to teacher salaries as did Coleman County’s 

$217.50, and McCulloch County’s $459.99. El Paso County spent $233.33 on teacher salaries, 

which represented 74 per cent of its school expenditures. Bee County spent $320.00 on teacher 

salaries, which represented 98 per cent of its expenditures. The remaining $5.25 spent by Bee 

County went to furniture, presumably desks, for its schools. Thus in four of Texas’ five lowest 

spending counties 98 per cent or higher of expenditures went to teacher salaries. In El Paso 

County $82 was spent on rent for buildings, but the rest of its expenditures went to teacher 

salaries. No effort was made in these five counties to build schoolhouses during the 1872-1873 

scholastic year. In fact 37 of the listed 131 counties had no expenditures for school houses that 

year. Houston County far surpassed any other county on expenditures for school buildings at 

$11,149.22. The next highest was Fayette County at $4,311.07. The total expenditures statewide 

on school buildings and other expenses of $44,063.22 represented 4 per cent of school 

expenses432 

Superintendent DeGress was right about the need for other sources of funding for 

schoolhouses. If only 4 per cent of state spending went to this purpose it would take Texas many 

decades to build up an adequate school system. That teacher pay represented 91 per cent of state 

school spending is not surprising, but even with that high figure DeGress continued to fight for 
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more teacher pay. The Thirteenth Legislature had no intentions of raising taxes for school 

expenses and left the matter to local government. With more local control, expenditures began to 

lessen statewide. DeGress could only report these statistics to the governor and make complaints. 

Governor Davis fought for the school system, vetoed the 1873 school law, and ultimately failed 

to block the sweeping changes made by the Democratic Party as it “redeemed” Texas from 

Republican control. 
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CHAPTER 8 

DEMOCRATIC DISMANTLING OF THE PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM 

One of the last acts of the Democratic controlled Thirteenth Legislature of Texas was to 

call for a general election in December 1873 to elect legislators and various state offices 

including the governor and superintendent of public instruction. Its real purpose was to advance 

the “redemption” of Texas from Republican control of the state government. From the spring of 

1873 until December, a malaise of defeat surrounded Texas Republicans as they came to terms 

with the inevitability of losing power. Governor Davis vowed to fight until he was no longer in 

office. As historian Carl Moneyhon stated, “The governor argued that the Republican Party 

might still beat the Democrats. Even if they could not, he wanted to see the ‘ship of 

Republicanism’ go down with its flags flying.”433  

At a time when unity of purpose was essential to their cause, Republicans in Texas began 

fighting among themselves over the best course to take. On May 28, 1873, the party’s executive 

committee met at Austin to discuss the coming election. Two ideas emerged from the meeting. 

One group, led by state party chairman James G. Tracy, called for making no nominations in the 

coming election. Instead the party would back independent candidates and hope that the 

Democrats would split over issues such as internal improvements. The other idea, backed by 

Governor Davis and Superintendent DeGress, was to nominate candidates and do the best they 

could in the election.434 

Any chance that Governor Davis had of being reelected in 1873 hinged on the support of 

African-American voters in Texas. Showing his loyalty to the cause to the end, State Senator 

George T. Ruby organized a convention of African-Americans to mobilize support for the 
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governor and the Republican Party in general.435 The Colored Men’s Convention was held in 

Brenham on July 3-4, 1873. The delegates to the convention stated: 

That we consider one of the prime objectives of our assemblage to be the promotion of 

good feelings between ourselves and our white fellow citizens of the State, without 

whose earnest and sincere efforts in cooperation with our own, to effect our elevation, our 

progress must be slow and constrained, as has been asserted by the ultra Democratic 

press, and others who desire to estrange us from the kindly feelings of the white 

inhabitants, that we are unalterably opposed to their interests, and always disposed to 

support such men and such measures, as result in subjecting them to additional taxation, 

and the increase of their pecuniary burdens.436 

They also stated that the vast majority of colored people in Texas were in a state of ignorance as 

a result of slavery. They charged the Democrats with opposing the political, educational, and 

social progress of colored people from the day of emancipation.437  

 In spite of this mistreatment, however, the delegates stated that there was no animosity on 

the part of colored people towards whites. They only hoped that white Texans would give up 

their prejudices and concede to them their rights and privileges. They denied that colored citizens 

sought social privileges or legislation that would bring it about. What they sought instead was, 

“our Civil Rights Bill of the Honorable Charles Sumner, and shall agitate the question of their 

concession with unabated ardor until we can celebrate their acquisition.”438 They hoped white 
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Texans would follow the example of Louisiana and voluntarily accept civil rights rather than 

have it forced upon them by the United States Congress.439 

 The convention called upon the law abiding and honest people of Texas regardless of 

party to join them in deprecating the wrongs committed upon black people in the state. They 

hoped law and order would be upheld and that the people of the state would not support any 

candidate for office who favored repudiation of state debts. Regardless of how the debt came 

about it had to be paid, and the convention committed itself to higher taxation if necessary to pay 

off the state’s financial obligations. The delegates supported internal improvements and 

European immigration to the state. The closing remarks of the convention thanked President 

Grant, Charles Sumner, and the national Republican Party for their efforts on behalf of black 

people in the nation. Delegates to the convention approved Governor Davis’s programs over the 

previous four years, and unanimously endorsed the free public school system and its efforts to 

educate children in the state of all races. State Senator Matthew Gaines also introduced a 

resolution calling the governor a friend of the black citizens of Texas. African-American 

Republican leaders would do all they could to help the Davis Administration in the election of 

1873.440 

German Republicans also rallied to the party cause in 1873 by holding their own 

convention in Austin on August 7-8, 1873. The so called German Convention had between forty 

and fifty delegates whose aim was to hold, “ a free discussion of the political situation, an open 

expression of our wishes, a definition of our relations to the political parties, and a union of one 

platform for which we intend to work at the next election.”441 The delegates created a nine point 

platform the first of which called for a free school system to meet the reasonable needs of all 
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citizens. They also stated that they opposed repudiation of the debt, supported immigration laws, 

opposed slavery, opposed temperance laws, and wanted the tax burden distributed evenly 

without oppressing certain groups. The delegates to this convention vowed to be nonpartisan in 

their approach and support only honest candidates. In spite of factions developing such as those 

led by Tracy, most Republicans in Texas knew that Davis was their leader, and they displayed 

loyalty to him as the bitter end drew near.442  

On August 19, 1873, the Republicans in Texas began their party convention at Dallas 

with the Tracy faction persisting in making no nominations. Roughly 550 delegates representing 

eighty-four counties attended. The majority of those gathered favored Governor Davis’s 

approach to the election. He addressed the delegates on the first day and asked that they choose 

“a good man who would not steal nor go back on his record” as their nominee for governor.443 

The convention put forward a fourteen-point platform that contained the essence of their beliefs 

heading into the 1873 election. After stating their loyalty to the national Republican Party and 

President Grant, the delegates conveyed their support for the free public school system in 

resolution number two, which stated: 

We are earnestly in favor of the establishment and maintenance of a system of public free 

schools such as is imperatively required by article 9 of our State constitution, and of such 

improvements as experience has shown to be desirable, and we strongly condemn the 

practical abolition by the thirteenth legislature of the system that was in operation.444 

Defending the public school system was a top priority for the Republicans and Governor Davis. 

Other resolutions brought forward at the convention called for protection of citizens and 

their rights, opposition to special legislation overriding general laws, and state aid to entice 
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immigration. Resolution Six called for taxes for public purposes only if the levies were imposed 

with equal rates on property and very little or none on occupations. It also stated firm opposition 

to repudiation of the debt in any form and urged paying the state’s debt. The Republicans in 

Texas also supported the building of railroads, opposed any laws that treated people unequally 

based on race, nativity, or belief, and contradicted that statement by calling upon the federal 

government to “dismount, disarm, and put upon securely guarded reservations the savage tribes 

that continually ravage our frontier.”445 Other resolutions called for improved harbors, short 

legislative sessions, and using the lowest bidder for public printing. 

