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Author’s Note

Houston, America’s fourth largest city, has been largely ignored as a subject of thorough study for the better part of the last thirty years. The two most recent comprehensive analyses of the city were published in 1988 and 1991 (Feagin, Free Enterprise City; Thomas and Murray, Progrowth Politics), and both have long been out of print. This book renews Houston’s claim to serious national attention.

In the spirit of nearly forty years of collecting—through systematic survey research—the thoughts, feelings, and attitudes of Houston-area residents, we have allowed the voices of Houston to drive the writing of this book. We have interviewed dozens of people whose perspectives have greatly enriched the narrative, and we sincerely apologize to those many other worthy voices whose perspectives we were unable to include. When requested, we have changed names and identifying details.

The experiences we have recorded here exemplify both the remarkable changes that are underway across America and the ongoing efforts to address effectively today’s most critical challenges. It is not yet clear how the general public, either in Houston or in the nation as a whole, will ultimately respond to the new realities that are refashioning the political and social landscape across the nation. What is clear is that those cumulative responses will determine the future of this city, state, and country as the twenty-first century unfolds.




PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS IN A RAPIDLY CHANGING WORLD [image: Image]







CHAPTER 1 Getting to Houston



Men resemble their times more than they do their fathers.

—Arab proverb



I am not a native Houstonian, nor did I ever travel to Texas until I went there to teach as a college professor. I grew up near New York City, the youngest of three children, and I was raised as a Quaker, a religious tradition that has continued to be an important influence in my life. I spent parts of my childhood in São Paulo, Geneva, and Paris. I majored in psychology at Haverford College, and received a master’s degree in clinical psychology (“psychopathologie”) from the University of Paris and a PhD in social psychology from Harvard. I taught for a time at Princeton.

My path seemed set: Life would be lived along the Northeast corridor, somewhere between Philadelphia and Boston, with occasional stints abroad—a traditional Yankee destiny. But in 1972, I landed as an associate professor at a university I had known by reputation only. It was in a city I had never thought much about and where I surely would never have chosen to live. Yet it would turn out to be a perfect setting for the research trajectory I was on, an intriguing window into the changes that were occurring across America.

From the beginnings of my life in academic research, I have been intrigued by questions about the psychological impact of social change, the shifts that take place in people’s attitudes and self-perceptions as they respond to (or resist) the new realities. During the thirty years of broad-based prosperity in the United States after World War II (1945–1975), the experience of profound social change seemed to be happening somewhere else. Most American social scientists thought Western societies had basically arrived at a new plateau, and all the rest of the world was trying to become as much as possible like the world’s developed countries.

The nations of the First World were showing to the Third World, Karl Marx had claimed, the face of their own futures. So if you wanted to study social change during those halcyon postwar years in America, you needed to go to countries where older civilizations were colliding daily with the new realities of the twentieth century and trying desperately to reinvent themselves in order to succeed in the modern world.

In 1969, a yearlong fellowship from Princeton gave me the opportunity to explore these questions in Tunisia, on the North African Mediterranean coast. Led by the enlightened dictatorship of Habib Bourguiba, the traditional Arab culture was being challenged daily by the widespread determination to build a modern country. Working closely with Tunisian colleagues and graduate students at the University of Tunis, we conducted a systematic survey of families with teenage children living in the inner city, asking both the adolescents and their parents in face-to-face interviews about their assessments of the present and their perspectives on the future.1

There is a well-known Arab proverb that I heard many times during that year in Tunisia: “Men resemble their times more than they do their fathers.” I watched this prophecy come to life in the perspectives of the younger generation of Tunisians: They were coming of age in a profoundly different world from that of their parents, far more comfortable with new ideas and new people, and feeling at home in the wider world beyond the closely guarded one in which they had grown up. Meanwhile, their parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles were having much more difficulty accepting the new social order and its challenge to traditional assumptions. One generation wanted to turn back the clock, while the other was eager to embrace the future.2

Returning home in the summer of 1970, I saw America undergoing its own dramatic transformation. The country was being torn apart by Vietnam War protests, radical changes in sexual mores, and growing concerns about the environmental and social costs of rapid economic growth. You could already see the early signs that the well-paying, low-skilled, blue-collar jobs and the broad-based economic prosperity they had generated during the years after World War II were beginning to disappear, portending the Rust Belt decline of the 1980s.

Moreover, after four decades of America’s doors being closed to all but northern Europeans, immigration was back on the agenda, bringing intimations of a demographic transformation, with America just beginning the epic transition that would make it progressively less European and more Hispanic, African, Caribbean, South Indian, and East Asian. It no longer seemed necessary to go abroad if you wanted to gain a deeper appreciation of the human dimensions of social change.



The American nation, as it grew from a few settlers in the northeastern colonies, had absorbed cultures from many older (predominantly European) worlds as it spread across the continent, becoming vast and complex both culturally and politically. Using the arbitrary state lines to try to make sense of the way the country’s various economic and cultural characteristics are distributed across the continent would turn out to be an exercise in frustration. In 1981, while putting together a series of articles on American values, Washington Post editor Joel Garreau ran into exactly this problem.

As the reporters identified the demographic and attitudinal patterns that were sweeping across broad swaths of North America, it became clear that some of the patterns engulfed several states; others bifurcated them. To clarify what he was learning, Garreau drew new lines that divided the continent into nine distinct sectors.3 His descriptions of the “nine nations of North America” advanced our understanding of the American patterns of culture, politics, and economic development—at least as they existed in the 1970s.

If you’re from the Northeast, you’ll recognize right away the depictions of the nations along the two coasts: New England stretches from Connecticut to the Atlantic Provinces of Canada; its capital is Boston, and its values center on education and the promulgation of liberal social policies. Ecotopia, which stretches along the West Coast, has its capital in San Francisco; its values center on innovation and the preservation of the planet.

