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The purpose of this study was to examine the life

o

and work of Minnie Fisher Cuaninghamn of New Waverly, Texas.
Special consideration was given to a brief biograpnhy of
her life, her activities in the weman suffrage movement,

and her senatorial and gubernatorial races,.

Methods

The methods used to obtain datva in this study were
interviews and conversations witn Mrs. Cunningham's family
and friends, the examination of books and papers in
various libraries to determine what information had been
published or Mrs. Cunningham, and the careful inspection

and use of the Cunningham Iapers.

Iindings

@

The evidence presented in this work indicates th

¥ 2

following conclusions:

l. The work of Mrs. Cunningham in the woma2n
suf{frage movement, both on the state and national levels,

vas ipvaluable in gaining voting ripghts for women.



n

2. She was a pioneer in women's participation in

state and naticnal politics.

%.. As a political activitist, Mrs. Cunningham gave
direction to the progressives and determined opposition to

the conservatives.

4, For Mrs. Cunningham, long-range social and
political progress was more important than winning imme-

diate victories in those areas.
Approved:
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CHAFTER I
INTRODUCTION

Recent political battles, particularly among tle
Democrats in Texas, have lacked the zest and the intense
desire to ralise up real and meaningful issues and to pursue
them to their ultimate goz2ls. One has reason to believe
that this lcss of enthusiasm has been engendered by the
lack of perscral dedication to the point of personal sac-
rifice by those persons who are involved in politics.

Cavses, issues, and drzams seem to have fallen prey
to the pregmatist approach which demands, perhaps rightly
so, that today's politician must te perceptive to voter
corcerns, to political machines, end to financial support
without which no political campaign can succeced. Perhaps
there are exceptions, but the number is infinitesimal,

This essessment is too simplistic and too harsh, for
this writer kncws that there have always been political
oprortunists in the past who have used any means possible
to gain perscnal or collective ends. He also knows that
there have been persons who have championed just causes and
who have sought to improve society without counting the
rersonal cost to themselves.,

It is more difficult, however, to be perceptive

enough to mele & choice and even to make Jjudgments about




those persons who do make personal sacrifices while they

6]

live in and make history. The Now is simply too close.

One must have the correct distance of perspective, and this
is possible only when the ingredient of time is added.

That is why the human race can look backward through time
and events and discover that the retrospective view pro-
vides the clearest focus even with its astigmatism of
faulty reporting, subjective interpretation, and uncon-
scious nostalgie.

This thesis 1s a study of the life and work of
Mrs. Minnie Fisher Cunningham of New Waverly, Texas, and
will include a biographical sketch of her life and an
examination of her effcrts at social reform and some of her
political ianvolvements.

The life of Minnie Fisher Cunningham reached into
the lives of thousands of people, for who she was and whet
she contributed to society in general are still being
measured. The irony of her life is that only a relatively
small number of persons remember her or realize her effec-
tiveness in changing social and political patterns both on
the state and national level.

A student of Texas history or one of her co-workers
who £till lives would never minimize the wealth of spirit
and the vitality of chavacter which Mrs. Cunningham brcught

to our ccuntry. Yet the general pudblic knows little avout




Minnie Fisher Cunningham. This is unfortunate, for all of
us are heirs of this heroic woman who, for over fifty
years, helped to shape the destiny of a state and of a
nation.

She had the admirable quality of sensing human need
and then dedaicating herself to alleviating that need. She
was decisive in choosing an ideal which she believed to be
right and Jjust and then relentlessly pursuing it. Mrs.
Cunningham knew btoth Presidents and field hands and held
them with equal respect---if they so warranted her respect.
She was hunble, proud, witty, sarcastic if necessary. She
never faltered in her desire to render service even in her
0ld age and in poor health. This is borne out in a letterxr
written by the late Precsident John F. Kennedy to Mrs.

Cunninghar, who was then in her seventy-ninth year:

Dear Mrs. Cunningham:

Now that our campaign has been brought to a
successful conclusion, I want tc thank ycu for your
good vork with the Citizens for Kennedy and Johuson.

I em grateful for your contribution to our
victory. We now have the opportunity cf continuing
to work together for our country's welfare during
the next four years. Flease accept my personal
gratitude for  your help.

Sincerely yours
/s/John F. Kennedyi

. 3 ; . ; o e B ;
Johin ¥. Kennedy to Mrs, Minnis Fisher Cunningham,
sanvzry 19, 1%




The 1life c¢f Minnie Fisher Cunningham, who was kncwn
to her friends as Minnie Fish, was too full and too rich
for an exhaustive study or even a description of her most
meaningful work. It is necessary, therefore, to limit this
thesis to those events, issues, and ideals which seem to
best represent her life.

The reader must have some sense of an overview of
the life of Minnie Fisher Cunningham in order to understand
the depth of her character. There seems to have been an
impelling force in her personality makeup which gave her
direcvion arnd motivation. One senses that Mrs. Cunninghéam,
who was of a somewh2at timid nature early in her public
career, acquired the art of knowing where the important
political and social issues lay waiting to be cultiveted.
She set about to get those issues before the eye of the
public, particularly the common m&n. She once wrote:

1 believe in the dignity of man--the common
man. Just as the old Negro spiritual shouted, "All

God's c¢hillun got shoes," in the days when shoes
were scarce so I would qh "All God's chillun
got dienity," theg arrogant rds of General Motors

notwithstanding.

to Mra. Minnie Fisher Cunninghkam:

A Great _;;ggéaﬁ, A Vo1,r€ }P5;1r5045?"cﬁg Texas jemocrati
Women's State Co onmittee, no date cof publiication or pasge
- A
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Therefore a biographical sketch of the life of this
woman is necessary to show with some clarity the dynamics
of & person who had the vision and the insight to believe
that political, social and civic progress was more than
human luxury; it was obligatory.

The reader has often heard the statement that a man
was born before his time. By this, of course, is meant
that a man is sensitive enough to recognize in the present
the needs of men that have little opportunity of being
fulfilled until later in history. Minnie Fisher Cunninghamn
was a woman born before her time, and in the most unlikely
place. The date of her tirth, 1882, and the place of her
birth, New Waverly, located in de=zp East Texzs, would noc
normally be so Juxtaposed to produce a person with ideas
and convictions which have been characterized by many as
radical or even revolutionary. 1In fact, her ideas and con-
victions should be defined as progressive rather than
radilcal.

As one exanines the background of Mrs. Cunningham--
her family, her educaticn, her marriage--reasons why she
was the persen she was came to the surface. Chapter 1I,
therefore, will contain a biographical statement about
Minnie Hisher'Cuhuingham.

Veman suffrage became the overriding issue in Mrs.

Cunningham's life, and it eventually catapulvzd her into



state and national prominence. For her, woman suffrage
meant more than the right to vote. It was symbolic of the
reed to achieve equal women's rights in every area of life.
Chapter IIJ will be devoted to Mrs. Cunningham's involve-
ment in woman suffrage.

The 1920's were an especially exciting period in

wn

Minnie Fish's life. She moved to Washington, D. C. to

‘help the nation's women to utilize their new franchise to

the best advantzage. While there, Mrs. Cunningham becaune a
prceminent member of several national organizations, which
led her to enter the U. S. Senate race in Texas in 1928,
Chapter IV will describe the work of Mrs. Cunningham in
the 1920's, with particular attention to her senate
campaign,

Minnie Fisher Cuvnningham returned to Texas in 1943,
after being out of the state for five years., A short time
later she was embroiled in Texas politics, and in 1944 she
beceame a candidate for governor, running against the
incumrvent, Ccke R. Stevenson. Chapter V will be concerned
with the ramifications of her candidacy for the governor-
ship.

The concluding chapter, Chapter VI, will be the
atterpt by this writer to draw together his interpretaticns
oif the impact the life of Minnie Fisher Cuuningham has

made in our society in the tweatisth century.