Interestingly, the convention gave a commendation to the German Convention held 

earlier that month but made no mention of the Colored Men’s Convention held in Brenham in 

July. White Republicans were still in a precarious situation with regard to African-American 

support of their party. Some members, such as Party Chairman James G. Tracy, wanted to 

distance themselves from African-American support in hopes of gaining more white votes in the 

election. The official printing of the convention’s resolutions even went so far as to state that the 

convention “was not a nigger convention…but was composed of all classes of the people in 

proper proportion.”446  

The convention also crafted resolutions that attacked the thirteenth legislature. They 

condemned the bad acts and worse omissions of the legislature as well as its useless expenditures 

of money primarily upon the legislators themselves. Republicans charged that the legislature had 

squandered the public domain upon speculative and worthless corporations, and legislated in 

favor of the rich against the poor. They claimed there was not enough time and space to list all 

                                                           
445 Ibid., 155-156. 
446 Ibid., 154. 



171 
 

the misdeeds of the thirteenth legislature, and expressed the hope that Texans would relieve 

themselves from vicious legislators and vote for candidates of character and qualification.447   

In choosing their candidates, the Republicans stood by Edmund J. Davis for Governor, 

Robert H. Taylor of Fannin County for Lieutenant Governor, J. W. Thomas of Collin County for 

Comptroller, A. T. Monroe of Houston County for Treasurer, and Jacob Kuechler of Bexar 

County for Commissioner of the General Land Office. Rather than stick with Jacob C. Degress 

as Superintendent of Public Instruction the Republicans nominated Anthony B. Norton of Dallas 

County. Republicans in Texas knew the odds were against them in 1873, but they chose 

Governor Davis as their nominee for the high office and seemed determined to take back the 

state legislature.448 

From September 3-5, 1873, the Democrats met in Austin to devise their platform for the 

coming election. Delegates in attendance exceeded the capacity of the State Capitol building in 

the Hall of Representatives, which contained over seven hundred chairs. The convention created 

many resolutions and a large platform for the 1873 election. In resolution two the Democrats 

congratulated the people of Texas for the repeals made by the thirteenth legislature of the, 

“oppressive, odious, and unconstitutional acts, passed by the twelfth legislature.” The Democrats 

then proceeded to list the many acts that were repealed such as the Militia Law, the Police Bill, 

the Enabling Act, and the Registration and Election laws.  They also listed the public school 

system and stated: 

The act relating to public free schools, which, among other bad features, provided the 

means of enabling public officials to speculate in school books, in the building and 

furniture of school houses, in the salaries of teachers, and furnished high salaries for a 
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large and useless number of officers, which gave the Radical party the means to pay their 

political missionaries who traveled for Radical purposes and frauds from one end of the 

State to the other.449  

The Democrats referred to the Republican laws as obnoxious and congratulated the thirteenth 

legislature for replacing them with just and wholesome laws.450 

 Democrats also stated in their platform that once they took over the state government 

they would govern for the people rather than a party. They also promised to administer the 

government in such a way that every citizen regardless of politics, religion, nationality, or race 

would feel protected. Democrats also made it very clear what they intended to do with the school 

fund once the state was redeemed by stating: 

The school fund, sacredly set apart for the education of the children of the State, has, 

under the operation of the misrule of the party in power, been plundered by speculation, 

squandered, and perverted to political purposes. The Democratic party, through us, 

reaffirms its past opinion and the policy it has ever pursued, that it is the bounded duty of 

the State to maintain an efficient system of free common schools, and secure the means 

of a common education to every child in the State; and we advocate the gradual sale of 

the alternate sections of land belonging to the common school fund, as also of the asylum 

and university lands, under such restrictions as will secure the funds arising therefrom to 

the purposes for which they were intended, and giving in such sales proper preferences to 

actual settlers in good faith thereon.451 

In short the Democrats continued to cling to the idea of selling land to fund education that had 

been used from the days of the Republic of Texas to the 1871 school law. Under that policy little 
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had been achieved in the way of a proper public school system, but the Democrats were 

determined to restore the status quo antebellum in Texas as best they could. 

 In their platform the Democrats also supported placing no limits on immigration, 

developing Texas’ material resources, and demanding honesty and economy from public 

officials. Capital investment was needed in the state, and Democrats proposed to give liberal 

charters to railroad companies as a means to that end. Again harkening back to antebellum tactics 

the Democrats wanted to give railroad companies alternating sections of public land as payment 

for their services rather than money subsidies. The Democrats referred to Republican charges of 

repudiation of state debts as slanderous, but never committed themselves in the platform to 

paying said debts. They stated that frontier defense was in their opinion their paramount duty, 

and invited all Texans regardless of past actions to join them in removing the Radicals from 

power.452 

 The men chosen by the Democrats to redeem Texas in 1873 were headed by Richard 

Coke of McLennan County as their nominee for Governor. Coke was born in Virginia in 1829 

and earned a law degree from William and Mary College in 1848. In 1850 he moved to Waco 

where he practiced law and in 1852 married Mary Evans Horne a resident of the same city. In 

1861 Coke was a delegate to the Texas Secession Convention and voted for secession from the 

Union. In February 1862 he raised six companies of men for service in the Confederate army that 

eventually became part of the Fifteenth Texas Infantry, also known as Speight’s Battalion Texas 

Infantry after its commander Colonel Joseph Warren Speight. Coke mustered into service on 

April 23, 1862 at the age of thirty-three at Camp Speight in Millican. He was elected captain of 

Company K on May 14, 1862. Coke served throughout the Civil War in the Fifteenth Texas 
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Infantry and was wounded at the Battle of Bayou Bourbeau near Opelousas, Louisiana, on 

November 3, 1863.453 

 After the war Coke was appointed judge of the Nineteenth Judicial District in Texas in 

September 1865, by Governor Hamilton, and the next year was elected as an associate justice of 

the Texas Supreme Court. With the period of Congressional Reconstruction in 1867, however, 

Coke was one of many Democrats and former secessionists removed from power by the military 

under the orders of General Philip Sheridan. Coke continued to practice law and stay involved in 

Democratic Party affairs throughout the Reconstruction years. Other candidates put forward by 

the Democrats in 1873 were Richard B. Hubbard of Smith County for Lieutenant-Governor, 

Stephen H. Darden of Caldwell County for Comptroller, A. J. Dorn of Fannin County for 

Treasurer, J. J. Gross of Comal County for Commissioner of the General Land Office, and 

Orlando Newton Hollingsworth of Hays County for Superintendent of Public Instruction. The 

Democrats turned to these men in 1873 to lead them to victory in that year’s election.454 

 Issues that threatened to divide the Democrats in the 1873 election were political support 

of railroads and repudiation of state debts incurred during Republican control. At the heart of the 

issue was a desire by many Democrats to repudiate bonds issued to railroad companies by the 

Twelfth and Thirteenth Legislatures. The Grange movement was gathering some steam in Texas 

by this time and supported Democratic efforts to reign in abuse, corruption, and political aid to 

railroad companies. The agrarian revolt against industrialization was just beginning in Texas and 
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the Democrats had to settle the issue at least short term for campaign success. Former governor 

James W. Throckmorton toured the state speaking in favor of honoring the state’s debts and 

opposing repudiation. In what became a test of party loyalty, Democrats buried the repudiation 

issue and supported internal improvements during the campaign. Historian Carl H. Moneyhon 

stated that Richard Coke as the Democratic nominee for governor emphasized race as a unifying 

theme:  

In his acceptance speech Coke indicated that repudiation was a minor issue compared to 

whether or not the state would have four more years of tyranny. The Democratic Party 

represented the people, and it was time to put the people back in power. Coke’s rhetoric 

only thinly disguised the fact that the ‘people’ he was talking about were white. He was 

using the issue of race to unify his party despite disagreements on the debt question.455 

Democrats not only solved divisive issues but rallied around white supremacy as a unifying 

political force.  

During the campaign Republicans and Governor Davis did their best to run as the party 

of the little man. In speeches Davis contended that he was the candidate of immigrants, African-

Americans, small farmers, and the working class citizens of the state. Republicans also raised the 

point that the Democratic controlled Thirteenth Legislature had actually increased taxes, added 

to the state debt, and given over eighty thousand acres worth of public land to railroad companies 

operating within the state. They also campaigned heavily on the issue of the public school system 

and charged the Democrats with effectively destroying it. Governor Davis had a full page 

advertisement run in most of Texas’ major cities in an attempt to rally support for himself and 

the party claiming they would best serve the interests of the people.456 
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 Democrats remained unified behind Coke and kept the repudiation question from 

becoming an issue. Most of the state’s newspapers were Democratic organs, and they berated the 

Davis Administration with more charges of tyranny, corruption, and racial unrest. In several 

speeches Coke made the case that Davis did not represent the will of the people due to the 

circumstances of the 1869 election in which most of Texas’ white voters did not participate. A 

debate was held between the two gubernatorial candidates on November 8, 1873, at Crockett. 

More than one thousand people attended with African-Americans being segregated and made to 

stand on one side. At the debate Coke skirted the issues, and attacked Davis’ character. He 

argued that Republicans represented appointive government and management of state affairs. 

The Democrats stood for local control and more democracy and accountability in government. 