The Islands begin in South Florida; their capital is Miami, and their language derives from Caribbean and Latino cultures, their values swinging wildly from one end of the political spectrum to the other. The Foundry, now called the Rust Belt, stretches from New York to Milwaukee and south to northern Virginia; its capital is Detroit, and its values are centered on blue-collar industrialism. The Empty Quarter begins in the extreme northwest and contains Alaska, Alberta, and much of Northern Canada. Cascading down to Arizona and New Mexico, its capital is Denver; its values are focused on civil liberties and rugged individualism. And Quebec is, well, Quebec; independent at all costs, even if it means recurrent outbreaks of secessionist fever.

Houston is the designated capital of none of the nine nations; yet it is the only city considered to be an integral part of three distinct nations, which converge in its region. Dixie stretches from central Virginia and Kentucky to Houston, with its capital in Atlanta; its values have to do with holding on to tradition while coming to grips with rapid change. Mexamerica crosses the country from California’s Central Valley in the west to Houston in the east; its values spring from the promise of a better life. The Breadbasket, which covers most of the Great Plains into the Canadian provinces of Saskatchewan and Manitoba, also spreads to Houston; its values are a celebration of hardworking, pioneer, Christian America.

Dixie, Breadbasket, and Mexamerica—the three nations cover much of what people in New England and Ecotopia call the flyover states. Houston is only missing a direct connection with the Empty Quarter to make it the ultimate flyover city; although since they say that Aspen is to Houston as the Hamptons are to New York, perhaps it can claim honorary geographical membership in that part of the continent as well.

The three converging nations have given Houston its Southern warmth and charm, its abundant fresh and organic produce, and its haute Mexican cuisine. As a part of Dixie, Houstonians will offer you politeness over directness; as a member of the Breadbasket, a business community absolutely convinced that if something is good for business it has to be good for everyone; and as Mexamerica, a Latino population that by the third generation is completely American even while it retains strong ties to its Latin traditions.

This combination also generated centuries of deep-seated racism, an unremitting effort to block any government programs designed to redistribute income to benefit the poor, and a diversity that belies its own Anglo bootstrap mythology. It meant an unintellectual pragmatism: Either the oil lies under the ground or it doesn’t. And it meant a prejudice against books and theoretical learning so profound that it took eighty years after English-speaking Texans began to settle in the state in the 1820s before they had built a single public library. In contrast, the Puritans in Boston founded Harvard University only sixteen years after they landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620.4

No other city in America seemed to embody as much of the basic American experience as Houston. So when an invitation to consider teaching in that city came along, I felt we at least had to investigate. I had no inkling at the time that I would end up spending the rest of my professional life studying this quintessentially American city, and how within its particular stew of individual attitudes and societal trends we could see the future of the nation taking shape before our eyes.






CHAPTER 2 The Quintessential American City: Houston, 1836–1982



When Satan came to Houston

He beat a quick retreat;

He loved its wicked people

But he couldn’t stand the heat.

—George Fuermann, Houston Post, 18385



It was a leap year, 1836, the year Houston was founded. It was a time when the Mexican government happily accepted as the newest citizens of the Mexican Empire the American, British, Irish, and German settlers who were beginning to trickle into the vast, flat, barely habitable land of the Texas frontier. The land’s only value, the Mexicans thought, was to serve as a buffer between their empire and the brutal Comanche raiders.

The Comanche were feared for their brutality not only by the new settlers but by other Native American tribes as well. They had mastered the art of rapidly firing arrows atop a galloping horse, enabling them to take out ten Anglos before a second bullet could be loaded into a single-shot rifle. It was the year the Texas Rangers saved Samuel Colt’s company from bankruptcy by being the first major consumers of his new invention. The revolver was the only effective weapon the Texians—yes, that’s what the Mexican residents of Texas were called—had to use against the natives.

Eighteen thirty-six was also the year of the Alamo in San Antonio, where Davy Crockett died and Sam Houston, a ne’er-do-well nicknamed “Big Yellow Drunk” by the native tribes, led his men to victory against the Mexican government and then allowed General Santa Anna to go free in exchange for Texian independence. It was the year of the birth of the Republic of Texas. And the Allen brothers, fresh off the wagon trail from western New York State, had already made plans for the location of its capital.



Augustus Chapman Allen and John Kirby Allen had abandoned their solid middle-class lives as college professors in the lush, hilly, densely forested country just west of the Finger Lakes in upstate New York. The lure of easy riches from land speculation out in the frontier territories, powered by the inheritance of Augustus’s wife, Charlotte, had drawn them south and west three years earlier, in 1833. They came by primitive and incomplete railway lines, by wagon and barge, finding safety in numbers by gathering in large flotillas to guard against the river pirates along the Mississippi, and finally arriving, most likely via New Orleans, in the hot, sticky island of Galveston. They were among the many Anglos, as the Mexican government called them, who were willing to give up their American citizenship to become Mexicans in order to make a grab at the abundant land.

At least a two-month journey from home, Galveston was a newly developing port, positioned to give New Orleans—already by 1833 on its way to becoming the wealthiest city in America—a run for its money. The Allens’ plan was to purchase as much land as they could in order to control the massive trade in cotton and timber production that was coming out of the South and Southwest and shipped to the big country to the north, the recently formed United States of America. To their chagrin, however, by the time they got to Galveston, the Allens discovered that the island had all the dance partners it could accommodate. Undeterred, they headed farther inland.6

The rivers in East Texas are nothing like the wide, deep, capacious bodies of water in the American Midwest or even the Northeast. They are shallow and narrow, clogged with undergrowth, dotted with sandbars, and susceptible to drastic changes in character depending on the rainfall. In just a few days, they can transform from nearly dry to wild, raging, twenty-foot-deep waterways. They aren’t really rivers at all: They are bayous or creeks, part of a swamp’s drainage system designed by nature to allow water to recede from floodplains into the Gulf of Mexico. And, like Bangladesh, much of East Texas is one gigantic floodplain.