Little has been done in a literary way to deal with
the multifaceted life of Minnie Fisher Cunninghem. A% her
death in December of 19064, the wire services and newvspapers
gave brief statemesnts about the moré publicized events in

her life. The Texas Observer, in articles written by

Ronnie Dugger and Franklin Jecnes, supplied highlights and
reminiscences cof her career. A memorial tribute to Mrs.
Cunningham was published by the Texas Democratic Women's
State Comnittee.

Most of the materials this writer has used in his
investigziion were extant papers supplied by a member of
Mrs. Cunningnham's family, the McCallum Family papers,
newspaper and wagazine clippings, two volumes of Histor;

of YWoman Suffirage edited by Ida Usted Harper, and a

master's thesis on womian suffrage submitted to the Univer--
sity of Texas. Included in his research were taped inter-
views with three persons who intimately knew Mrs.
Cunninghe&in, and who were actively engaged in social and
pelitical events with her. He also had numerous conver-
sations with other persons who were acquainted with her.
Although search for material and related studies

has not beer exhaustive, the libraries and archives at the
University of Texas at Austin, Rice University, and Sam

Bouston Stete College were carefully inspected.



Apart from the Cunningham papers, however, he found
that the McCallum Family papers, located in the archives
at the Austin Public Library, provided the best source of
information, particularly in the area of woman suffrage.
The association of Mrs. Cunningham with Mrs. Jane Y.
McCallum, which began with the fight for obtaining suffrage
for the women of Texas, continued for over a generation and

a half.



BIOGRAFYHICAL SKETCH

Born on March 19, 1882, Minnie Fisher was the
seventh child of Horatio White and Sallie Abercrombie
Fisher. The place of her birth was the plantation house
on Fisher Farms, located near New Waverly.

While on furlough from the Confederate Army in
1862, Captain Fisher, & widower with an eleven-year-old
daughter, had married Sallie Abercrombie only one month
&after her brother, Len, had been killed at Bull Run. The‘
Fishers and Abercrombies, both large landholders in pre-
Civil Wer days, were neighbors. It was Sallie's father,
John Abercronbie, who had he;ped to recruit and equip a
company of cavalry troops, under the immediate ccmmand of
Ceptain h. W. Fisher, in 1861. Abercrombie and Gecneral
Sam Houston were close friends, and Houston often visited
in the Abercromobie home. With the advent of the Civil war,
nowever, John Abercrombis was reluctant to support
Houston's opposition to Texas secescion Trom the Union and

its zntry into the war.l

D e T U

A

“Minnie Fisher Cunningham, Crossing Over (unpub-
lished diography of Sallie abercrombie Fisher. Orizinal
in poss =lon cf Mrs. Elizabeth Hill, New Waverly, Texas,
no date given), p. 32.




Sallie was seventeen when she married Captain
Fisher, who was then thirty-five. Fisher was a man of
neans, a landowner who was building a fine house when the
war began; After the war, he mortgaged his property to
buy more land, cnly to be caught in a deflationary pericd.
In order not to lose all of their property, Captain and
Mrs. Fisher moved to his deceased father's plantation,
Fisher Farms. There Captain Fisher operated a large
farming interest, with its agtendant problems of the in-
flux of carpetbaggers into Texas and the radical change
from a slave to & free system of labor.

During the 1870's Captain Fisher donated right-of-
wvay property to the Houston and Great Northern Rallroad in

order that he have use of the raijil line. Thas construction

72A

A
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engincers made their carp near the Fisher house and sv
for several nonths., As a favor to the Fishers, they
suggested that they build a railroad station on the farm
and call it "Fisher." Mrs. Fisher was indignant, saying
that she would not raise her children in a little railroad
town and "send them to school with the riff-raff of such &
place."2

aptain Fisher was always generous with pecple whe

needed hzlp. "He gave much financial aid to former slaves,

-

Cunningham, Crossing Over, p. 77.



itinerant workers, and anyone else who needed it. When
he died of pneumonia at the age of seventy-nine, a tramp
in town was heard to say, "Cap'n Fisher dead! There went
a good man., I éidn't know him, but he took me into a
store and bought me theze shoes I have on my feet because
he saw my feet on the ground."; Because of his unpre-
dictable genercsity, Sallie Fisher had her own account
which she used to take care of the needs of her children,
particularly their education. DMinnie Fish recalled that
her mother sold vegetables, butter, and even cotton to
keep money in ner account.

The education of the Fisher children was handled
primarily by their mother. As a girl, Sallie Abercronbie
became an avid reader of books. To keep her from reading
all night, her parents rationed her supply of candles., It
was not surprising, then, that the Fisher children could
read at the age of five, having been taught by Sallie
Fisher or one of the older children. Xach of the children
had to read aloud the entire Bible, and their father, who
had little formal education, helped them with spelling
practice and rote memorization.: Minnie spent one year of

her formal schooling in Houston but, since she was unhappy

“Cunningham, Crossing Over, p. 99.
b .- ,
_.LE?L»&}" 9 po /So
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there, her mother consented for her to return to New
Waverly. When she graduated from the little school there,
she and a friend decided that an appropriate celebration
should be held. They sent notes to everyone in town,
telling them of their graduation party and inviting them
to bring a basket lunch. "This was my first initiative,"
recalled Minnie Fish.5 At sixteen she went to Huntsville
and obtained a teacher's certificate by exemination and
later secured a Jjob at the Gourd Creek Schocl. Frightened
by the prospect of actually teaching children, she gave up
the job and went to Galveston to stay with her sister.
Once there, and with the hzlp of her sister, Minnie Fish
made the decision to take the entrance examination tvo the
Schocl of Fharmacy of the University of Texas Medical
Branch. &he was accepted and, after three years of study,

was graduated ir 1901, a

6]

the second woman in Texas to
receive a degree in pharmacy.

While in school at Galveston, Minnie Fisher shovied
a desire to do social work, Just before 1900, Clara
Barton was collescting used clothing, and Minnie Fish per-
suaded her nother to give a tea at her home for the pur-

pose of getting their neighbors to bring scome used clothes.

STexas Observer, November -21, 1958,

Personal pupers of Mrs, Minnie Fisher Cunninghan.




he tea was successful, and a large amount of clcthing was
sent to Clara Barton. Minnie Fish later said, ". . . it
was unusual to do, because nobody else was doing anything.
It was sort of symptomatic of & meddlesome character,
don't you think?"’

After l=23ving G&lveston, Minnie Fish went to
Huntsville to work as a prescription clerk in a drug store.
There she mnet a promising young lawyer, B. J. Cunningham,
formerly of St. Louis and Indiana, She married him at
twenty, dand she caid that her husband was the most hand-
some man she ever saw. And of her, he once said, "Honey,

I don't mind if ycu are red-headed. I married you for
your brains."8 The political careerx of Mrs. Cunninghanm
was set in motion when her husband ran for county avtorney
as a reform candidate. He told her, "As a city man to a
ccuntry girl; if you hold up your end of the campaign I'll

n9

hold up wmine. She brought in a majority of the country
vote ard thus her interest in politics began.

The Cunninghams moved vo Houston in 1905 and lived
there for two yzars. ‘hile there, Minnie Fish persuaded

her husvand to buy & country plice on Dickinson Bayou

7

(3

exas Obhserver, November 21, 1958.