Coke told the crowd he was proud to have been a secessionist and had remained loyal to Texans 

during the war. Governor Davis tried to debate the issues, primarily the railroads and 

repudiation, but could not connect with the audience because of his wartime unionism.457  

 The Democratic strategy in 1873 prevailed over Republican attempts to become the party 

of the little man. Using race and the war as a rallying force the Democrats convinced the 

majority of white Texans to vote for their cause. Across the state charges of violence and 

intimidation against African-Americans were leveled against the Democrats. However, even if 

African-Americans voters had been allowed to participate in the election without incident the 

Democrats still would have won. The official count on the governor’s race was 85,549 for Coke 

to 42,633 for Davis.458 The Democratic ticket won all of the major races in the state including 

                                                           
457 Moneyhon, Edmund J. Davis, 220., and Moneyhon, Republicanism in Reconstruction Texas, 189. 
458 Campbell, Grass-Roots Reconstruction, 24. 



177 
 

the election of Orlando N. Hollingsworth for Superintendent of Public Instruction.459 The 

January 11, 1874, issue of The Waco Examiner summarized the situation: 

The Democrats of Texas are a hard headed set. We expected they would give the 

Republicans a good whaling, but were not prepared to see the party buried out of all 

possible resurrection. Davis was beaten by about forty thousand majority, which is ten 

thousand more than we had reasonably hoped for. Not content with this, however, the 

Democrats seem to have taken almost entire possession of the State Senate; in all the 

thirty districts only four Republicans have been chosen. What an efficient quartet that 

will be when it comes to party measures. Really, we think the Republicans have been 

cruelly dealt with – they have been all but exterminated.460 

The Democratic victory in 1873 was overwhelming but Republicans in Texas tried one last 

desperate measure to remain in power. 

 As Governor Davis prepared to leave office a constitutional question arose with regards 

to the election. The Texas State Constitution of 1869 provided that, “…all elections…shall be 

held at the county seats of the several counties until otherwise provided by law; and the polls 

shall be open for four days.”461 The Thirteenth Legislature had devised legislation that held the 

elections at precinct boxes and only kept the polls open for one day. The semicolon used in 

drafting the constitution seemingly made the two laws independent of each other. The location of 

the election polling booths could be changed by law, but not the four-day length of voting. Some 

Republicans decided to challenge the validity of the election itself in the courts. On January 4, 

1874, the Texas Supreme Court ruled the election unconstitutional in the case of ex parte 
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Rodriguez, which also became known as the semicolon case. Davis decided to enforce the 

decision and uphold the law, but knew the Democrats would charge him with usurpation of 

power.462 

 The Democrats ignored the court ruling, convened the Fourteenth Legislature, and 

demanded that Davis resign immediately. Davis appealed to President Grant and the federal 

government for support and US Army troops. Grant refused to intervene in any way and on 

January 14, 1874 the Fourteenth Legislature convened without incident. The next day the 

legislature inaugurated Coke as governor despite the fact that Davis still legally held the position. 

Once more Davis appealed to Grant for help and again the president refused to intervene. On 

January 19, 1874 Davis realized there were no more alternatives and resigned as governor 

clearing the way for the Democrats to take office. Upon leaving the governor’s mansion his wife 

Lizzie Davis reportedly took down a portrait of President Grant that had been hanging in the 

governor’s mansion for four years, and put her foot through the middle of it. Nothing stood in the 

way of complete “redemption” of Texas in January 1874.463 

 Governor Davis and his wife were not the only Republicans fighting to keep their offices. 

Superintendent DeGress continued in that position until February 20, 1874, when he was forcibly 

removed from the state capitol. The Waco Daily Examiner recounted the scene: 

The tedious process of ousting Republican officials was finished today with the ejection 

of J. C. DeGress from the office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, and the 

installation of O. N. Hollingsworth, the official elect. Impudent to the last degree, 

DeGress held on with a pertinacity surpassed only by his unscrupulous manipulation of 

the Public School Fund. He held on literally like grim death to a dead negro, and yielded, 
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at last, under protest, and with the threat of suing the State. He was caused to vacate by 

the Sergeant-at-Arms…”464 

The journalist charged that DeGress had been burning papers in the fireplace in his office to, 

“cover a multitude of sins,” and believed that the superintendent had destroyed many documents 

of interest. He could not wait to see what new Superintendent Hollingsworth uncovered upon 

taking over the office.465 

 Thus Republican efforts in Texas during Reconstruction began to come to a close in the 

early months of 1874. Few Republicans remained in the legislature, the executive and its many 

offices were controlled by the Democrats, and the last battle ground for “redemption” was the 

judiciary. A constitutional amendment adopted at the 1873 election increased the size of the state 

supreme court from three justices to five and called for a new court to be appointed by the newly 

elected governor. Coke appointed Democrats to the Texas Supreme Court and throughout his 

tenure in office replaced Republican judges at various levels with members of his own party 

when he could. By the end of 1875 Texas was totally “redeemed” by the Democratic Party.466 

 Orlando Newton Hollingsworth took over as Superintendent of Public Instruction for the 

State of Texas on February 21, 1874, despite having been qualified by the state legislature for 

that position on January 22, 1874.467 Hollingsworth was born on April 5, 1836, in Calhoun 

County, Alabama, to Benjamin Benton and Joicey Jones Hollingsworth.468 His father took 

education seriously going so far in his will to state that his wife, “see that Benjamin, Benton, and 
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Orlando, out of my effects, receive as much education as any of our children have had.”469 In 

December, 1845 the Hollingsworth family arrived in Rusk County, Texas. At the age of twenty-

three Orlando was accepted to the University of Virginia where he attended classes until 1861 

and the outbreak of Civil War.470  

Hollingsworth returned to Texas and joined the Confederate army on June 13, 1861 in 

Rusk County as a private in Company B of the Texas Third Cavalry, South Kansas Texas 

Regiment. On May 20, 1862, he was elected adjutant by the men in his regiment. He was 

wounded in the right knee on October 4, 1862, at the Battle of Corinth in Mississippi and went 

absent on leave back home in Texas to recover. At some point Hollingsworth rejoined the 

regiment and continued to serve as adjutant until January 11, 1864, when he resigned his 

commission with a surgeon’s certificate of disability.471  

After the war Hollingsworth taught at a private academy in San Antonio for a few years. 

In 1868 he founded the Coronal Institute in San Marcos. It was a private coeducational school 

that offered military training to young men. Hollingsworth sold the institute in January 1871. He 

eventually passed the Texas bar exam and in 1872 was elected to the Thirteenth Legislature, 

serving in the House of Representatives. Throughout his term in the legislature Hollingsworth 

served on the House Committee on Education.472 Unlike his predecessor, Superintendent 

Hollingsworth had formal training in education, had organized and operated a learning 
                                                           
469 “Orlando Newton Hollingsworth”, Ancestry.com, http://trees.ancestry.com/tree/12280823/person/-
266669869/story/a2595085-3ea6-4e37-9c21-ce5696a38b4d?src=search, accessed June 14, 2011.  
470 Carolyn Hyman, "HOLLINGSWORTH, ORLANDO NEWTON," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fho35), accessed June 14, 2011. Published by the Texas State 
Historical Association. 

471 Compiled Service Records of Confederate Soldiers Who Served in Organizations from the State of Texas, NARA 
microfilm series M323, roll 20. 
472Carolyn Hyman, "HOLLINGSWORTH, ORLANDO NEWTON," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fho35), accessed June 14, 2011. Published by the Texas State 
Historical Association; and Journal of the House of Representatives of the Thirteenth Legislature of the State of 
Texas, 1873, 6. 

http://trees.ancestry.com/tree/12280823/person/-266669869/story/a2595085-3ea6-4e37-9c21-ce5696a38b4d?src=search
http://trees.ancestry.com/tree/12280823/person/-266669869/story/a2595085-3ea6-4e37-9c21-ce5696a38b4d?src=search
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fho35
http://www.footnote.com/title_41/civil_war_soldiers_confederate_tx
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fho35


181 
 

institution, and had legal training. Yet DeGress’s worse fears were confirmed as a politician took 

over the operation of the state public school system. 

In the Fourth Annual Report of the Superintendent of Public Education, the first 

presented by Hollingsworth, the confusion and chaos of the school system was apparent. 

Hollingsworth’s opening remarks were quite telling: 

Under ordinary, and even the most favorable circumstances, it is no easy task to prepare a 

report of the operations of a law so universal in its applications as a school law; but it is 

indeed laborious when accompanied, as in the present case, by the delays, the confusion 

and general embarrassment consequent upon a complete revolution in the entire 

administration of the government, and the establishment of a new school system upon the 

gigantic ruins of an inflated system that has passed away, leaving as a monument of its 

progress, an indebtedness of $1,000,000 due to teachers, officers, and lessees of school 

houses, and an intense and bitter prejudice and disgust in the minds of the people against 

the cause of popular education.473 

 

Jacob C. DeGress and the Republicans were an easy scapegoat for any problems incurred during 

Hollingsworth’s first year in office. 