The Allens continued, heading north and west along Buffalo Bayou—one of the area’s muddy, shallow, overgrown creeks—navigating around sandbars and sunken boats as they searched for a strategic position where goods could be offloaded or moved onto barges. The last point where the bayou was wide enough to accommodate boats traveling inland from Galveston was near the town of Harrisburg. But title to the land in question was ensnared in litigation: Years after the widow to whom it had been left had died, the extended family was still fighting over it.

So the brothers and their entourage traveled inland for another nine miles along Buffalo Bayou as it snaked and narrowed, until they found what they were looking for, sort of: Six thousand acres at the intersection of Buffalo and White Oak Bayous that were available for purchase for the princely sum of five thousand dollars. The surrounding land was relentlessly flat and swampy, choked with flora and fauna, infested with mosquitoes, and prone—they soon discovered—to frequent yellow fever outbreaks. The muddy roads, often washed away by recurring floods, swallowed wagon wheels, stranding oxcarts and shutting down the settlement’s nascent commerce. And May to September brought five months of some of the most brutal heat and humidity any of them had ever experienced.

The town’s inhabitants were their own special breed—several earlier waves of settlers had been run off by the violence of war and raids and by the general cruelty of life on a ferocious frontier. The cohort who stuck it out was made of sterner stuff, and they liked their entertainment harsh. Public floggings and hangings drew crowds of hundreds. Shootings in broad daylight were common and were only considered to be a crime if the injured party was white. Drunken raids on hotels and gambling establishments were the norm. In the late 1830s, a visitor described the town as “the greatest sink of dissipation and vice that modern times have known.”7

The Allens had staked their entire fortune on this unpromising venture. It was either going to become a successful point for the shipment of goods to and from the port of Galveston, or they were all going to die trying to make it work. And so the marketing campaign began.

“We will name our new city after you,” said Charlotte Allen over dinner one night at her home, with Sam Houston as their guest of honor, “the hero of our new republic.” Or so the story goes. If the town of Houston were to be chosen as the capital of the republic, its future would be assured. It would grow into an international city, a cosmopolitan center with embassies and global trade routes, a new North American power center to rival New Orleans as the inland gateway to and from the great port of Galveston.

In order to move in that direction, the new town needed more inhabitants. Friends, relatives, and any other suckers the Allen brothers could contact were papered with the brochures they printed, pen-and-ink renderings of a hilly, bucolic, and verdant village dotted with charming chalets (Figure 2.1). The drawing resembled a Swiss village, but the recipients were so far away from anyone who could give a firsthand account that no one knew the extent to which the picture didn’t look anything like an East Texas town.


[image: Image]
FIGURE 2.1: From the Allen brothers’ brochure—Houston: A Place of Legend and Myth8



Francis Lubbock, a visitor in 1837, gave a more accurate depiction when describing his efforts to find the town by steamboat. When their vessel got stuck, the group continued on in a smaller boat. “So little evidence could we see of a landing,” wrote Lubbock, “that we passed by the site and ran into White Oak Bayou, realizing we must have passed the city when we struck in the brush. We then backed down the bayou, and by close observation discovered a road or street leading off from the water’s edge. Upon landing we found stakes and footprints, indicating that we were in the town tract.” As Lubbock’s party followed the tracks, they discovered all there was of the town: a few tents, one of which was the saloon, and some small houses in the process of being built.9

When in 1839 a yellow fever epidemic killed two thousand people—12 percent of the population—the Texas Republic’s legislators beat a hasty retreat north to the city of Waterloo, later named after the “Father of Texas,” Stephen F. Austin. Though land in the Texas Hill Country is rocky and tough, and just about as hot as Houston in the summer, at least there were actual hills and lakes. It was to that city the embassies of Belgium, France, and the Netherlands would come. Galveston, the portal for trade with the industrial cities of Europe, was bustling with money and culture. Houston, now just another unpromising East Texas town, was left to find its way or die in the floodplain, where the waters of the Breadbasket drain into the Gulf of Mexico.

One thing about the Allens’ brochure was true: The land was cheap and abundant in this interior settlement. More people began to arrive, and, like the Allens, once there they did whatever they had to do to survive. Few of the settlers had the resources to return to their distant origins. Thus the DNA of the community was injected with a combination of both boosterism and a determination to exploit every available opportunity. Houston began life with no particular ideological motivation beyond pretending it was something it wasn’t and doing everything possible to ensure its success.



This relentlessly flat, swampy prairie land did have some advantages. While many farmers abandoned the surrounding Beaumont clay for what they were sure would be more fertile land to the west, the farmers who stuck it out discovered remarkable fecundity in the mineral-rich soil. The clay may have looked like a bad bet, but it managed to make everything grow: corn, all varieties of potato, wheat, barley, rice, every imaginable tree or grain. Sugar plantations sprang up to the south, near a town that came to be known as Sugar Land. King Cotton would fill the coffers of many. The nearby East Texas timber fields stretched far beyond what the eye could see.

For white men and their families, opportunity abounded. William Marsh Rice, who left his fortune in a trust that would establish Rice University upon his death, arrived broke from New York, after his ship, full of the merchandise he had been planning to sell, sank in the mud of Buffalo Bayou; he went on to become one of the richest entrepreneurs in America. Englishman Thomas House moved to Texas in 1836 to join the revolution against Mexico. He parlayed his ownership of a bakery and ice cream shop into the city’s premier commodity brokerage house. The belief that hard work will be rewarded was woven into the psyches of Anglo Houstonians across the social classes.

The nascent economy blossomed, but the fate of Texas in that time of perpetual warfare was still uncertain. Santa Anna may have agreed to exchange his freedom for Texian independence, but the Mexican government was not about to accept that outcome without a fight. The emperor’s forces headed north again in an effort to reclaim the lost territory. In looking for allies, the new republic spurned Britain’s overtures: Joining forces with the UK would have required giving up slavery, and Texas, its economy now firmly rooted in cotton, was intent on keeping its slaves. In 1845, Texas became the twenty-eighth state; it fought the victorious war with Mexico from 1846 to 1848, and in 1861 joined the Confederacy in the Civil War.