84 S N s s
Personal papers of Mrs. Minnie Fisher Cunningham.

9. . :
“Austin American, May 24, 1946,
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where she boated, fished, and hunted. In 1907, she and
her husband moved to Galveston, and Mrs. Cunningham became
interested in several civic, music, literary, &nd suffrage
clubs. Having no children of her own, she cared for two
adopted children for a time. In later years, she talked
very little about her marriage. Once to a friend, she
remarked, ". . . you know I can't talk very much about
him."lO Because of Mrs. Cunningham's involvement in
various social and political activities which took her
away from Galveston, it can be assumed that her marriage
was not always a happy one. Her husband died in 1928.
From 191c to 1920, Minnie Fish spent much of her
time in Austin at the state headgquarters of the Texas Iiqual
Suffrage Asseciation. During this period, she worked in
Austin, Washington, D. C., and several states promoting
the suffrage movement. Of her appointment as chairman of
the Liverty ILoan for the state of Texas in 1918, Minnie
Fish said, "And boy did I tﬁrn in the Liberty Loans."ll
Her executive abilities became most prominent in the
1¢20's, when she held offices in such national organiza-
tions as the Nstional League of Women Voters, the Woman's

National Derccratic Club, the National Federated Women's

Texas Qbserver, November 21, 1958.
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Clubs, and the National Democratic Committee. She was
honored in 1920, when she went to San Francisco as a dele-
gate from Texas to the National Democratic Convention.
Her defeat in the race for the U, S. Senate in 1928 only
contrituted to her desire to continue in the mainstream of
national politics, and she returned to Washington, where
she was associated with the Woman's Netional Democratic
Club. She first became acquainted with the Franklin Delano
Roosevelts at that time. It was a relationship with the
Roosevelts that developed through the ensuing years,
especially with Mrs. Eleancr Roosevelt, and Minnie Fish
gave her enthusiastic support to Roosevelt's New Deal pro-
gram., After a decade of national Kepublican administra-
tions, Mrs. Cunningham, always &n eager Democrst, was
pleased that the political picture had changed. As a dele-
gate to the Democratic National Convention in Houston in
1928, Minnie Fish supported Senator Frank Walsh of Montana.
She could not get excited about the candidacy of Governor
Al Smith, although she did not oppose his nomination.12
From 1922 to 1938, Mrs. Cunningham was an employece
of the Texes Extension Service at Texas A & M College.

Her titles included associate editor and then editor of

the Texas Extension Service News. Her work also involved

1

et s 4 g -t




16

the corducting of reporters' schools, the radio braod-
casting of farm news, and the initiation of a campaign

-

designed to use up surplus cotton by making mattresses

] : 1
during the depression years. 2

From 1928 to 1943, Minnie Fish was an information
specialist for the United States Department of Agriculture
in Washington. 1In one year, she arranged for 1,100 round-
table discussions among weomen on the New Deal's agricul-
tural policies. She left Washington, protesting that the
information program for the food production effort was
being seriously damaged.14 Conmenting on Mrs. Cunninghém's
recsignation, Mrs. Roosevelt wrote: "I grieve that the
Department of Agriculture has lost you, but I know Texas

w15
2 .

Disgusted with Covernor Coke R. Stevenson and his
policies, Minnie Fish opposed him in the governor's race
of July, 1944, Although defeated, she scored heavily
against the conservative Dempcratic bloc in Texas.

Cnly weeks later she became involved in another of
the great issues of her life, the fight for acadenic

B*

15

“Fersonal papers of Mrs. Minnie Fisher Cunningham.
l”:'m 2 y 1 ¥ 2 5

Texas Observer, November 21, 1958.
15

Mrs. Eleanor Rcosevelt to Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningharn, October 11, 1943%.
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freedom. It must be noted that Mrs. Cunnirngham had long
advocated the right of any educator to pursue the freedom
inherent in the position of the academician. Her keen
interest in this human right came into sharp focus with the
firing of Dr. Homer Price Rainey, president of the Univer-
sity of Texes, on November 1, 1944, Rainey drew the ire

of the Board of Regents when, on October 12, he called his
faculty together end read to them sixteen violations of

6 N s : .
1 The members of the Board

academic freedom by the Board.
were appointed during the administrations of former
Governor O'Paniel and current Governor Stevenson, which
explains the conservative nature of the grcup.

It was 2 common practice for Minnie Fish to organize
a conmittee to deal with a particular problem. In the case
of Dr. Reiney's dismissal, the Women's Committee for
Education Freedon was formed, with Mrs. Jane Y. McCallum
as chairman. Mrs. McCallum was able to serve only a few
months, and she wsas succeeded by Mrs. Lillian Collier. It
was Minnie Fish, however, who gave direction to this organ-
ization., Mrs. Collier prointed out that Minrnie Fisher

Cunningham was the "brains" behind most of the women's

16, = . .
¥Frank Goodwyn, ILone Sta» land, pp. 268-299.
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comcittees formed to deai with crisis situations or
problems.17
It is uncertain that Mrs. Cunningham personally
knew Dr. Rainey prior to his dismissal, but she was well
acquéinted with the maneuverings in Texas politics which
were precipitating this kind of action in the academic
world. It wa2s apparent that the action of the Board of
Regents, in dismissing Dr. Rainey, grew out of political

motivations. The Austin American editorialized:

The forces of bilg money and reaction have con-
trol now. Temporarily they have won a victory Just
as, temporarily, they won a victory in the conven-
tion las®t May but lost it when the people had an
opportunity tc speak in September and HNovember.

Phe University n2s been put into politics by
those .who wish tu control teaching, to control
thinking, to administer czducation and define truth
according to their own particular ideologies and

. . ~ ¥
economic beliefs,l18
In an open letter to Mr. Dudley K. Woodward, Jr.,
chairman of the Board of Regents, Dr. Rainey accused

wocdward cf political chicanery and a bresch of ethics of

the legal profescsion when he brought false charges against

the Tormer esident out of the fear that the Texas Senate
i 579 —_ ; 3 . .
tatement by Mrs. Lillian Collier, personal
inrterview, Feoruary 6, 1968.
i8

Editorial in the Austin American, February &

i)

1645,




19

ould not ratify his appointment to the 3Board. Further-

more, Rainey demanded to know why Woodward refused to give
him at least a private hearing prior to his firing and why
profcssiohal tenure, which is a corollary to academic
freedom, was also denied him.l

As early as April 20, 1945, Mrs. Cunningham wrote a
letter Yo Mrs. Mary Ellis, wife of Dr. A. Caswell Ellis of
the University of Texas, in which she said that she was
promoting Rainey as a candidate for governor, Charles
Metcalfe for lieutenant governor, Ralph Yarborough for
attorney general, and Wright Patman for U. S. senator.
FParenthetically, Mrs. Cunningham stated that if Rainey
refused to run for governor, then she would run for this
high office again.ao

When Minnie Fish organized the Women's Committee Lor
Educational Freedom, she pledged that she would seek to
increase committee membership to one thousand, with four
representatives in each county. In explaining the new

organization t

@]

the Campus League of Women Voters in
Austin, she stated that the Committee "should be broad

enouvgh to take in all educational problems over the state,

1. , y :
9An open letter from Dr. Homesr F. Rainey to Mr.
Dudley K. Wocdward, Jr., April &, 1945.
20 R : . :
Mrs. iinnie Yisher Cunninghanm te Mrs. Mary Ellis,
April 20, ijb.
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s¢ it would net be limited. It ought to be political,
because this thing is in the field of politics.”21
Mrs. Cunningham was following this philoscphy when
she directed the Women's Committee for Educational Freedom
to teke a public cpinion poll in Texas which was designed
to devermine what Texans believed about freedom of thought
and freedom of speech in their school system. One obvious
hoped~for result of this poll was to help the pecwnle of the

state to examine the candidates in the upcoming elections

with the question: "Will you free our educational insti-

Dr. Rainey cons

w
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o 3
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governor, and Mrs.
Cunningham supervised the secretarial and stencgraphic
workers in his campaign. Even before kainey announced

his candidacy, Mrs. Cunningham referred to him as Governor

. . . :
Rainey, saying, "Sounds good, doesn't it?" During the

carpaign, she and Mre., Lilliean Collier wvisited Washington
after receiving a personal invitation to attend a tea at

the Yhite House.