 Superintendent Hollingsworth was amazed by the amount of reports and details left by 

DeGress. The 1873 school law was developed to simplify the public school system, but DeGress 

had continued to make it complicated. Hollingsworth also stated that all the apportionment made 

by the legislature had been consumed and many teachers and officials were still missing back 

pay. The Galveston News was still owed $8,917 for printing purposes in 1873. Hollingsworth 
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referred to the old system as “unnecessary formalities and useless work required from teachers 

and officers.”474 The school system Hollingsworth inherited was, in his opinion, a bureaucratic 

nightmare of paperwork and mass confusion. 

 One immediate result of the confusion had a major financial effect on the state and 

counties. Hollingsworth claimed that DeGress had not printed instructions for school officers at 

the local level on how to best arrange their districts, organize schools, and employ teachers per 

the 1873 school law. Without that knowledge it fell to trustees to organize schools and continue 

along the lines of the 1871 law. As a result trustees believed that teacher salaries would be paid 

from the school fund as well as the one per cent tax, and hired educators at higher contracts than 

they could ultimately afford to pay. Many counties in Texas owed teachers an alarmingly high 

rate of pay for services rendered, and many still owed them for back pay from previous school 

years. Hollingsworth assured Governor Coke that he had remedied this situation quickly upon 

assuming office by properly informing school officers at the local level. He also added that much 

resentment and anger was felt by teachers and officers toward the state government for the 

drastic cut in pay. For this he blamed the previous administration’s mistakes in the matter.475 

 Scholastic census returns from the counties continued to plague the superintendent’s 

office in 1874. Like DeGress before him, Hollingsworth bemoaned the lack of properly 

completed returns and was angry that children across the state were not getting their fair share of 

the apportioned school funds as a result. The $500,000 apportioned by the legislature for 

education could not be used until proper scholastic returns were received by Hollingsworth. He 

stated that this led to mistrust among teachers and officers toward his office as well as the 
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legislature. In his opinion it also weakened the confidence of the public in their school system as 

a whole.476   

 Recognizing this problem the Fourteenth Legislature of Texas passed an enabling act that 

authorized Hollingsworth to apportion the $500,000 based on the best data he had as of May 1, 

1874. Hollingsworth reported to Governor Coke that he had done as instructed by May 12, 1874. 

The special act also stated that in districts where no schools were opened the funds received were 

to be stored with their county treasurers for future use. Estimating the state’s scholastic 

population at 269,451 without full and proper returns, Hollingsworth calculated that $1.85 was 

spent per child for a four month period. Once teachers began to receive their pay the complaints 

died down and a period of calm set in. As Hollingsworth stated,  

A new era seemed to have dawned in the administration of the school system, as for the 

first time since the war, tax payers realized the breaking down of that centralization 

scheme that was so well fitted to display partiality to favorites and sustain parasites to the 

State government.477 

 

Of course teachers were happy to get their paychecks, but that did not equate to acceptance of the 

school system. Further financial deficiencies occurred so that an additional $83,600 accrued to 

education costs by the end of the 1873 to 1874 scholastic year.478 

 Under Republican control, the public school system was centralized with very little local 

control. Democrats dismantled that system on the grounds of its being undemocratic and open to 

abuse. Superintendent Hollingsworth complained that the number one impediment to his job was 

the law requiring directors to create multiple school districts, “thus weakening the power and 
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efficiency of the system by innumerable divisions.”479 Under DeGress the public school system 

had thirteen districts and ran fairly efficiently. With the Democrats in power the school system 

was dispersed into many smaller districts in an effort to give local control to the people. This led 

to inefficiency and confusion across the state. At the county level the problem was simply 

drawing up the borders of a district and then collecting school taxes based on those jurisdictions. 

Hollingsworth proposed that all of the lines created to that point be erased and new school 

districts formed along the lines of cities and towns. In largely uninhabited areas the school 

districts could be formed along judicial precinct lines that already existed.480    

 Democrats also removed a large number of officials working for the school system 

believing those positions were nothing more than patronage for the Republicans to use. 

Hollingsworth never mentioned the need for scholastic census takers but it was obvious he 

needed that type of help. Another area in which he needed help and mentioned it to the governor 

was allowing the trustees for each district to appoint three local trustees for each school in 

operation. These local trustees would look after the affairs of that specific school, recommend 

teachers for employment, and become in essence a part of the school community.481 

 Superintendent Hollingsworth recommended that teacher pay be fixed by the trustees of 

school districts at a set monthly salary. They should not be paid low, “starving salaries” that took 

advantage of them, but extravagantly high salaries were uncalled for because of the burden they 

placed on taxpayers. Instead talented educators should be paid liberal salaries that used 

“qualification, capacity, amount of labor required, and the wealth of the community, and 
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capacity to pay good rates to teachers, be the guide in regulating salaries.”482 He stated that the 

legislature had to make sure the teachers of the state were paid promptly and fully. He added: 

The policy that postpones from month to month, and year to year the payment of these 

faithful men and women, who labor for small pay, to educate the children of the State, is 

alike an ungrateful return for the work, and a steady destroyer of the public free school 

system.483 

 

No matter the party in power teacher pay continued to be a problem. 

 Proving himself a true Democrat, Hollingsworth reported that too much power was given 

to the Boards of Directors of school districts. There were primarily two points of contention 

Hollingsworth had with the authority of the Boards of Directors. First was the power to tax 

within their district, and second was the ability to draw their county into school districts. This did 

not provide enough local control of the school system in his opinion. Instead these duties should 

be given to the county superintendent and the five justices of the peace of said county. 

Hollingsworth made the case to Governor Coke that the Boards of Directors should be 

eliminated and their few powers given to other positions. The position of county superintendent 

was vital in Hollingsworth’s opinion and should not be seen as a waste of taxpayer money. Yet 

Hollingsworth also believed county superintendents should not be employed more than six 

months in a scholastic year.484 

 Hollingsworth suggested that the position of county superintendent be created anew with 

a sufficient salary to ensure that a competent educated man hold the job, and he described the 

tasks of a county superintendent as follows: 
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An active county superintendent should visit schools, deliver lectures on topics calculated 

to excite interest in education; confer with teachers, organize teachers’ institutes, and 

perform many other duties that fall within the offices of a chief school officer. To be 

effective he should be practical and well educated. He is required to examine teachers, 

and his knowledge must be that of the professional teacher.485  

 

Hollingsworth believed that having county superintendents was beneficial and promoted 

harmony at the local level for the schools of the state. These men required better pay so that they 

could devote all their time to the tasks they performed. Dissolving the Boards of Directors was 

Hollingsworth’s suggestion for giving the county superintendents better pay.486   

 In areas where a county superintendent had been in that position for some time the 

districts did very well and were highly organized. Other areas suffered due to incompetence 

brought on by lack of pay. Hollingsworth gave specific praise to the county superintendents of 

the counties of Bastrop, Collin, Dallas, Fannin, Fayette, and Grayson. Those six counties had an 

average of seventy schools organized and 3368 students attending schools.487  

 The number one attack against the public school system by the Democrats in the 1873 

election was its costs and the taxes levied. In 1874 Superintendent Hollingsworth realized after 

only six months on the job that the Democratic system installed in place of the Republican way 

needed an overhaul. Once again decrying the law that allowed the counties to be divided into 

several smaller districts independent of each other, Hollingsworth argued that this led to separate 

school funds, different rates of taxation, and different rates of teacher pay. Ironically, this was 
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exactly what the Democrats had promised to do yet their own superintendent reported to the 

governor that it had to change when he listed the many difficulties he encountered.488 

 Hollingsworth stated that the counties had several problems with taxation for school 

purposes, including the accurate assessing of property within the several districts that existed. 

The confusion over the many boundary lines in existence had officers within the areas confused 

about who had to pay taxes. Related to this was the problem of children from one district 

attending a school located in another district. It will be recalled that the 1873 school law 

specifically stated that parents had the right to allow their children to attend a school outside of 

their own district. Another problem for taxpayers was paying different rates of taxation on 

property situated in different districts. Hollingsworth reported to Governor Coke that he had 

dealt with these problems daily since taking office and gave suggestions for making the system 

of taxation run with more efficiency.489  

 The first suggestion given by Hollingsworth was to have a uniform tax across the state, 

“sufficient to supply the requisite school fund for payment of the salaries of teachers for four 

months.”490 He also believed that the boards of school directors or county courts should 

implement a uniform tax code for the entire county to pay the deficiency on teacher salaries. 