Agriculture and commerce continued to expand. Texas was pouring money into the Confederacy, and Houston’s resources were deployed to the east where the major battles were being fought. The rail lines that were being laid down in earnest before the war were now abandoned; some of them were ripped up and moved to bolster Confederate supply lines, especially after New Orleans so easily fell to the Union forces.

Galveston at the war’s end was the third largest port in America. It had succeeded in surpassing New Orleans as both a cultural center and a point of entry and exit for commerce. While its arts and culture flourished, its economy remained narrowly focused and repetitive: load, unload, ship in, ship out; load, unload, barge in, barge out, train in, train out. Tick, tock, crates moving, humming along.

Meanwhile, the residents of Houston weren’t just growing food, cutting trees, raising cattle, or planting fields of sugarcane and cotton. Grains and sugar were being refined and made ready for sale in city factories. Timber was processed and engineered to be turned into building and flooring, into wooden boxes and custom-made crates. Cotton brokers built warehouses for storage and processing, and by the 1870s, two-thirds of all the cotton grown in North America was coming through Houston. Financial institutions were formed by the cotton magnates to grease the wheels of commodity trading, incubate the birth of new industries, and spur the planting of more crops. The proliferation of production and services was becoming integral to all of Houston’s commercial enterprises.

Then on September 8, 1900, an unnamed category 4 storm destroyed Galveston and ruined its dream to be the great port on the Gulf Coast. It is an operatic and ruthless tale: An unprecedented wall of water, a storm surge of more than twenty feet, swept across the island, claiming in one night at least six thousand lives, countless ships, and an entire city. Those are indeed the facts, and the Great Storm still ranks as the single most lethal natural disaster in American history. But the cutthroat outcome, in which Houston mercilessly stepped on the chests of Galveston’s dead to steal its place as the biggest port in the South, didn’t happen quite the way many still spin the tale.10

By the time the storm hit, Houston was already well on its way to beating out Galveston for Gulf Coast dominance. There had been enough hurricanes, enough wrecked ships, and enough property washed out to the Gulf of Mexico to convince developers and ship owners that Galveston was too vulnerable to be a long-term option as a major port. But more than vulnerability to the elements, it was Galveston’s single-minded identity as a seaport that would ultimately undermine its prominence on the world stage.

Rail lines and railroad companies had figured in Houston’s plans from the beginning. The Allen brothers themselves were part of a railroad scheme that collected more than fifty thousand dollars but did nothing. Three other companies tried to build rail lines and were sued by soon-to-be governor Jim Hogg for pocketing the money without so much as laying a single ton of ballast to support the rails. In 1853, Harrisburg, to the east of Houston, in partnership with Galveston, incorporated the first railroad in Texas.11 There were still no rail lines in Houston other than the narrow-gauge rails going out to the timber fields; and Thomas House, William Marsh Rice, James A. Baker, and other early entrepreneurs saw an opportunity to stop both Harrisburg to the east and Galveston to the south from becoming rival centers of commerce.

First, they managed to convince the state government that allowing Galveston to build a rail bridge to the mainland would be unfair to Houston, since it would steal the city’s traffic, and so construction was brought to a halt. Then, in 1856, they built a short, seven-mile line heading south to tap into the east–west Buffalo Bayou, Brazos and Colorado Railway that was beginning to connect to the rest of the country. They built their seven-mile line at a fraction of the cost of a full-blown rail line, and in one fell swoop they managed both to steal the traffic from Galveston and to stop Harrisburg from becoming an inland port.

The final blow came when Galveston’s leaders journeyed to Austin with a proposal to build a fan of lines emanating from their port, only to discover that Houston had beaten them to the punch with a better plan: Since Houston was already connected to an east–west line thanks to that seven-mile tap, the infrastructure to link up with many more lines was in place. And the rails would be less vulnerable there than if lines converged on a single, exposed, and vulnerable island. Houston had solved its overland transportation problem: With the new railway lines, real ships started to worm their way up the bayou to the city; and local business leaders began their long campaign of lobbying Congress for the funds to dredge the Houston Ship Channel.

After that first railroad line took hold, many others followed, more than in any other city at the time, including New York and Chicago. By the 1890s, Houston had become known as the “iron-ribbed city,” the “Manchester of America,” the commercial junction “Where Seventeen Railroads Meet the Sea.” This remote city had all the services to be found in older, larger metropolitan areas, but without the harsh winters to complicate commerce. And Houston, rather than Galveston, was now positioned to provide the quickest access to the ocean for the products of America’s Breadbasket.
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FIGURE 2.2: A fitting symbol of the mercantile era: Houston’s city seal (1840)12



The city’s official seal (Figure 2.2) depicts a plow and a locomotive, appropriate emblems for an economy firmly based on agricultural products being brought by rail into this commercial city. Though travel over land had seemingly obviated the need for a shipping channel into Houston, business leaders and politicians were unwilling to let it go. They lobbied Congress relentlessly until they secured, in 1896, the funding needed to dredge the bayou into a twenty-five-foot-deep channel, and finally, in 1914, to open the Houston Ship Channel to oceangoing vessels.



Houston’s bayous, when the water was high enough, were swimmable; the water was drinkable, and in fact most of the residents had gotten their water from Buffalo Bayou and from rainwater cisterns while the city was still small enough for everyone’s needs to be met. But as the population grew, and few paid any attention to the environmental costs of the growth, the bayous were polluted by dead animals, along with human and animal feces and runoff from a smallpox cemetery and an oil mill. Houstonians were getting sick, and doctors were advising people not to drink the tap water.

By 1887, some private citizens were digging for water on the eastern edge of downtown and to the north in Second Ward. Sure enough, they found the pure stuff gushing up two feet into the air from what would turn out to be the third largest underground aquifer in the country. In a stroke of extraordinary good fortune, Houstonians discovered that there was plenty of underground water for everyone to have all the clean drinking water they wanted, at least as long as it was developed in a sustainable manner.