21 . o
Dz2ily Texan, November 1, 1945,

28_ . : . :
Press Kelease by Women's Committee for Educaticnal
Freedon, QOctober 10, 1945,

rer, November 21, 1958,

2l =
“Auctin A an, May 24, 1945,
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Althovgh Rainey's gubernatorial ettempt was un-
successful, Mrs. Cunningham's interest and concern for
educational freedom did not diminish. In 1957, she wrote
a letter to Mr. Jim Lindsay, vice-chairman of the Board of
Directors of Texas Tech, denouncing the action of this
Board in summarily dismissing Drs. Byran Abernethy and
Herbvert Greenberg without giving then the benefit of their
professional rights. Commenting on the educational system
of the state of Virginia in 1958, she said:

I get so mad about the school situation I'm
incoherent. Even if T wasn't for desegregation,
which I am, I would still be ageinst the 01051ng
of the public schools. The schools belong to all
the people. ThL rich people had better support the
school system., Thomas Jefferson said it's only
three generations from shirt-tail to shirt-tail.

The grandchildren of these rich men now will depend

on the rich men then for an education.26

After the governor's race was over in 1946, Minnie
Fish went bsck to Fisher Farms. It was still home for her,
but many things had changed. Some of her property had been
sold to finance hzr involvement in politics. Her house had
burned, and she was faced with the prospect of having to
rebuild. With the help of her relatives end many friends,

Minnie Fish built the little house she occupied until she

Texas Observer, November 21, 1938.



22

died. It was without many of the conveniences of a com-
fortable house, but it was home for her.

Living again on her farm, Minnie Fish refused to
allow hercelf To become isolated froim the world, and her
friends did nct stop seeking her counsel. In 1952, she
actively engaged in campaigning for Adlai Stevenson for
president and Ralprh Yarborough for governor. She was
pleased that Sam Rayburn, Speaker of the United States
House of Representatives, spécifically requested her to
handle Stevenson's campaign for women's votes.27 The
defeat of both Stevenson and Yarborcugh and the control of

Texas politics by Republicans and conservative Democcrats

-
4
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linnie Fish. Concluding that something had to be
done to counter this situation, she and Mrs. Collier
orgénized the Texas Democratic Women's Committee to give
leadership to the libveral wing of the Democratic party in

Texas. Througn this organization, Minnie Fish worked

=

acvively in Democcratic campaigans at the local, state, and
national level. Mrs. Collier said that the last thing
Mes. Cunningham told the other leaders of the group was:
"Divest yourselves of outside interests and concentrate on

. g . . . 28
your denccratic Party and your women's conmittee." "

atement by Mrs. Lillian Collier, personal
interview, February 6, 1968.

1
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When Ffaul Holcomb, owner and editor of the State

Observer, decided to sell his newspaper in 1954, Minnie
Fish feared the paper would fall into the wrong hands.
Unaware of what Mrs. Cunningham intended, Franklin Jones

of Mershall joined her and Mrs. Collier in & meeting with

Mr. Holcomb. keflecting on this occasion, Mr., Jones wrote:

Minnie Fish talked of many things, as only she
could do, but in the end, and to my utter surprise,
she tvrned to Paul and remarked, 'Paul, Mr. Jones
is inte;ested ﬁn buyjng your State ObsePVﬁ“ and

you be 1rt:res*:7?' UD uo tndt time I had aldayb
congidered the law too jealous a mistress to permit
of prhilandering in capitalistic ventures. Never-
theleku, i rapidly closed the gaping astonishment
evidenced by my open mouth, and under the spell of
Minnie Fish, I did my best to adopt a bankerish
attitvde . . . this writer, within months after nis
high resclve to leave Jjournalism to the Jjournalists
and }Oth cs to the politicians, found himself
gsomehow in the midst of every meeting of the various
‘connittees,' 'toards,' and ‘'advisory ccuncils'

that served to chart the criginal course of the
Texas QObserver.<:

Soon after this, Mrs. Frankie Randolph of Hcuston bought
thz paper, and it continued as a liberal political orgen
in Texas. It was to Minnie Fish's credit, however, that
the paper remained in ccntrol of the liberals. She and
lrs. Mary Weinzerl, of Huutsville, carried on an extensive

subscription campaign at the next Steate Democratic

g C ' .
“Texas Observer, Janvary 22, 1965.
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Convention, and this helped to insure the success of the

%0
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Through the Women's Committee for Economic Policy,
Mrs. Cunningham supported Lyndon Johnson in his successful
tid for the United States Senate in 1948. Ten years later,

she remarked:

Rayburn was a great man but Lyndon operates
Rayburn now, and Lyndon was never & great man and
he never will be. He doesn't have the capacity for
greatness. 1 think Eleanor Roosevelt put her
finger on it when she said he's a great maneuverer.
Of course that's all he is. But he's a ruthless
maneuverer. He had no principles~-none of that
stuff I call integrity.>l

Time and circumstances had eroded the relationship between
Mrg, Cunningham and Lyndor Johnsor and, by 1956, she
bitterly oppésed him and his fight to control the Texas
delegaticn at the Natioral Demccratic Convention. Claiming
that Johnson and Governor Allan Shivers had made a deal to
give the State Democratic Convention over to Johnson,
Minnie Fish announced that she would seek the chairmanship

of the Texas delegation. In the same announcement, she set

forth her candidacy as Favorite Daughter.52 Mrs.

B0 ; —_ :
“YStatement by Ikrs. Mary Weinzerl, personal inter-
view, February 6, 1968,

5]
*Pexas Quserver, November 21, 1958.
“

Y

Unpublished article by Laura Perea, April 30, 1956.



Cunningham was well aware that very few would take seri-
ously the intentions of a seventy-five-year-old woman, but
she was impudent enough to insist that the State Conven-
tion would be turned over neither to Johnson nor Shivers
without a fight. Although she and Johnson were never

reconciled, in 1960, Minnie Fish set up a Kennedy-Johnson

campaign headquarters in New Waverly. She worked there

every day, tringing in speakers from over the state. To

her genuine satisfaction, her home county voted Democratic,
after supporting the Republican presidential nominee in
the two previcus electlonu.55
October 18, 1953, was & day of high tribute to Mrs.
Cunningham, for she was honored as the outstanding woméan
Democrat of Texas. Her selection by Mrs. Frankie Randolph,
national ccmnmitteeweman from Texas, ccincided with plans
made to celebrate Democratic Woman's Day, observe
annually in memnory of the first woman member of the Demo-~

cratic National Committee. Because of Mrs, Cunningham's

long background of leadership in the Democratic party,

both state and nstional, the occasion went far beyond thea
534 ¥ .;,_‘,1 \ : 3 oy e = ”
p° rial Tribute to Minnie Fisher Cunningham: A

4 Report Prepzred and Fupblished Ly the
Women's State Committee, no date of
age aunrber listed.
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oundaries of Texas. Over 1,000 celebrations, in five
i : 34
states and Guatemala, were held in her honor.
Minnie Fieh was in frail health during the last

years of her life, but she refused to completely put aside

those t

e

1ings which she deemed so important. 1In the spring
of the year that she died, she went to Houston tc help
form the Texes Organization of ILiberal Democrats. This
was in keeping with her determination to improve the
political conditions of Texas.