Last, Hollingsworth recommended that the boards of directors be able to divide the inhabitants of 

their counties into school communities, and levy an ad valorem tax on property situated in each 

community for school purposes. He believed these plans would be criticized heavily but told the 

governor that more confusion would set in and inefficiency would continue to plague the school 

system without revisions to the 1873 school law.491   
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 Sounding much like his Republican predecessor, Superintendent Hollingsworth stated: 

Public free schools cannot be supported without money, and it must be through no 

bungling system that the finances of the school department are collected. Prompt returns 

and close administration of the fund is of the first care. We must use rigid economy, but 

there must be certain, strict, and positive law as to the mode of taxation for school 

purposes, and the mode of collection, so as to render certain the school fund of the 

State.492 

 

Hollingsworth calculated that an ad valorem tax of one half of one percent on all taxable 

property in the state would be enough to pay teacher salaries over a four month period. This was 

similar to DeGress’s estimate of a one percent tax when it is considered that he was calling for an 

eight month school year. The very thing that Democrats attacked Republicans for in 1873, the 

one per cent tax, was in essence being called for by Hollingsworth in 1874. With the school year 

being half of what Republicans called for so was the ad valorem tax.493 

 In spite of a new political party in power the public school system in Texas continued to 

have the same problems with its school houses. Very few school houses existed in the state and 

most were buildings rented for a short term solution. The 1873 school law created mass 

confusion over how to acquire school buildings without any appropriations to pay rents. In the 

few localities where local voters agreed to pay taxes for the establishment of a school house, the 

funds generated were woefully inadequate to complete construction costs. Hollingsworth 

explained that the law provided only three means of acquiring a school house. One, 

neighborhoods could furnish the school houses to boards of trustees; two, a building could be 
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rented for that purpose; and three, a building could be erected on land acquired by the boards of 

trustees for school purposes. Hollingsworth commented on the state of school houses in Texas at 

the time: 

In many neighborhoods school houses have been built at points which are usually the 

centers of school districts. These houses are usually furnished to transient teachers free of 

charge; although, in a majority of instances, they are badly arranged, unsightly structures, 

yet so long as they are comfortable, and satisfy the tastes and demands of their districts, 

they will answer the purposes of education; but these structures are too few to meet the 

demands of the State, and the system that would rely on this mode of furnishing schools 

would prove a failure.494  

  

 Renting school houses was in Hollingsworth’s opinion a constant and unnecessary drain 

on taxpayers. The school fund was insufficient to cover the costs of rent across the state. 

Hollingsworth told the governor that the amount spent on rent could be used toward the building 

of school houses and save money in the long run. Like his predecessor DeGress, he believed 

building school houses was the best course of action for the state to take. He called for a 

provision to be made instantly by the legislature for the building of suitable school houses across 

Texas. This would not only help educate children but promote immigration to regions and raise 

property values across the state. Again sounding more like DeGress, Hollingsworth told 

Governor Coke: 

All moneys expended by individual neighborhoods, in erection of school buildings, 

increase the wealth of such communities. Though they may feel a tax, they are too apt to 
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be inattentive to those benefits that almost imperceptibly and insidiously come to them 

from the mere presence of a school house.495 

 

The primary reasons for the high taxes levied by the Republicans from 1871 to 1872 were 

teacher pay and constructing new school houses. Recognizing the backlash from the public, 

DeGress put forward bonds as a means of getting the necessary funds to build school houses. In 

1874 Hollingsworth asked Governor Coke to consider the same train of thought and allow for the 

sale of county bonds. To continue with the 1873 law regarding school houses would simply 

mean decades of paying rents with nothing permanent to show for the expenditures.496 

 Hollingsworth made it clear in his report that further delay was unacceptable and the 

legislature had to do something. He charged them with leaving the question of school houses 

vague and in a condition of uncertainty. Daily he received complaints from every county in 

Texas regarding school houses. If the means for either renting or building school houses was not 

clearly defined by the Fourteenth Legislature, then public schools across the state would have to 

be suspended later in the year.497  

 On the subject of teachers, Hollingsworth told the governor that county superintendents 

had to do a better job of hiring competent people. Too often teachers were hired who passed the 

examinations and understood their subject, but were“totally incompetent as an instructor, owing 

to those qualifications requisite to success as an instructor, such as self-control, knowledge of 

human nature, ability to command the respect and win the affections of the pupils.”498 He also 

                                                           
495 Ibid., 30. 
496 Ibid., 31-32. 
497 Ibid., 32. 
498 Ibid., 33. 



191 
 

simply stated, “It is an easy matter to keep school, but difficult to teach one.”499 Hollingsworth 

had no use for teachers who crammed facts into the minds of children and simply kept them in a 

daily monotonous routine of recitation. Such instruction was not what parents wanted their 

children to have. As he stated about that kind of instruction: 

that self-reliance, the exercise of individual thought, will, the study of human nature, of 

men and things, have all been neglected, and the child treated more as a machine, as a 

vessel that had to be crammed with a heterogeneous mass of stale facts, than as a being 

bearing the impress and stamp of divinity in the power and susceptibility of the mind. 

This grievous defect in our system of education, both public and private, grows out of the 

ruinous disposition to employ cheap labor, in this the most important duty entrusted by 

the God of nature and nations to man and State.500 

 

The only way to rid the state of such instructors was to elevate teaching to a profession equal to 

other learned professions. To that end he believed that normal schools needed to be erected 

across Texas to train teachers as professionals.501 

 Hollingsworth laid out several plans for the governor’s consideration with regard to 

developing normal schools. Though he stated that Texas needed at least six normal schools 

Hollingsworth stated that the finances of the state could only handle creating three. He stated that 

three normal schools should be created with two being for the white population and one for 

African-Americans. These schools would have to be located in rented buildings at first and 

possibly constructed later. Hollingsworth believed that Texas A&M University, under 

construction at that point, would be a perfect location for one of the normal schools. Once a 
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group of teachers were properly trained by the normal schools they could form twelve corps of 

teachers with three corps covering each subject of spelling, reading, writing, and arithmetic. 

These twelve corps of trained teachers could then spread out across the state and help train 

teachers at the district level. Hollingsworth calculated that in this way the state could partially 

train 2,400 teachers per scholastic year.502  

 Debts continued to mount and were a constant problem for Superintendent 

Hollingsworth. Appropriations made by the Fourteenth Legislature failed to cover all the costs 

for the next scholastic year ending on August 31, 1875. Appropriations fell short in these ways; 

his salary was required to be $3,000 but the appropriation came to $2,500, his clerk was to be 

paid $1,800 but the appropriation was $1,200, school director compensation was supposed to be 

$25,000 but only $10,000 was appropriated, and county superintendent compensation was 

supposed to be $18,000 but the legislature did not appropriate any funds to that purpose. Debts 

incurred under DeGress’s term still amounted to roughly $1 million, with $400,000 of that figure 

representing back pay owed teachers. The Fourteenth Legislature appropriated $400,000 to 

relieve the teacher debt, and another $400,000 to relieve up to $800,000 of indebtedness. 

Hollingsworth explained to Governor Coke a problem he saw arising very quickly. Future 

scholastic years were already being penalized for the extravagances of previous years. Unless the 

legislature was willing to raise taxes, debts would continue to mount, future scholastic 

appropriations would continually be used to pay off previous years, and education in the state of 

Texas would always be hindered from progress. Only legislative action in his opinion could avert 

such a misfortune.503  
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 In explaining the necessity of a free public school system, Hollingsworth, much like 

DeGress before him, looked at criminal statistics and argued that education led to less crime. 

Hollingsworth reported that 444,133 arrests were made from 1867 to 1869 in France. Of those 

who were arrested it was reported that 442,194, roughly 99 percent, could not read or write. 

During that same time period in England 187,233 persons were committed to prison of whom 

53,268, or 28 percent, could not read or write. In the United States the statistics were no better. 

In New York and Pennsylvania 33 percent of criminals were totally ignorant and another 60 

percent deemed very deficient. Hollingsworth combined states into regions and averaged the data 

for the rest of the US. From the Central to Northwest United States, he calculated that 46 percent 

of prisoners were totally ignorant and 50 percent very deficient. In the West and Pacific, 31 

percent of prisoners were totally ignorant and 50 percent very deficient. In the South, 60 percent 

of prisoners were found to be totally ignorant and 85 percent very deficient. Hollingsworth stated 

that criminals who had received a common school education in the US amounted only to about 

one in every seventy-five.504  

 The statistics for Texas were just as telling. One third of those incarcerated in the state 

had a rudimentary ability to read and write and more than half could not spell their own name. 

Hollingsworth believed that universal suffrage should lead to universal education and stated, “It 

should be remembered that the excessive per cent of ignorance in the South, as compared with 

that of the North, is attributable, in a great measure, to the presence of a large negro element in 

our society.”505 Hollingsworth believed it was the political and moral duty of the state to educate 

the former slaves. In this way African-Americans would cease to be an ignorant mass of voters 

electing corrupt and ambitious leaders. He was no doubt referring to the era of Republican 

                                                           
504 Ibid., 50-51. 
505 Ibid., 51. 



194 
 

control in Texas. Regardless, Hollingsworth took illiteracy seriously and ordered the scholastic 

census takers in Texas to include such data in their reports.506  

 Only five Texas counties sent information on illiteracy to the superintendent in 1874. 