“This city had nearly if not quite a hundred excellent churches, but had very few sewers, less than one-half the necessary water service… and only a small percentage of scattering sidewalks…” said Frank Putnam, writing about Houston at the turn of the century. “I gained the impression that while the people of Houston were admirably equipped for living in Heaven, they were rather poorly equipped for living in Houston.”13

By 1900, responding to the lure of opportunity, people were coming from rural areas in burgeoning numbers, and Houston became the fastest-growing city in America. Its strong mercantile, blue-collar economy would propel it past all the older cities of the South. Then, in 1901, a new discovery would transform the business landscape of Houston along with that of the entire world.

Legend has it that oil was first discovered in Texas by a Mexican cattle rancher in 1854 in Duval County between Corpus Christi and Laredo. He was digging for water when he found a smelly, black viscous liquid bubbling up, which he used to lubricate his wagon wheels. He had heard that the Native Americans used the substance to help their digestion, as an eye salve, and for treatment of rheumatism. For him, it was mostly of no value, so he sealed that hole and kept searching for water. Four years later, the industrializing parts of America along the East Coast and in the Midwest would become addicted to the cheaper, cleaner-burning kerosene that replaced whale oil as a source of fuel. The race was on to find new sources of oil in the Northeast.

The first oil boom occurred in 1865 in Titusville, Pennsylvania, when a team of drillers added a steam engine to the drill bit, breaking through rock and reaching unheard-of depths. Oil gushed, and it was drilled until dry. Pithole, Oil City, one oil boom after another was tapped and went dry, leaving companies without the resources to move west into Ohio and Indiana, the belt around the Great Lakes, where industry giants were sure most of North America’s oil was to be found. Meanwhile, John D. Rockefeller had cornered the market on refining and transportation, and soon began buying up oil fields all over the Northeast. His Standard Oil, and the subsidiary companies he’d formed as trusts, was now a monopoly, producing 25 percent of America’s oil and refining 95 percent of it.

Rockefeller had become one of the world’s richest human beings, but East Texas was nowhere on his radar. So when a one-armed Beaumont Sunday-school teacher started raving about the bubbling gas and smell of sulfur from the nearby salt flats, local residents laughed. Rockefeller slammed the door when Pattillo Higgins’s partner came looking for financing. There would never be anything substantial, Rockefeller was convinced, in any part of the area known as East Texas.

But everyone who was living in Beaumont knew there was oil under the salt fields, even if they all made fun of Pattillo Higgins. And the fact that nobody knew how to get the oil out made Rockefeller decide to pass on the opportunity. Drillers in the Northeast pumped their holes full of water to keep dirt and rock from collapsing in on the drilling equipment. In the salt fields, however, the sand was so fine it absorbed the water. Nobody had gotten much below three or four hundred feet.


[image: Image]
FIGURE 2.3: The Spindletop Gusher (1901)14



The Hamill brothers were hired by Anthony Lucas, who had pushed Pattillo Higgins aside when the Mellon family in Pittsburgh offered financing; they filled the hole with mud instead of water and continued drilling for two years. On January 10, 1901, they surpassed one thousand feet, then eleven hundred feet. The limit of the equipment was twelve hundred feet. They were running out of pipe and money when suddenly Spindletop shook and then exploded, erupting two hundred feet into the air and raining oil on the fields below (Figure 2.3).

It took two days to cap. A mile-long lake of oil had formed before they could get it under control. They thought their estimate of fifty barrels a day was too optimistic; Spindletop produced eighty thousand barrels of oil per day. U.S. oil production increased to the point of making America the source of one-fifth of the world’s oil supply. Beaumont was a boomtown. During those heady days, half the whiskey consumed in Texas, they said, was drunk in Beaumont. The pervasive gambling and fighting resulted in two or three murders every day. One night, sixteen bodies were dragged from the river, all with their throats slit.

More than five hundred new companies were born because of Spindletop. Andrew Mellon tried to sell his gusher to Standard Oil; when Rockefeller rejected the offer, Mellon started Gulf Oil, with a refinery in Port Arthur and his own pipeline. It was also the birth of the Texas Fuel Oil Company, Texaco, and hundreds of wildcatter start-ups. By the time Standard Oil got around to wanting to drill along with the others, the company had been broken up in the 1911 Supreme Court antitrust decision. Standard itself was barred from drilling in Texas.

As a memorial near Spindletop proudly proclaims: “On this spot, on the tenth day of the twentieth century, a new era in civilization began.”15 Spindletop was the largest strike in history. Already endowed with access to a vast freshwater aquifer and with the modern railroad and banking facilities of an agricultural and commercial center, the town of Houston was well-positioned to make the most of the possibilities that were suddenly unleashed. The country, and the world, would soon become addicted to the viscous black liquid that Houston was prepared to extract, refine, and ship to all corners of the earth. Houston had the lumber for the oil barrels, the banks with the money, the railroads and the infrastructure. Beaumont was co-opted and Galveston, just a few months after the Great Storm, was left in Houston’s muddy, oil-soaked wake.

Throughout the first third of the twentieth century, more and ever larger oil and gas reserves were being developed under the lands surrounding the city. In the early 1930s came the discovery and development of the vast East Texas oil fields, one of the most abundant deposits of oil and gas on the planet. By the mid-1930s, half of the entire world’s oil production was located within six hundred miles of Houston. That this city was so ready to embrace the shift from commerce in cotton and agriculture to oil and manufacturing was part of its scrappy character, always ready to reinvent itself whenever necessary in order to exploit new opportunities for additional wealth.

That Houston was also able to develop the infrastructure needed to accommodate so many new oil companies with such open arms was due in part to the efforts of one man in particular. He had arrived from Tennessee at the age of twenty-four, and he would become one of the most powerful men in America. He was the one who lured the Gulf Oil headquarters to Houston, snatching the biggest development in oil production from the arms of Beaumont. The man’s name was Jesse Jones.



It was a cool spring day, buds just beginning to emerge from the lush landscaping of the Rice University campus, when the amiable and impeccably dressed writer Steven Fenberg came to my office to talk about one of his favorite figures, Jesse Jones.16 A tale that begins with a young man sent from Tennessee to Texas with only an eighth-grade education primes the listener for a rags-to-riches story. But not so, says Fenberg, lighting up at the chance to talk about the subject of his definitive biography: “He wasn’t poor. His father was a tobacco farmer and international merchant who did quite well.”