Mirrie Fisher Cunningham died on December 9, 1964,
in a Conroe hospital, at the age of eighty-two. Burial
was in the little cemetery at HNew Waverly. "lMrs. Democrat

i 4
of Texas'" was gone.’5 Found among her possessions was &
scrap of paper on which the following statement was

>

scrawled:

There will be no political harmony in Texas
until:

(1) There is an accepted standard of political
integrity

(2) Demagogues cease to exploit racial and
econonic differences to advance their own interests

(%) Texas accepts., finances and establishes a
school system which will put this rich state in
Class A from kindergarten to graduat [sic] and

- —
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Henorial Tribute to Minnie Fisher Cunningham,

Dallas Times Herald, December 10, 1964.
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CHAPTER 111

WOMAN SUFFRAGEHE

Minnie Fisher Cunningham once laughingly said that
she became a8 suffragette for practical reasons. As a
prescription clerk at a drug store in Huntsville she was

paid §75 p

(t\
k3

month and everybody else was paid $150,
According to Minnie Fish, it was a matter of pride rather
than one of desiring equal pay for egual work, for she was
competent in her field because of her degree in pharmacy.l
The woman suffrage movement in Texas began in
earnsst in the early part of this century. The initial
impetus was given by the formation of the Iiqual Suffrage
League by Miss Annette Finnigan and her sisters, Elizaveth
and Ketharine, in 1903. Houston was the headquarters for
the League, and several chapters were formed in Texas.,
With the exception of the Austin society, the League was
disvanded when the Finnigan sisters left the state. The
work was renewed in 1912, wher Miss M, Eleanor Brackenridge
of San antonic, Miss Amna Maxwell Jones, formerly of Texas

and a New York resident at that time, and Miss Arnnette

Coserver, November 21, 1
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Finnigan, recsntly returned to Texas from New York, organ-
ized the Texas Wcnan Suffrage Association‘2

Some years after Mrs. Cunningham and her husband
had moved from Huntsville to Galvesﬁon, snhe became active
in the sufirage movement. Miss Finnigan, who continued to
organize clubs throughout the state, got Mrs. Cunningham
into state suffrage activities. As Minnie Fich stated iv,
"She called on me to do scme work in Galveston, and I
became President of the Galveston Association.3

Mrs. Cunningham became ill. in 1917, ané¢ she was

advised by her doctor to go to West Texds to a higher

4

o

altitude. When she left Galveston, the wrote Miss Finnigan
and asked her to give her some responsibilities in the
western part of the state. lMiss Finnigan's reply was
delayed, but Minnie Fich was shocked when it d4id arrive.
Her letter included a state-wide speaking itinerary which
she wanted VMrs. Cunningham to fill., The die was cast, and

Minnie Fish becamne president of the Texas Woman Suffrage

)]

. —_— o ) n
Association in iy of 1915,

U
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Ida Husted Har
Suilrsge, VI, pp. 630
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“Statement of Minnie Fisher Cuuringham at suffrage
enniversary luncheon, Austin, March 26, 1930.
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On April 7, 1916, Mrs. Cunningham wrote one of the
important national leaders in the suffrage movement, Miss
Lutie Stearns, &nd invited her to attend the state conven-
tion. The seriousness with which she viewed the situation

is obvious from her letter:

. « « You know Texas is in a very critiecal
situation from & Suffrage point of view now. The
Legislature is being elected that we will have to
put our bill up to. We are organizing very rapidly
and succeesfully, and our proszects for getting
through are beautiful, if we can get ourselves
through the convention without wrecking on the rocks
of the Southern Conference on one hand ang the
Congressional Union on the other, or splitting from
stem to stern on "Preperedness". So we are bending
all of our efforts toward a convention where
"Suffrage First" will be the real sense of the
meeting. . . .

At this statg convention in May of 1916 the delegates,
under the leadership of Mrs. Cunringham, instructed the
executive committee to ask for suffrage planks in the
State and Netional Democratic platforms. Minnie Fish then
sent a form letter to all of the congressmen from Texag
and vrged them to enderse the suffrage section of the
Democratic platform.

Gevernor James E. Ferguson defeated Mrs. Cunninghamnm

o

and the suffrage forces at the State Democratic convention,

SNTS. Willie D. Bowless, "The History of the Woman
e Movemsnt in Texas," pp. 67-68.
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but he was only able to bring a minority report that urged
the rejection of a suffrage plank to the National Demo-
cratic Convention at St. Louis.

Because Governor Ferguson was the implacable foe of
the suffrage movement, he discovered an unyielding enemy
opposing him when the campaign to impeach him was mounted
in 1917. In fact the Texas Eqgual Suffrage Association
abandcned most cf its regular work in order to concentrate
on gathering data necessary to impeach Ferguson. Mr. D. K.
WVoodward, Jr., secretary of the Central Committee in

charge of the impeachment campaign, wrote:

The impeachment of former Governor Ferzuscn
could not have been brought @about without ths
cooperation of the women of the State . . . Their
wvork was under the direction of Mrs. Cunningham,
president of the Texas Equal Suffrage Association,
who came at once to Austin and estavlished hezd-
quarters. The women were asked to reach the remote
sections, to eradicate prejudice and leave under-
standing in its stead . . . They did all that was
asked of them and more. The most confirmed skeptic
on the question of wocmen's participation in public
1ife must have been converted had he witressed the
unselfish, tireless, efficient work of these
hundreds of Jdevoted women and the siriking ability
of their leader, whose genius for organization,
knowliedge of public affairs znd public men of Texas
and sound judgmeut in gall questions of policy were
of unteld value. . . ./

Mrs. Cunningham and her suffragettes had established them-
selves as a potent force in Texas,

7Harper, Woman Suffrape, VI, p. 635,




With the advent of the United States participation
in World War I, the energies of Texas women that were
directed toward the question of equal suffrage wvere somec-
what dissipated. The women were soon engaged in the
effort to help with Red Cross activities, Liberty Loan
canmpaigns, &nd werk to eliminate saloons and other sources
of vice near trzining camps. Mrs. Cunningham bscame chair-
man of the Liberty Loan campaign in Texss, and she estab-
lished the Women's Anti-Vice Committee,8 The goal for
equal sufirage was not completely. shunted aside, however,
and in 1918 a drive was macde by the Texas suffragists to
give full support to the passage of & federal amendment
granting equal suffrage.

Minnie Fish kevpt the pressure on Texas congressmnen
and senators in 1917 by sending form letters and by
writing to them individually. On June 12, 1917, she wrote
Congressman Tom Blanton of Abilene, and requested that he
form a Women Suffrage Committee in the House of Repre-
sentatives., She 2lso sought to persuade other congressmen
of the vorthiness of the suffrage cause by enlisting the
2id of her co-workers. An example of this technique was
demonstrated in a letter to Mrs. Callicut of Corsicana, a

resident in Congressman Rufus Hardy's district:

————

& - e
Harper, Woran Suffrage, VI, p. 536.
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« « « Please will you undertake to keep Mr.
Rufus Hardy in touch with the suffrage question.
The method is by clipping all items, editorials and
articles in favor of our Cause from all of the
papers that you can get hold of, and send to him
with personal letters from different people calling
his attention to the items enclosed., Getting these
letters will require some tack and diplomscy, but
not nearly so much as I am sure that you are
possessed of. . . .

Minnie Fish used this kind of expertise then and later in
her career. Ancther technique she employed was illustrated
in a letter to Mrs. R. A. Tsanoff of Houston when she
asked Mrs. Tsanoff to arrange to have a delegation of good
suffragists to call on the editors of the various Houston
nevsparers and request that good press coverage be given
to the suffragists, particularly news from iashjngton.lo
The year 1918 trought a denouement in the pattle
for suffrage rignts in Texas. EFEarly in the year Mrs.
Cunningham and her staff established their headquarters at
the Driskill Hotel in Austin in anticipatiorn of a called
session of the Legislature. Although this special session
had been called to consider some measures proposed by the

Secretery of war, Minnie Fish viewed it as the appropriate

. : : RORER i |
time to push for a primary suffrage bill. The Texas
C)_\ nynr (2) o 22 3 m 37 "
Bowles, "Woman Suffrage in Texas," p. 78.
O :
Prvid., p. 7.
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Equal Suffrage Association sought support from Governor
William P. Hobby, but he gave scant attention to it. Mrs.
Cunningham then turned to the state newspapers for help
when she wrote to Mr. Tom Finty, editor of the Dallas

Evening Journal:

« « + Ve called on Mr. Hobby in aAustin, and
tola him gently but firmly withal, that we want
that Primary Suffrage Bill submitted to the Special
Session of the Legislature, and we would like it
with a strong recommendation for passage from him.
He is considering it. We found him somewhat
exercised over Mr. Ferguson's activity, and we left
him more so. We had nothing cheerful to Tell him
along this line. Personally, I am deeply concerned
ocver it and the apparent ignorance or lack of
interest in the subject that veople are displayirg.
Ané that is one reason_why we want that vote in the
next primery so badly.lZ

Governor Hobby continued to be reluctant, but the
suffragettes relentlessly brought pressures against him
through the use cf petitions and "lobbying." He relented
when he was presented with a petition, signed by the
majority of the members of the House and the Senate,
calling for a primary suffrage bill. The bill passed the
House on Merch 16 and the Senate on March 21. On March 26,
1918, Governor Hobby signed the bill into law, and among
those persons present for the signing was Mrs. Cunningham.