Blanco, Calhoun, Cherokee, Johnson, and Washington Counties had a wide range of data to 

present. In Blanco County the scholastic population was 618 of which 265, 43 percent, were 

illiterate. In Calhoun County the scholastic population was 726 of which 140 were illiterate, 

roughly 19 percent. In Cherokee County the scholastic population was 4,392 of which 2,226, 51 

percent, were illiterate. In Johnson County the scholastic population was 3,032 of which 904 

were illiterate, or roughly 30 percent. In Washington County the scholastic population was 5,714 

of which 2,141, 37 percent, were illiterate. Totaling up this small sample, these five counties had 

a scholastic population of 14,482 with 5,676 students, 39 percent, listed as illiterate. 

Hollingsworth stated that the entire scholastic population for the state was 313,061, and that if 39 

percent of that number were illiterate the total would be 122,093 children.507  

 Hollingsworth hoped that the state government would do all it could to reverse the levels 

of ignorance, and consequently crime, in the state. As he stated: 

The fact that the State has a direct and positive interest in the character of her citizens, 

cannot be denied. This character is either molded in the school room for usefulness and 

honor, or trained in the streets and schooled in the haunts of vice for poverty and crime. It 

is therefore a legitimate exercise of State authority to adopt adequate measures, coercive, 

if need be, to protect itself against this army of criminals and paupers, which society is 

annually recruiting.508  
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The answer was not more police, courts, and laws but rather the classroom. Hollingsworth stated 

that historically societies had tried the methods of more police but still the jails were full. Public 

school systems were a fairly modern device that nations were using in an attempt to reduce 

crime, and Hollingsworth wanted Texas to do more for its children and their futures.509 

 The initial scholastic report sent to Governor Coke by Superintendent Hollingsworth 

contained data for September 18, 1873 to August 31, 1874. Sixty-one of the state’s 143 counties 

did not send in a report. This report demonstrated how far the school system had fallen since 

DeGress and the Republicans were removed. Of the 269,451 children of scholastic age only 

102,689, 38 percent, were enrolled in school. Of those enrolled, 98,308 attended public school 

and only 4,381 attended a private school. The state had 2,129 public schools in operation and 

only 132 private. The state employed 2,834 teachers, of whom 1,822 were male and 672 were 

female. There were 1,007 school houses located throughout the state of which 29 had been built 

during that scholastic year. In all the state spent $612,878 on education with most of that going 

to teacher salaries. Male teachers on average earned a salary of $63.00 per month and female 

teachers earned $47.00 per month.510 

Superintendent Hollingsworth provided what statistical data he could on education in 

Texas in a supplemental report covering information from July 14, 1874, to November 20, 1874. 

This report was more complete than the previous one, however, because only 39 of Texas’s 143 

counties did not send reports to the superintendent for the scholastic year. The data of the 104 

counties that did send reports bear examination. Hollingsworth used previous data to fill in the 

holes for non-reporting counties and reported that there were 313,061 children attending schools 

in Texas. Using the reports received from the 104 counties, he could accurately state that 
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238,917 children in those counties were attending school. Of that number, 92,958 were white 

males, 83,814 were white females, 32,204 were termed colored males, and 29,941 were termed 

colored females. Those numbers broke down in the following way; 39 percent white males, 35 

percent white females, 13 percent colored males, and 13 percent colored females. Thus white 

students represented 74 percent of children attending school in Texas, and those termed colored 

the remaining 26 percent. Put succinctly one out of every four children going to school in Texas 

was non-white.511 Those numbers are close to representative since Texas had a total population 

of 818,579 in 1870, of which 253,475, 31 percent, were African-American.512 

 As of November 20, 1874, the state spent $499,959.05 of its apportioned $500,000 on the 

public school system leaving a small balance of $40.95. The costs per child to the state were 

$1.60 with 74,144 students listed with information taken from previous reports due to inaction at 

the local level in thirty-nine counties. The top five counties in Texas in terms of students listed 

and money spent were Grayson with 7625 students and $12,177.15 spent, Washington with 

6,360 and $10,156.95 spent, Dallas with 5,869 and $9,372.80 spent, Bexar with 5,843 and 

$9,331.30 spent, and Smith with 5,826 and $9,304.15 spent. Of these five only Dallas county 

failed to send in returns. The bottom five counties in Texas were McMullen with forty-nine 

students and $78.25 spent, Coleman with fifty-four  and $86.25, Stephens with sixty-one and 

$97.45, Frio with sixty-five and $103.80, and Shackelford with 112 and $179.90. Of these five 

counties only McMullen and Coleman sent reports to the superintendent.513 

 During the previous scholastic year the top five counties in Texas in terms of education 

spending were Grayson at $32,928.83, Fayette at $32,860.50, Houston at $30,998.71, Harrison at 
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$27,482.22, and Dallas at $28,368.11. Only Grayson and Dallas counties remained in the top five 

but each had a drastic reduction in expenditures. Grayson County spent $20,751.68 less on 

education in 1873-1874 than it did in 1872-1873. During the same time period Dallas County 

spent $18,995.31 less on education. During the 1872-1873 scholastic year Texas’ five lowest 

spending counties in terms of education were Shackelford at $75, Coleman at $217.50, El Paso at 

$315.83, Bee at $325.25, and McCulloch at $459.99. Shackelford and Coleman repeated as 

bottom five spenders in 1873-1874. Coleman County spent $131.25 less on education but 

Shackelford actually spent more with an increase of $104.90. Statewide Shackelford County was 

the exception rather than the rule as most counties drastically cut teacher salaries and 

expenditures on education.514 

 Superintendent Hollingsworth faced many of the same challenges that his predecessor 

Jacob C. DeGress did. In several instances he called for essentially the same solutions to those 

challenges that Degress had. Regardless of political party both superintendents knew that the 

financial commitment to building a school system in Texas would have to be huge if it were to 

succeed. Under Republican Governor Davis that commitment was made by the state but 

protested by the people of Texas. With Governor Coke and the Democrats in power the financial 

commitment was not there, but it was the will of the people being carried out. Hollingsworth 

recognized the need for more of a commitment and begged the legislature to appropriate more 

funds. Instead taxes were reduced, teacher salaries were slashed drastically, and the school 

system was fragmented into smaller districts rather than remain an efficient system like the one 

DeGress had formulated. Democrats “redeemed” Texas, but its school aged children, teachers, 

and school officials paid a terrible price for years to come  
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CHAPTER 9 

“REDEMPTION” COMPLETED 

 The public school system continued to deteriorate as Reconstruction came to an end in 

Texas. Whereas 104 counties sent in reports in the 1873-1874 scholastic year only 97 did so for 

the 1874-1875 term. Even with a full year in office Superintendent of Public Instruction 

Hollingsworth could not get all the county level officials to meet the most basic requirement to 

receive their portion of school funds. In 1874 the cost of education per child enrolled was a very 

low rate of $1.60. In 1875 it dropped even further to $1.34 per pupil. Under the Republican-

controlled public school system in 1871 the state had spent $1.75 per student. After one year in 

office Superintendent DeGress increased that figure to $9.23 spent per student in 1872 before the 

Democrats “redeemed” Texas. The scholastic population in 1874, though compiled from 

incomplete reports, was 313,061 by Hollingsworth’s calculations. He estimated, however, that in 

1875 only 184,705 students were enrolled in school. Even fewer were attending daily at 125,224 

in 1875. Although more teachers (4,030) were employed in 1875, they were making $10 less per 

month in pay at $53.00. There were 158 new schoolhouses built in the year 1874-1875 and 2,924 

in operation.515 

 Superintendent DeGress always maintained that to build a proper school system would 

require at least $1 million annually. Even maintaining a shell of that system was becoming 

expensive for Texas in 1875. Total expenditures for the state in the year 1874-1875 were 

$723,052 of which $630,334 went to teacher pay. Democrats upon taking control of the state 
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legislature in 1873 were only willing to appropriate $500,000 annually for education. Teacher 

pay alone was more than that appropriation, and if the state were to get involved with building 

schoolhouses the costs would rise drastically. In fact, of the remaining $92,718 spent on 

education in 1874-1875, $43,831, (47 percent) was spent on building schoolhouses. With the 

Democrats in power, the state was spending three-fourths of the amount that DeGress suggested 

would be necessary and only 40 percent of school-aged children were attending classes on a 

regular basis.516 

 In an effort to present a positive view of what was obviously a degenerating system, 