In 1898, twenty-four-year-old Jesse moved to Houston to work in his uncle’s lumber business. A natural leader with a remarkable gift for business, he learned quickly and his fortune grew. He and his uncle bought up thousands of acres of timberland spreading over East Texas and into Louisiana. From there, he began a flurry of building activities, constructing the city’s first skyscrapers, eventually becoming responsible for dozens of modern buildings, mostly concentrated in downtown Houston. Jones was the embodiment of what became the city’s unspoken motto: If it’s good for the community, it’s good for my business. And its corollary: If it’s good for my business, it’s good for the community.

Jones helped to forge the agreement reached with the federal government in 1909 to secure the funds needed to complete the dredging of the Houston Ship Channel, with the city paying half the cost. As the owner of the National Bank of Commerce, he helped sell the bonds to pay for Houston’s share of the port improvements. He was elected the first chairman of the Houston Harbor Board and oversaw the dredging of the bayou—a project one mile longer than the Panama Canal, which was undertaken at the same time.

When the channel officially opened in 1914, with President Woodrow Wilson pushing a button on his desk in Washington to fire the celebratory cannons, it turned the city almost overnight into a major international port, capable of accommodating large cargo-laden ships from all over the world. Though Galveston was up and running not long after the Great Storm, Houston had already sucked the air out of the older city’s sails, as it became a safer international port and the undisputed center on the western Gulf Coast for both manufacturing and commerce.

Jones traveled the nation and the world as his success grew, and he saw that every great city had put the arts and culture front and center. He set about gathering people and resources in an effort to push Houston into becoming a city that would attract the wealthy, sophisticated, and successful to what was still perceived by most as a bit of the Wild West. So in the early years of the twentieth century he built Houston’s first major convention hall, which doubled as a performing arts theater. He backed Houston’s preeminent impresario Edna Saunders, who not only brought the Ballet Russe and Enrico Caruso to the city, but she also managed to convince New York’s Metropolitan Opera to break its “Dallas only” tradition when touring the country and coming to Texas.

Jones first stepped onto the national political stage in 1912 when prominent banker and Democratic Party operative T. W. House Jr., son of Houston’s first and biggest cotton, sugar, and banking magnate, introduced him as a potential cabinet member to the newly nominated Woodrow Wilson. Wilson was drawn to Jones because of his business acumen and because he was one of the few prominent Southerners who did not view the government as the enemy, going back to the days of the Civil War. Though Jones would develop a close friendship with the new president, he turned down three back-to-back offers from Wilson in order to stay in Houston and keep building his businesses and his city. By then he’d added the Houston Chronicle to his collection of banks, luxury hotels, movie palaces, and office towers.

It was America’s entry into World War I that would push Jones into national public service and compel his first move to Washington. He served on the newly formed American Red Cross War Council, raising money and coordinating medical aid both at home and in the European theater. It was also Jones who pushed the president to make the speech at a packed Metropolitan Opera House in New York City that would galvanize the world, establish Wilson as one of the great orators in American history, and lay the groundwork for a burst of national generosity. American Red Cross fundraising broke all records that year as printed versions of the speech spread across the country in the nation’s newspapers.

Political conventions have been mixed bags for host cities, sometimes bringing chaos and violence, as was the case for the Democratic conventions of 1924 in Madison Square Garden and 1968 in Chicago. But they also bring national attention and plenty of new business. By 1928, Jones had become well-known as a fundraising and executive powerhouse for the Democratic Party. He wanted the convention to be in Houston, in June, and this was before the advent of air-conditioning. The competition was San Francisco, Detroit, Atlanta, and Memphis. Jones outbid them all by offering the party a blank check and, in the great tradition of the Allen brothers, perhaps exaggerating Houston’s advantages just a tad. Twenty-five thousand people would descend upon the city. It was the biggest event Houston had ever hosted, the first national political convention to be held in a Southern city since the Civil War, and one of the first to be broadcast nationally over the radio.

In 1931, as the country entered the economic free fall of the Great Depression, two Houston banks were about to fail. They were holding precarious notes from agrarian areas across Texas and Louisiana, and if the two banks collapsed, others across the region would fall like dominoes, taking the whole economy with them. Jones summoned the city’s major bankers, business leaders, and politicians, reportedly locked them in a room and cut off the telephone lines. He insisted that everyone stay put until all had agreed to contribute to the pool he had started with $120,000 of his own money, to enable them collectively to make the loans that might well be needed to rescue any troubled banks. As a result of this effort, not a single regional bank failed during the economic collapse, and Houston came to be known as “the city the Depression missed.” That success did not go unnoticed in Washington.



President Hoover had reluctantly agreed to open the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) in 1932 to save the country’s banks, railroads, and insurance companies, and to restore confidence in the overall economy. Hoover thought trying to legislate the recovery from an economic crisis would be no more effective than passing a law to stop a hurricane. But he liked what Jones had accomplished in Houston and so invited him to come to Washington to serve on the board of the new government corporation. After FDR’s election the following year, Jones was appointed chairman of the RFC and then the U.S. secretary of commerce. He played pivotal roles in saving the national economy and in militarizing industry for World War II. In its May 1940 feature story, Fortune magazine referred to Jones as “the fourth branch of government.”

When he finally came home in 1946, he had put Houston squarely on the national map. After his return from Washington, he began transferring much of his wealth to Houston Endowment Inc., a philanthropic organization he and his wife, Mary Gibbs Jones, formed in 1937, dedicated to the support of the arts, education, health, human services, and community development. As of this writing, Houston Endowment Inc. has assets of approximately $1.7 billion.