Mr. C. B. Metcalfe, a member of the House of

1z , . .
Bowles, "Woman Suffrage in Texas," pp. 81-82.
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Representétives from San Angelo, had purchased the fcun--
tain pen used for the signing and gave it to Mrs.
Cunningham as a token of app:ceciation.1—j
Beéause the suffrage law did not go into effect
until June 26 and the primary election was scheduled for
July 27, Mrs. Cunningham called for the organizaticn of
non--partisan Women Voters' Leagues to help register and
educate ths women in order that they would be enabled to
vote and to vote intelligently. Registration had to be
completed fifteen days before the primary election, and
this forced the suffragettes to work quickly and efficient-
ly. On July 15 Minnie Fish reported to Mrs. Carrie
Chapran Catt that over %60,000 women were registered.
Later a court battle ensued because the opoonents of the
law guestioned its legality. The Texas Supreme Court
ruled, in Hamilton versus Davis, that the Primary Suffrage
Law was coustitutional.t™
The women of Texas now held a position of prestige
never before known in the history of the state. They were
welcomed to the political conventions in August, and many
vere given comimittee assignments. The acceptance of the

women's strength by the political establishment caused

1he =
“Harper, Woman Suffrage, VI, v. 637.
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Bowles, "Woman Suffrage in Tlexas," p. 88 f£f.
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some fear among the more knowledgeable suffrage leaders.
Mrs. Cunningham and others knew that a call for a state
referendum to en&ble all persons to have the right of
equal suffrage would be ill-timed, if not disastrous.
Since many of the qualified, and perhaps sympathetic,
voters had teen disenfranchised by their current service
in the armed forces, the suffragists viewed & state refer~
endum &s too much of & risk at that time.

In November, Mrs. Cunningham went to Washington for
the fourth time to assist the National Congressional
Conmittee in ite effort to get a Federal Suffrage amend-
menv. Previously, in 1918, Minnie Fish had been in
Washington loobying for the federal amendment. At that
time she was designated as the chairman of & committee from
the Netional Asscciation to approach President Woodrow
Wilson about the immediate submission of a suffrage amené-
ment to Congress. Recalling the event, lirs. Cunningham
said thaet the national president of the suffragettes had
coached her to s3y that the Democratic Farty ought to get
credit for giving the women the vote and that the women
were not supporting the var 3s enthusizastically as they
night. President Wilson revlied that all patriotic citi-
zens were doing &ll that they could pessibly do. The
President's statement completely disarmed Mrs. Cunningham,

and their conversation faltered. Howsver, Wilson did
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submit the amendment as a war measure, a
adoption by one vote.15
Minnie Fish had been in Washington less than two
months when she wrote Mrs. Catt about her need to make a
decision concerning the state referendum issue. She was
cognizant of the forces which were urging the Texas Equal
Suffrage Asscciation to engage in 2 state campaign to seek
a state refersndum on equal suffrage. Ehe believed that
the men in the higher echelcn of politics were urging a
referendun for selfish reasons. The power of the women's
vote was obvious to them. IHowever, Minnie Fish felt the
pressure most acutely from within hzr own grcup. The
Dallas rqual Suffrage Associacion believed that to fzil to
engage in a state campaign meant the rejection of the men
who had supported the primary suffrage bill. Furthermore,
the Womén's Christian Temperance Union was calling for the
imnediate submission of the suffragc amendment in Texas,
and this was ceausing a division within the ranks of the
egual suffrage supporters. The dilemma which faced Minnie
Fish was to accede to the demzands to seek a state refer-
endur or to remain loyal to the Natioral American Woran
Suffrage Association which prohibited a campaign of this

kind without prior consultation and approval. With her

November 21, 1G58.



ueual candor, Mrs. Cunninghan wrote Mrs. Catt that the
majority of the women of Texas trusted her (Mrs
Cunningham's) honesty of purpose and that they would stand
"f
with her whatever the decision.
It is uncertain what Mrs. Catt's reply was, but it
was socn apparent te Minnle Fish what course of &cticn she

would follow. She was called to Texas to manage one of

.the nost intense suffrage campaigns up uvntil that time.

On February 5, 1919, Governor Hobby signed the resolution
calling for a woman suffrage amendment before several
witnesses, one of whem was Mrs. Cunningham.l7

The influence of the executive and legislative
offices was behind & move to btring the suffrage referendun
to a vete on M2y 24, 1919. This allowed Mrs. Cunnirghan
and the Texas Equal Suffrage aAssociation less than three
months te orgarize and carry through a strategy that wculd
confirm the right of equal suffrage for Texas citizens.

In a letter pleading for funds, Mrs. Cunningham
wrote Mr. Charles Fowler of Galveston that the Legislature
had given her group & miracle to perform, for they had "vo
carry the largest and in some respects the hardest state

£ .

Minnie Fishe
Catt, Deceuwber 22, 1918,
17

Austin American-3tatesman, February 5, 1919.
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to campaign in the shortest length of time which had ever
_ : - . g idS S
been-accorded a Suffrage campaign. The State Asso-~
ciation did nct have the financial resources necessary to
conduct & campaign of this enormous size. Although the
National Association did not approve of the referendum, it
. N — ; 19
gave the State acsociaticn about $17,000.

None of the circumstances surrounding this campaign
seemed to dim the hopes of Minnie Fish and her organiza-
tion, for they saw they had a good chance to win. In fact,
only two days after Governor Hobby signed the resclution,
the suffragetties met at the Community House Cafe in San
Antonio to celebrate the progress of equal suffrage in
Texas. Honored at this meeting were Miss Brackenridge and
Mrs. Cunninghem for their contributions to the suffrage
movement in Texas. The tenor of the meeting was one of
Jubilance, hope and caution:

. . . With the women of Texas already in
possession of partial suffrage, and standing within
view of their Mecca---the day that shall bring full
suffrage for womren to the Lone Star State--the
luncheon was a particularly Jjubilant affair and the
women congratulated each other and their revered
leaders with deev feeling, as they rejoiced over

the success of the "cause" in the whole world, in
the United States and in Texas, that State which

U = ans :
Minnie Fisher Cunningham to Mr. Charles Fowler,
February 18, 1919.
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was once so backward that the anti--suffragettes and
tke anti-suffragists pointed tc it as the last one
that would "stoop to woman suffrage". . . .©<

In her
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this meeting, Mrs. Cunningham warned:

« + « There is still much to be accomplished
and there are many disgruntlea politicians in the
State who were surprised at the results of the
elections in the fall, when you women of Texas
acconrlished everything you went after, from
Constable to Governor. These men will oppose you
bitterly on lMay 24. It is to prevent this that
your hardest work must be done. Do not let them
snatch the fruits of your labor from you, Just when
the goal is in sight, for May 24 will mean either
bondage and gervitude or freedom for the women of
Texas. . 2l
Minnie Fish XkXnew the kind of battle in which the
suffrage forces were engaged, and she was determined to
effect a strategy that was capable of winning. She called
the stete campaign, "Make Texas Safe for Democracy." An
integral part of this campaign was the desire to secure
full suffrage for women and, at the same time, to make
American citizenship a qualification for voting for both
men and women. During World Wer I it seemed ironic that
aliens in this country were allowed to vote if they had

their first papers, while large groups of American citizens

did not have this right. A "rider" had been attached to

— ~on -
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San Antonio Express, February 7, 1919.
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the proposed ccnstitutional amendment which required full
naturalization by every alien before he could vote. This
was a threalt tc the suffrage forces since it was certain
to bring negative votes from the bloc of aliens. Mrs.
Cunningham eppealed to many organizations to take careful
notice of the Citizenship Clause. §She wrote to Mrs.
Myrtle Berry, First Vice-President of the Texas Federation
of Iabor:

« « « At present Texas is one of the few states
in the Union which permits aliens to vote on taking
out their first papers. Thisg was found during the
war, to be a serious menace when the alien enemy
was exenpt from nmilitary service but could vote,
while Americans went into the Army and were there-
fore disfranchissa. It is no less serious, [in]
these construction days. . . ee

Minnie Fish was convinced that this gross insquity had to
be correcteda by passing the amendment with the Citizenship
Clause.