Superintendent Hollingsworth reported to Governor Coke that in 60 of the state’s counties 

attendance was up a cumulative 17,336 students. He failed to mention that of the 97 counties he 

could give statistics for, 20 had experienced a reduction in attendance at a cumulative amount of 

1,676. The situation facing Superintendent Hollingsworth worsened with the passage of a law on 

March 15, 1875, by the legislature that further limited taxes. Under the new law, Boards of 

School Directors could not under any circumstances levy a tax greater than one-fourth of one 

percent for the payment of teachers. The trend of having to do more with less was already setting 

in for educators and school officials in Texas.517 

 In his message to the legislature in January 1875, Governor Coke spoke at length about 

education in the state. Sounding like his predecessor, Governor Davis, he stated: 

The organization of a system of Public Free Schools, which shall be adequate to the 

educational wants of Texas, and at the same time, within the ability of the people to 

maintain, is a work of greater and more over-shadowing importance and of greater 

difficulty than any other that the Government is called on to perform. The partial failure 
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of the effort, now being made, in this direction is attributable to several very natural 

causes, not the least of which are, the shackles imposed by the Constitution upon efforts 

at amendment of the system, and the unwillingness, if not the ability of the people to bear 

the burden which a thorough system of public education necessarily imposes upon 

them.518 

The governor also stated that many complaints had been made about the four-month terms of 

schools, the lack of teacher pay, and the inefficiencies of the system. He stated that the people 

who complained were unaware of how expensive the system already was and that to increase the 

scholastic terms or teacher pay would greatly increase that burden.519  

 Yet Texans had to prepare themselves for the future. The Governor stated that Texas then 

had 313,061 children of school age. With immigration to the state he believed more than 400,000 

school-aged children would reside there by the end of 1876. With a four-month scholastic term 

the governor calculated that in 1875 the state would spend $1,080,820 at its current rates. It took 

$1,200,000 to pay all of the state’s non educational debts at that time. If an eight-month term 

were introduced those costs would naturally double. Governor Coke admitted that Texas’ public 

school system was woefully inadequate when compared to other states in the Union, but he 

argued that it was in its beginning stages and going through trial and error. Other problems 

existed with the system as well. Coke argued that even if Texas had the necessary funds, a 

scarcity of competent teachers plagued the state. Until the people were willing to pay for it, the 

governor argued, Texas would not have a properly established school system.520 

  The problem with the school system in Coke’s opinion was that it attempted to do too 

much. In his opinion the scholastic age of six to eighteen was too broad. The range of study was 
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too great as well with classical studies and foreign languages. There simply were not enough 

school houses or competent teachers in the state to educate the age range or to offer high level 

studies. Governor Coke argued that the age range needed to be adjusted from eight to eighteen, a 

plain English education needed to be taught, and teacher pay had to be reduced. In his opinion 

the school system had to retract and build a foundation before it could properly expand.521 

 The best way to expand the state’s public school system in Coke’s opinion was by 

opening up the public school lands for sale. As he stated: 

The great landed endowment of the public schools of Texas, has been hoarded long 

enough, its treasures should be unlocked to the enjoyment of the present generation, and 

to their relief from taxation, and it should be made available for present needs.522 

The Governor further stated that at that time 23,000,000 acres of land set aside for railroads and 

corporations were dedicated to the common school fund. Another five leagues of land (2,214,000 

acres) of county lands controlled by the legislature were also set aside for the benefit of the 

school fund. Other land set aside by the legislature for the benefit of the school fund equaled a 

total of 60,000,000 acres throughout Texas. Of that amount only 24,534,672 acres had been 

properly patented and surveyed. Governor Coke believed that preparing and selling these lands 

was the only way to create a proper school system without incurring a heavier tax burden.523 

 Specifically, Coke wanted to use the proceeds of land sales to build schoolhouses and to 

continue to rely on taxes for paying teacher salaries. He estimated that $1,500,000 was sufficient 

to build all the schoolhouses and furnish them adequately across the state. To begin the building 

process quickly, Coke explained: 
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let the State issue her bonds bearing eight percent interest, and payable in thirty years, in 

sufficient amount to raise the sum, predicated on these lands, and devote the proceeds of 

sale of the lands to payment of interest on the bonds it accrues, and lay aside also a 

sufficient  percent sinking fund to pay the bonds at maturity, the excess of proceeds of 

sale to be invested in good interest bearing securities, and added to the permanent school 

fund.524 

In this same way the Governor hoped to fund the building of universities in the state at a future 

date as well.525 

 Thus even as the Democrats sought to undo all the changes made by the Republicans, 

they found that the issue of any kind of school system still faced the fundamental problems of 

limited funds and opposition to high taxes. The issue of public schools played a major role in the 

Democrats final step to remove all vestiges of Republican government by writing a new 

constitution in the fall of 1875. 

 The given reason for calling for a constitutional convention in 1875 was primarily to deal 

with the issues of immigration, education, and internal improvements. A new constitution also 

represented the chance to “redeem” Texas totally and return the state to status quo antebellum as 

much as legally possible. On the issue of education, the first resolution was put forward on the 

fourth day of the convention on September 9, 1875. This resolution dealt with turning the county 

school lands back to the counties for sale with the proceeds going to their school fund. That same 

day the convention called for all school lands in the state to be put into market for sale with the 

proceeds going to the public school system. Another resolution called for separate free schools to 

be established, “for the education of the negroes.” It was further stated on the sixth day of the 
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convention that the school lands should only be appropriated to the school fund and not used for 

any other purpose.526 

Another proposition put forward on the sixth day of the convention called for making the 

schools of the state useful, practicable, and economical. In total seventeen resolutions were put 

forward within this proposition. The first one called for leaving control of the schools to the 

people of each county and district. It was also proposed that school patrons in each district would 

choose their own teachers and set rates of pay. The school year was to consist of two twenty-

week sessions, which would effectively double it in length. Resolution four stated that 

communities rather than the state or county had to pay for school buildings and desks. Another 

resolution proposed that patrons who could afford to should pay two dollars per child per month, 

and that the same patrons could choose three among them to determine which parents were 

unable to pay.527 

Deficiencies in teacher salaries were to be paid out of the county treasury, and that body 

was to raise taxes to cover the costs. The school fund would be handled by the comptroller of the 

state and turned over to the counties on a pro rata basis according to the number of scholars in 

said county. Funds would then be given as a credit on the tax rolls of parents or guardians who 

paid tuition for children. Teachers of freedmen schools were to be examined by competent 

persons appointed by the County Court, and if necessary discharged. In counties where so called 

“colored schools” existed, three citizens were to be elected to make sure the teacher was 

performing his or her duties, and investigate any complaints made regarding said school. 

Resolution twelve stated there was to be no compulsory education. Children between the age of 

six and twenty-one could avail themselves of public education, but after having received 
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knowledge of reading, writing, and arithmetic, and having graduated, could no longer use tax 

dollars for their education. Resolution fourteen stated that when the public school fund was 

sufficient to warrant it, no one would be taxed for tuition. Resolution fifteen stated that there 

would be separate schools for white and colored children. Resolution sixteen called upon the 

legislature to select teachers from Austin and prominent institutions across the state and have 

them select textbooks for the schools and adopt those selections as a uniform system. The final 

resolution put forward called for the creation of normal schools for the proper training of male 

and female teachers in the state.528 

After months of debating and offering resolutions the convention adopted a new 

constitution on November 24, 1875, that was eventually ratified on February 15, 1876, by a vote 

of 136,606 to 56,652. It is to the present day the basic law governing the state of Texas. The 

Committee on Education that debated the various resolutions made a final report of its findings 

to the convention. Committee Chairman John Henry Brown of Dallas stated: 

On this subject great diversity of opinion prevailed in the Convention among the purest 

and most patriotic members of the body. All were anxious to place within the reach of 

every child in the State a sound, practical education for the duties of life…529   

He further stated that in dealing with a state larger than France and five times larger than New 

York the committee faced many difficulties and variances of opinion.530  

 John Henry Brown possessed no prior background in education when he was chosen as 

chairman of the Committee on Education. He was born in Pike County, Missouri, in 1820 and by 

the age of twelve was heavily involved in the printing business and newspapers. He had little 

formal school training. In 1837 he moved to Texas to live with an uncle and eventually settled in 
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Austin where he worked on The Texas Sentinel newspaper. He was actively involved in frontier 

defense, took part in the Somervell Expedition, and continued to work with several different 

newspapers. In 1861 he served as a delegate to the Texas Secession Convention and chaired the 

committee that prepared the articles of secession. He voted for secession and volunteered for 

service in the Confederate Army as a private in General Benjamin McCulloch’s First Texas 

Cavalry. Brown was eventually promoted to major and served on McCulloch’s staff. He 

published a newspaper entitled the War Bulletin while serving in Arkansas on McCulloch’s staff. 