Jones’s vision of how to turn around the economy did not depend on government spending. “Instead,” says Fenberg, “Jones relied on judicious lending.” As head of the RFC and then of the Commerce Department, he oversaw the installation of the electrical infrastructure across rural America and financed the sale of modern appliances in local stores. Every dime the government spent on the appliance program was repaid at a profit by tiny increments on the residents’ monthly electricity bills. The Reconstruction Finance Corporation, under Jones’s leadership, not only helped people; it actually made money for the U.S. Treasury.

Back in Houston, a new generation of local business leaders was growing ever more convinced that if government programs were not explicitly designed to help business, they would be counterproductive and should simply stay out of the way. In the 1930s, the “Suite 8F Crowd”17 emerged as a powerful and cohesive clique of very wealthy and politically active businessmen. A coterie of lawyers, politicians, founders of insurance companies, bankers, one oil magnate, one woman, and wealthy contractors seeking New Deal projects would meet regularly until the mid-1960s in George Brown’s suite at the Lamar Hotel, one of Jones’s many buildings, where he lived in the penthouse until his death in 1956.

The group raised the money designed to ensure the election of politicians who supported their conservative business and political views; they were also major figures in the city’s philanthropic endeavors. They basically determined the outcomes of mayoral races, and their influence continued to grow in Washington as they brought House Speaker Sam Rayburn into the fold along with Lyndon B. Johnson. They built hotels, served on the boards of Rice University and the Texas Medical Center (TMC), and funded theaters and the arts, believing that world-class cultural institutions would lure talent to the city. The Suite 8F Crowd embodied the Houston philosophy that “the business of government is business,”18 that the only legitimate role for public policy is to facilitate and support private-sector development, all in the firm belief that this was the surest way to promote the common good.



As the oil patch was taking center stage early in the century, Houston’s business elite lobbied the government relentlessly until it enacted the tariff and regulatory practices, the generous “oil depletion allowances,” that would help ensure the profitability of the city’s fledgling petroleum industries. Government subsidies allowed the oil companies to write off losses and receive more income each year than the asset was actually worth. The intertwining of Big Oil and Big Government continues to this day in a taken-for-granted dynamic of mutual assistance—all in keeping with the Houston ideology that the job of government is to help business succeed, and the confident belief that everyone will benefit from that success.

A further partnership with the federal government during World War II would bring the city yet another major new source of wealth. With the supply routes to Asian rubber cut off, the war was generating urgent demands for synthetic rubber, aviation fuels, shipbuilding, and plastics of all sorts. Government investments poured into Houston to fuel the growth of the petrochemical industry, which was to become Houston’s most dynamic sector once the war was over.19

Through most of the twentieth century, the flowering of Industrial America brought a seemingly insatiable demand for the products of Houston’s oil and gas industries. In the 1950s, the country entered the postwar years of widely shared blue-collar prosperity, increasingly enraptured by the promise of automobility and suburbia, subsidized by mortgage deductions and forty-one thousand miles of the interstate highway system. During those halcyon years, Houston was perfectly positioned for yet another round of economic growth, one that would dwarf anything this fortunate city had yet experienced.

With no natural barriers like mountains, rivers, or forests to limit its expansion, this flat, zoning-free, car-dependent boomtown just kept spreading, engulfing incorporated towns like Pasadena, Deer Park, and Bellaire. The Houston metropolitan region was being seen as the epitome of America’s newest urban form, the MCMR,20 the multicentered metropolitan region, with the City of Houston itself spreading across six hundred square miles—roughly the size of Chicago, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Detroit combined—and sporting across the ten-thousand-square-mile metropolitan region some eight to ten activity centers, each growing to be almost as large as downtown San Diego.

One of those urban areas, the Texas Medical Center, again with the help of the federal government, would become the eighth largest business district in America, covering fifty million fully developed square feet. It too started as a project of Houston’s philanthropy, when George Hermann donated a swath of swampland to the city in 1914 adjacent to Rice University and to Houston’s oldest park. In addition, Monroe Dunaway Anderson, one of the country’s most powerful cotton magnates, came to Houston in the late 1800s and left most of his enormous wealth to his foundation, with instructions that the funds were to be used to do the most good for the most people. It was with this money, along with Hermann’s donation, that the Texas Medical Center was born. The continual investment over the years, from both a multitude of federal research grants and additional philanthropic gifts, would build the TMC into the largest conglomeration of major hospitals and health-related institutions in the world.

And then in 1962, Lyndon Johnson’s decision to locate NASA’s Manned Spacecraft Center in nearby Clear Lake City would inform the “Space City” image of modern Houston as a high-technology center. Indeed, if you think about it, virtually all of the most critical financial investments that have been responsible for the remarkable economic success of this famously anti-government, free-enterprise city were as much the products of government programs and public spending as they were of private initiatives.21

Despite Houston’s extraordinary success during the first eight decades of the twentieth century, the city continued to fly under the national radar. When you cross the country from New York to California, you run into Dallas, but you won’t get to Houston unless you make a sharp left-hand turn and head down south on I-45 for another 240 miles. Even with its focus on high technology in the 1960s and ’70s, it seemed to be Houston’s fate that the glamorous facets of space exploration were located elsewhere—the breathtaking liftoffs in Florida; the dramatic splashdowns in the ocean; the nail-biter landings of the space shuttle in California. Houston had its moment during Apollo 13; but there are only so many ways to make computer terminals and headsets exciting for consumers of the news.



Despite its investments during the 1970s in medicine and high tech, Houston’s economy remained almost entirely dependent on the business of refining hydrocarbons into gasoline and petrochemicals and servicing the world’s oil and gas industries. By the early 1970s, the city had become the undisputed resource and energy capital of the world, the “Golden Buckle of the Sun Belt,” the favored showplace of the world’s most famous architects, the triumphant expression of free-enterprise America.

By 1980, more than 80 percent of Houston’s primary-sector jobs were said to be associated directly or indirectly with the price of oil. No other region in the country matched Houston’s concentration of refining, petrochemical production, oil and gas transportation, and oceangoing tankers. The city became synonymous with oil, much as Pittsburgh was with steel or Detroit with automobiles, or as Silicon Valley would become with microprocessing.22

When my family and I arrived in Houston in 1972, this was a countercyclical city, booming even as the manufacturing belt across America was beginning to collapse. Houston had evolved into America’s quintessentially anti-government, anti-tax businessman’s haven, to be built purely by developer decisions unfettered by zoning codes or government regulations.