In order to gather as much support as possible Mrs.
Cunningham utilized & technique that is still used. She
set up an advisory committee which acted as & working
committee, but its main contribution was to include in its
mexbership prominent persons wnce could draw the support of

the lerger society. Minnie Fish wrote a very persuasive

2 . .
Mirnie ¥isher Cunningham to Mrs. Myrile Berry,
Feoruary 25, 1919,
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letter to Senator Morris Sheppard, senior United States
Senator from Texas, and asked him to serve as chairman.
Senator Sheppard had long been sympathetic with the fight
for equal suffrage, and his prestige in Texas was unques-
tioned. Four days after Mrs. Cunningham wrote the Senatvor,
she received a telegram cf acceptance from him. On
February 27, Minnie Fish wrote him & letter of appreciation
‘not only for accepting the chairmanship of the Advisory
Committee hut for helping to locate her brother, with whon
she had lost contact and who was a patient in a military
hospital in France.25 The building of the aAdvisory
Commrittee was well underway, and she moved to gel other
prominent persons from all over the state to sccept &
committee position.

By the beginning of March, Mrs. Cunningham had
arranged f{or the State association to hold a training
scheol in Austin on March 20, 21, and 22. Both state and

national officers were assigned to instruct the suffrage
workers in all of the areas of work for the campaign.
Minnie ¥ish used the scnatorial district plan of organiza-

tien to facilitate the ruaning of the campaiga. This plan

divided the state into senatorial districts, counties,

B s b 4 e e 2 s - S S
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’Minnic Fisher Cunninghan to Senator NMorris
Sheppard, February 27, 1919.
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commissioner's orecincts, and election precincts. Each of
these units had & campaign committee comprised of men and
women who brought into the work every faction and class
that were interested in the suffrage movement. The depth
of her plarnning was obvious when she called for a campaign
comnittee to represent every city block:

. « « The Campaign Committee of a city block
might well be composed of the Chairman and the
residents on the four corners. This Committee will
canvass, circularize, and generally educate the

lock until cn election day the Committee will know

to a man who is going to vote for Suffrage, and

will arrange to call the night before to remind the

fevorable ones to go to the polls, and again at

noon on election day, to ask if they have

been. 24
Mrs. Cunningham's genius for organization was evident
throughout tkhe campaign, for she kept in touch with the
state--wide organization at every level. Some 400 women
served as disvrict, county, &ad city chairmen. Famphlets,
educational leaflets, and sanple ballots were distributed.
Newsrapers throughout Texas were solicited to give favor-
able preses coverage. The newspapers, with one exception,
in the four largest cities in Texas gave full editorial
suppert to the proposed amendment. Dr. A, Caswell Ellis,
faculty member at the University of Texas, published a

2l
Written statement by the Texas Equal Suffrage
Asgociation, no date.



pro-suffrage newspaper called the Texas Democrat. Over

200,000 copies of this paper were circulated before the
May 24 elcction.g5 linnie Fish later recalled that she
was amazed at the vitality and zest of Dr. Ellis as he
labored for the suffrage cause, remembering him as he
worked on the lay-ocut of his paper on his living room
floor dvuring the early morning hours.

Although the Texas Equal Suffrage Association
worked diligently to win public support of the Amendment,
opposing forces were equally diligent. Many out-of-state
groups moved in to consolidate the opposition. The
Women's National anti-Suffrege association sent Miss
Charlotte Rowe of New York to Texas for the purpose of
working eagainst the Amendment. Jater Mrs. James W.
Weadsworth, Jr., president of the association, came to the
state to speak for the opposition. All kinds of vicious
literature was mailed into the state. Several mailings
came from the Man's Organizetion Opposed to Woman Suffrage,
located in Selma, Alabama. Many Texas groups and individ-
uvals opposed the suffragists, notably the liquor intereste

. . . 26
which believed that women's votes would threaten them.
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On May 8, Mrs., Cunningham put out a general letter
to the clergy in Texas, calling for ‘their personal, as well
as their congregations', support. She appealed to the
ministers to remember that democracy is a government by
the people and that women are people.27 This was not her
last appeal for backing, but the lines had already been
drawn Tor the decisive battle on May 24.

When the vote returns began to come in, it first

appeared that the anti-suffragists had been defeated.

18

However, as & larger cross-section of the. vote came, it was
apparent that the suffrage amendment had failed. Several
days elapsed tefore the tally was completed, but the

suffragists had ealready ccenceded defeat---defeat by fraud,
not by rair elsction vrocedures.

Beceuse the suffrage amendment had passed the
Legislature as the second of four proposed constitutional
mendmwents, Mrs., Cunningham and the State Association
believed that the Amendment would appear on the official
ballot from the Secretary of State's office in second

place. Newspapers throughout the state had published 2

sample ballot listing the suffrage amendment as seccnd.

o

Therefore, much cf the campaigning by the suffragists had

27
e IR . . 1 ¥ 1
Minnie Fisher Cunningharx to Texas clergy, May 8

1919.
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been on the basis of asking the pecple to vote for the
second amendment on the balilot. They discovered, to their
consterration, tnat the ballot had been changed and the
land plank enendment, originally number four, had been
given second place, and the suffrage amendment had been
relegated to fourth position.

Election officials blamed this change on the
printers of the official talliot, but Mrs. Cunningham was
convinced that & fraud had been committed against the
citizens of Texas by the anti-suffrage forces. To give
credence to her argument, she cited the discrepancy between

the official ballot and the tally shecets used by the elec~

. -~ . ’>p
tion officers.®”

The suffrage amendment had veen listed
fourth on the tallot but second on the tally sheet. Ehe
contended that the election officials at the precinct
level had actually counted the voles on the assumption
that the suffrage amendment was second. Mrs. Cunninghanm's
contention of fraud was credible because both the land
plenk and prcohibition amendnents passed.

In a letter to Speaker R. E. Thomason of El Paso,
Mrs. Cunningham asked him to advise her as to the feasi-

bility of contesting the election, since a contest would

"Minnie ¥isher Cunningheam to Mr. R. ®E. Thomason,
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be expensive and perhaps detrimental to further suffrage

- ¢ " ; ;
activity. J Three days later Mr. Thomason wired her,

stating:
Your letter has just reached me. I will make
full investigations here and advise you. I am sure
that fraud of the worst kind was practiced, but
unless you can get positive proof I would be slow
to advise a coantest. I have no fear about repeal
of orecent primary law nor failure to ratify
national amendment if submitted.
It later developed that Mr. Thomason's counsel to Mrs.
Cunningham was wise, for it was confirmed that the incor-
rect ballot was used in twenty-nine counties supplied by
one printing firm. The margin of error, even if it could
be proved, was not sufficient to overcome the vote deficit.
The final vote tabulation was 141,733 for and 165,835
PR : o - I W
votes against the suffrage amendment. Minnie Fish was
further distressed by the defeat of the Amendment in the
3 . 3 S 3 32
counties she considered home, Walker and Galveston.

On June 2, Mrs. Cunningham telegraphed Mrs. Maud

Wood Park, in Washington, D. C., to @polecgize for causing

Z O . = )
“Minnie Fisher Cunningham to Mr. R. E. Thomason,
May 28, 1919.