In 1862 after the death of General McCulloch, Brown was transferred to the staff of General 

Henry E. McCulloch and served as assistant adjutant general. In 1863 poor health forced Brown 

to limit his service to the Texas Militia and home defense operations. He commanded the Third 

Frontier District and took part in the last battle of the war at Palmito Ranch. After the war Brown 

and his family went into exile in Mexico but returned to Texas in 1871 and settled in Dallas. In 

1872 he was elected to the Texas legislature as a Democrat.531 

 John Henry Brown was a journalist, soldier, and politician with no credentials in the field 

of education yet when Democrats decided to draft a new constitution for Texas in 1875 they 

placed him in charge of the very important Committee on Education. This action leads one to 

conclude that the Democrats were not trying to build the best school system possible but simply 

wanted a trusted politician controlling the process of drafting new laws. Superintendent 

Hollingsworth had an extensive background in education before the Democrats nominated him 

for the position, and would have been a good choice to head the convention committee. 

Hollingsworth was not even on the committee to offer advice. Of course, Jacob C. DeGress had 
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no prior background in education when Governor Davis appointed him superintendent of the 

public school system.532   

 Another secessionist who served on the Committee on Education was former Confederate 

Post Master John H. Reagan of Anderson County. Reagan was serving as the representative of 

the First Congressional District of Texas in the US House of Representatives at the time and had 

only received amnesty and full citizenship a few years before in 1873.533 The other members of 

the committee were not delegates to the Secession Convention in 1861 but some served the 

Confederacy during the Civil War. James C. Gaither was a Captain in General Webb’s Twenty-

Fifth Texas Cavalry.534 John Wilkins Whitfield served as Captain of the First Texas Legion and 

the Twenty-Seventh Texas Cavalry.535 W. B. Wright served in Company A of the Thirty-First 

Texas Cavalry.536 L. W. Moore served as a bugler and private in Company G of the Texas 

Twenty-Eighth Cavalry.537 Edward Chambers served as captain of Company D of the Fifteenth 

Battalion, Texas State Troops, and was eventually promoted to colonel.538 Lawrence Sullivan 

Ross had a distinguished career as a Texas Ranger and eventually Brigadier General of the Texas 

Cavalry Brigade in 1864. Ross had attended Baylor University in Independence and Wesleyan 
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University in Florence, Alabama.539 William P. McLean was a lawyer and was elected to the 

Texas Legislature in 1861 but resigned his seat to volunteer for service in the Nineteenth Texas 

Cavalry, and by war’s end was promoted to adjutant general.540 William Neal Ramey served as 

captain of Company A of the Twenty-Eighth Texas Cavalry.541 Of the group only Ross had an 

extensive background in education. 

 These military men turned politicians criticized the Republicans for heavy taxes and 

trying to build the school system too quickly. Democrats, they said, also wanted to build a school 

system but were sympathetic to the plight of the people. As Chairman Brown stated: 

Others, no less ardent in favor of the common object, realized that the parents and 

taxpayers of today had just emerged from four years’ bloody and devastating war, 

followed by ten years of first a military and then an anomalous system of 

government…542 

Brown added that with the school fund and sale of school lands there was no need for high taxes 

to maintain a school system. The committee backed the legislature’s present laws and tax rate of 

one-fourth of annual state revenue. By the committee’s calculations the sum of $775,000 could 

be produced annually for education at the 1875 rates.543 

 While referring to the era of Republican control of the state as “years of misrule and 

misfortune,” the Committee on Education offered some concluding remarks for the convention. 

Although major differences of opinion existed, all of the committee members agreed that the 
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new constitution drafted was better than the one written by “radicals” in 1869. They called upon 

the people of Texas to ratify the new constitution on the appointed day of February 15, 1876. 

 The constitution adopted by Texans on that day was overwhelmingly ratified by a vote of 

136,606 to 56,652. Article Seven of the constitution contained fifteen sections, the first eight of 

which dealt specifically with education and the public free schools. Section One called for the 

legislature of the state to support and maintain the public free schools. The second section 

defined the perpetual school fund as all funds, lands, and other property already set apart for the 

support of public schools. Section three called for setting apart annually no more than one-fourth 

of the state revenue, and a poll tax of one dollar on men between the ages of twenty-one and 

sixty, for public schools. In section four the constitution called for the selling of public lands and 

state bonds to the advantage of the school fund. Section five defined the permanent school fund 

as the principal of all bonds and other funds such as land sales. The available school fund would 

be derived from the interest and taxes authorized. Within the section it was clearly stated that no 

school funds could be used for other purposes by the legislature. It also stated that the school 

fund would be distributed to the counties according to the scholastic population. In Section six 

the county school lands were vested by title back to their respective counties. Each county could 

sell the land if it pleased, with the funds held by the county as a trust for public schools within 

their jurisdiction. The funds were also to be invested in bonds of Texas or the United States with 

only the interest expended annually. Section seven called for separate schools to be established 

for white and colored children with impartial provisions made for both. Section eight called for 

the governor, comptroller, and secretary of state to constitute a Board of Education which would 
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distribute funds to the counties and perform duties prescribed by law concerning public 

schools.544 

 With ratification of the 1876 Constitution “redemption” was completed in Texas. As 

historian Frederick Eby commented: 

The article on education as finally adopted after so much wrangling was naturally a 

disappointing compromise which fell far short of meeting the real needs of the times. In 

its intense hatred of the radical school system the convention blindly wrecked the entire 

organization, destroying the features which were good together with those which were 

bad. Along with the others many of the policies favored by democracy in former days 

were swept away in the terrible reaction of political sentiment.545  

In Eby’s opinion the constitution did little for education and was a reactionary document by the 

Democrats to remove all vestiges of Republican control. 

 The changes brought on by the 1876 Constitution with regard to public education were 

vast. The office of superintendent was abolished and replaced with the three member Board of 

Education. Compulsory attendance was no longer required by law, and the scholastic age was 

changed to anyone between the ages of eight to fourteen. The ability to build and maintain 

school houses through local taxation was greatly hindered. The county school lands placed under 

the control of the legislature by the previous constitution were returned to the counties. The 

controversial one per cent tax was reduced to one-fourth or less. Yet it must also be understood 

that these measures, though woefully inadequate for developing a proper school system, were in 

keeping with the will of the people of Texas. In 1876 Texans got what they wanted with a shell 

of a school system put in place by the Democrats. 
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 What ultimately led to the demise of the Republican created public school system was a 

combination of many factors. One early factor was the prevalent racism of post war Texas, but 

the Republicans in power demonstrated themselves to be extremely paternalistic and eventually 

agreed to create separate public school systems based on race. The independent will of Texans 

led to an aversion of compulsory education and held the belief that parents should decide how 

and if their children would be educated. Opposition to increased taxes became a bitter political 

fight that led to the 1872 Taxpayer’s Convention and calls for repeal of the one percent tax. High 

taxes also led in part to charges of corruption and a view of the public school system as nothing 

more than a source of patronage and power for Governor Davis. As Eby stated, “The policy of 

using force to compel one man to educate the children of another violated every sense of right 

and justice. It was regarded as nothing less than robbery and confiscation.”546 Thus, when 

Democrats came into power, they dismantled the public school system’s appointive positions and 

claimed to bring more democracy and local control to the people.  

The most basic problem Texans had with the public school system was the fact it was 

another Republican institution foisted upon them. Republicans were the party of Lincoln, 

emancipation, and Civil War. In the view of most white Texans, that party could not be trusted to 

bring sound government and good policies for Texas. Most parents wanted an education for their 

children, and every constitution that Texas operated under called for the creation of a public 

system, including the “redeemer” 1876 document. What made the system in 1871 repugnant to 

Texans was compulsory education, high taxes, and the fact that the Republicans created and 

controlled it. Perhaps the best compliment given to the Republican public school system came 

from Frederick Eby who stated in 1925: 
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On the whole the system was far more fitted for a paternalistic or bureaucratic state such 

as flourished in central Europe, than for a free and democratic Western people. It is 

worthy of note, however, that although the system was repudiated by the returning 

Democratic party of that time, and all of its efficient features eliminated, yet during the 

past two decades a number of these same features have again been incorporated into the 

school system by the authority of the people of Texas.547 

During the Progressive Era in Texas the public school system that was created resembled 

the Republican system of 1871 to 1873. Similarities included the development of a state 

superintendent of public instruction and supervisory officers, compulsory attendance, local 

taxation for buildings and school support, various grade levels, and uniformity of textbooks. 

School districts went back to the county level like they had been under Superintendent DeGress, 

and the state began to assume more control over schools as had been done under the 

Republicans. In the 1870s during Reconstruction, Texans were not ready for a public school 

system that was ahead of its time.548 
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