Houston was often cited in those days as the best example of the anti-bureaucratic revolt that was sweeping through the emerging sectors of the American economy and culture during the 1970s and early 1980s. Much of the country was converging on the “laissez-faire lifestyles” and “privatized services” of this new “anticity,” journalist Richard Louv23 asserted. “Houston, in other words, is catching.”

This is “THE city of the second half of the twentieth century,” declared Ada Louise Huxtable, the distinguished architectural critic for the New York Times. Houston, she announced, was the quintessential American metropolis, “where private enterprise is equated with public spirit and public action.”24






CHAPTER 3 Launching the Systematic Study of a City in Transition



A place like Houston shows us something elemental about the American soul, leaving us at once appalled and inspired.

—James Fallows25



Almost from its beginnings, Houston and its surrounding Harris County had been doubling in population every fifteen years or so. The city grew from 12,000 three years after it was founded, to 45,000 in 1900, just before oil was discovered in neighboring Beaumont, to 385,000 in 1940, to 938,000 in 1960, to 1.6 million in 1980, and to 2.3 million in 2019. Between 1970 and 1982, the price of oil increased tenfold, and Houston was America’s quintessential boomtown. Harris County’s population doubled during those twelve years, while most of the rest of the nation was mired in the “stagflating seventies,” with high rates of unemployment, decreasing populations, and long lines for gas.

This mosquito-infested, oil-lined, smoggy, and polluted swampland near the ugliest part of the silt-filled Gulf of Mexico was expanding at a rate that defied reason. “This is not a city,” one reporter wrote in 1978. “It’s a phenomenon—an explosive, churning, roaring urban juggernaut that’s shattering tradition as it expands outward and upward with an energy that stuns even its residents.”26 Rapid growth bringing rapid transformation—it was a perfect laboratory for a sociologist interested in social change. I wanted to learn more about how this improbable, swampy, flatland city managed to grow into the fourth largest metro in the nation while claiming to show the world what Americans can achieve when left unconstrained by zoning codes, effective regulations, and even moderate levels of taxation.

When you look at a map showing the locations of the twenty most prestigious institutions of higher education in America, you’ll find that they generally cluster along the coasts and in a few big cities in the Midwest. All alone in the southwestern sector of the country is Rice University. As a data person, I was naturally attracted to outliers.

The minute I set foot on the Rice campus, I was impressed by how much its architecture and public spaces seemed to encourage academic discourse and aesthetic appreciation. It was (and is) a remarkably beautiful campus, canopied by the live oak trees that line every walkway and the surrounding enclaves of its residential colleges. The grounds, lushly landscaped, are laid out in a coherent architectural statement celebrating the life of the mind by encouraging intellectual contemplation, with delicate columns, arches, breezeways, and courtyards; elegant brick resting on pillars, neo-Byzantine influences everywhere.

I was also impressed by the quality of the students—every bit as smart as those at Harvard and Princeton, perhaps somewhat less sophisticated, but even more eager to learn from the resources of a great university. Rice’s tuition was half the cost of the Ivy League schools, yet it had twice the percentage of students on scholarship aid, a fact that appealed to the Quaker-lefty in me: The university could make a better claim than most comparable institutions that it really was accessible to the best and brightest young people in America, almost regardless of their family’s ability to pay. Moreover, the faculty in this world-class research university was deeply engaged with undergraduates, and not that much more focused on graduate students; this was rarely the case in most major research institutions.

Houston lived up to its reputation as a welcoming Southern city. “Houspitality,”27 some have called it. We settled into our Southgate neighborhood, just four blocks from the Rice campus. My wife, Peggy, was able to make a smooth transition into her second year of law school at the University of Houston. Our two children were accepted into a multiethnic magnet school, immodestly called “the elementary school for the gifted,” with almost equal thirds of black, Hispanic, and Anglo28 students. We made friends easily both at Rice and in the wider Houston community, and we even tried to master the local language—it has a bit of a twang and includes vocabulary that I thought had been left behind with the antebellum days: Yankee, Dixie, Anglos, Tex-Mex, y’all, feeder roads, and mums everywhere.

Houston itself was located on a flat, swampy floodplain, blanketed by treeless pastureland, but whatever you plant in its gumbo soil grows amazingly quickly. Founded in 1912 as an institute for the arts, science, and literature by William Marsh Rice, the university gave expression in its architecture to the aspirations early city leaders had for transforming this unpromising swampland into a beautiful urban space. “We can make up for the flatness of our terrain by the richness of our vegetation,” said Ralph Cram, the Boston architect who designed the university’s first buildings.29

The Rice campus, as its aesthetic spilled into the tree-lined, elegant boulevards and surrounding neighborhoods, anchored the experience of being canopied by nature against the harshness of the summer heat. The stands of live oaks, which line Main Street, South Boulevard, and the Rice Village, envelop Hermann Park to the east and reflect the early vision of a coherent civic landscape that got lost in the architectural cacophony of the Texas Medical Center. The TMC is a seemingly random assembly of physical structures with little thought given to building the public spaces that might have fashioned a more centered, more gracious, and more community-friendly campus.

Traveling north, the intimate, elegant civic aesthetic ends abruptly at Alabama Street, less than two miles away. This is where the battle to guide the city’s growth by a shared vision of coherent urban spaces got lost in the single-minded dedication to short-term material gain. Business dominance was particularly evident during the 1950s and 1960s, when profit-making and free-enterprise individualism won out over a broader vision of civic responsibility. The new growth during the booming years after World War II, with some notable exceptions, was generally cheap, shoddy, unattractive, and seemingly random. You were free, if you thought you could make money doing it, to build an office tower in the middle of a residential neighborhood; and many developers did just that, deaf to protests from the local residents.
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