302. E. Thomason to Mrs. Minnie IFisher Cunninghan,
June 1, 1919,

- .
““Harper, Woman Suffrage, VI, p. &42.
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2
““Houstor Caronicle, June 1, 1919.
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the netional surfrage movement a sethack. It was evident
that Mrs. Cunningham felt & personal sense of responsi-
bility to the sulfrage cause, and believed that the defeat
in Texas Qould dracstically reduce the momentum of the
national organization.55

This same pessimism is evident in a letter to Miss
Brackenridge the next day. In this communication Mrs.
Cunningham called for an indefinite postponement of the
annual convention of the Texas Equal Suffrage Association,
but she asked for a meeting of the executive committee in
Austin on June 12. At the end of the letter she expressed
a degrec of hore:

. « « May God, to whom all things are pcesible,
uphold your spirit and faith and give you courage
to centinue to believe in and serve right and
Justice, regardless of temporary failures and post-
poqemepts—;amd the apparent triumphs of wrong and
injustice.”’™
On the following day, June 4, Minnie Fish's hope

was realized when the Federal Worran Suffrage Amendment was
submitted by Congress for ratification by the respective
state legislatures. The suffreage amendment defeat of

May 24 was not without compensation, because the women

D)Mirmie Figher Cunningham to Mrs. Maud Wood Park,
June 2, 1919,
1 . i aE S e
Minnie Fisher Cunningham to Miss M. Xleanor
Brackenridge, June 3, 1919.



still had a powerful organization intect and ready to
apply the necessary force to achieve ratification of the
Federzl Amendment in Texas.

Governor Hobby was unyielding on the proposal that
the special session include on its agenda a consideration
of the Federal Amendment. Dr. Ellis reminded the suffrage
leaders that legally the handling of the ratification of a
federal amendment was not the responsibility nor the pre-
rogative of the governor. Mrs. Cunningham and the other
suffrage leaders immediately turned for help to the members
of the House and Senate who had pro-suffrage records.

When the special session convened on June 23 t¢ reconsider
other matters, ic faced a direct proposal that a ratifica-
tion resciuticn ve adopted. The Speaker of the House,

R. E. Thomason, wags deternined that the resolution be
given top priority. While the anti-suffragists were cau-
cusing at the Driskill Hotel to devise a strategy to stop
their opprosition, Resolution Number One was read to the
Eouse and referred to the committee. The conmittee
brought a favorable report in a few minutes. The a2nti-
suffrage group arrived at the House Jjust in time to learn
that the resolution was scheduled as a special order of

business the next morning at eleven o'clock. The "antis®

o]
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wvere stunned, but they were determined to sto
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On June 24, Speaker Thomason btrought up the resolu-
tion at the designated hour, and the anti-suffrage sup-
porters began to speak against the resolution. irs,
Cunningham, Dr. Ellis, and others had quietly canvassed
the House membership and knew that the pro--suffrage legis-
lators would carry the vote by a large margin. Therefore
the suffragists chose not to speak in favor of the resolu-
.tion since there was no need to do so. The resolution
35

passed the House with 96 votes for and 20 against.

Ol

The resclution moved to the Senate committee in the
late afternoon cof the same day. The opposition seemed tc
be firmly entrenched here, but the pro-suffrage groupr was
cenfident that eny opposition could be overcome. The anti-~
suffragists called for a joint sessicn of the House and
Senate for that night, and they continued to keep the
pressure on by use of oratory, threats, and heckling. On
June 27, with the situvation critical, word circulated in
the Senate that some of the opposing senators planned to
resign their seats, go home, and run for the vacancy in
crder to get a vote of confidence in their districts.

""he women assured them that they would never get btack in

jsh&rpcr, Woman Suffrage, VI, p. o42,



the . Senate again if they resigned.’ n56 his squelched this
tactic. However, many of the senators decided to break
the quorum by leaving on the next train. It has been said
that Mrs. Cunningham and Mrs. McCallum went to the station,
boarded the train, and brought some of the senators back.
Minnie Fish gave credit to Dr., Ellis and Senator Dudley of

-

El Faso for keeping the senators in Lustin, The next

day the Senate passed the nmendmnnt and Texas became the
. . 2e
ninth state to ratify the Federal Suffrage Amendment.”
The fight for woman suffrage was far from finished,
and Mrs. Cunninzham began to campaign in the Western states.
There she urged the governors and their respective legis-
lative bodies to support the Federal Amendment. She was
one of four women who toured the Western ststes under the
auspices of the National Asscciation. They completed
their tcour at the National Conference of Governors in Salt
Lake City, Utah.39 Ags Minnie Fish eyprc.snd ity "VWe

. a40
pursued governors all over the West."

—l:‘\ B . . . . \
jLun unpublished escay by liinnie Fisher Cunningham
about Dr. A. Caswell Fllis, no date given.
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““Harper, Woman Suffrage, VI, p. 643.
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2 Husted Harper (ed.), The Bistory of Woman

Suffrage, V, p. 650.
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Texas Observer, November 21, 1952,
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In September of 1919, Mrs. Cunningham cealled for
the ninth &nnual meeting cf the Texas Equal Suffrage Asso-
ciation to convene at San Antonio on October 9. This city
was chosen as the site of the convention because it was
there that the Association had been reorganized in 1912.
The meeting was a victory celebration, for Mrs. Cunningham
and her associates had realized a triumph long awaited by
the women of Texas. At this time the Texas Equal Suffrage
Association took sters to merge into the State League of
Women Voters, with Mrs. Jessie Daniel Ames as chairman.ql

Minnie Fish was back home in New Waverly when she
received word that, with the ratification of the Federal
Amendment by the thirty-sixth state on August 26, 1920,
woman suffrage had been won. 4 sixteen-ycar-old nephew
remarked that he hoped that she would now stay home and
behave herself. & To remain at home, when the battle for

equal woren's rights had only bepun, was unthinkable for

Mrs. Cunninghan.

quarper, Woman Suffrage, VI, p. 643.

12 R . s
Texas Observer, lovember 21, 1958.
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CHAPTER IV
THE 1920'S AND THE SENATE CAMPAIGN

The next most urgent need facing the nation's
women, &s Mrs. Cunningham viewed it, was to activate the
newly enfranchised women in such a way that they would
become @ poweriful force in social and political movements.
It was in 120, then, that Minnie Fisher Cunningham began
to focus her energies on this task through the League of
Women Voters. The League was actually one of the standing
committees of the National American Woman Suffrage Asso-
ciation., Mrs. Cunningham had uvtilized the services of the
League of Women Voters when she invited its chairman, Mrs.
Jane M. Brooks, with Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt and others,
to attend the state mecting of the Texas Equal Suffrage
Association in October of 1919.l Out of this convention
came the State League of Women Voters.

From the inception of the National League of Women
Voters, Mrs. Cuaningham gave loyal support to the organiza-
tion, which was primarily dedicated Lo the task of training

for citizenship. A pledge taken by its members illustrated

IMrs. Jane M. Brooks to Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham, September 17, 1919.
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the -seriousness the organization gave to the process of
responsible citizenship:
Believing in government, by the people, for the
people, I will do my best--

First: To inform myself about public questions,
the principles and policies of political
parties, and the qualifications of candi-
dates for public offices.

Second: To vote according to my conscience in
every election, prima&ry or final, at which

I am entitled to vote.

Third: To obey the law even when I am not in
sympathy with &ll its provisions.

Fourth: To support by all fair means the principles
of which I approve.

Fifth: To respect the right of others to uphold
convictions that may differ from my own.

Sixth: To regard my citizenship as a public
trust.

Because this group understood citizenship in its broadest
definition, it was devoted to many diverse issues and con-
cerns. For example, in 1920, committees were appointed on
child welfare, women in industry, legislation affecting
the legal status of women, social hygiene, food supply and
demand, and elecition laws and methods. Special emphasis

was given to the promotion of a nation-wide Get-Out-the-

e - . : e
A Record of Four Years in the National ieague of

Women Voters: . 1924 ,7% Revport Prepared by She

National League oi Women Voters, v. 1.




Vote-Campaign in order that a greater number of voters
would vote in the next presidential elec‘uion.5
Mrs. Cunningham was in agreement with the policies
and programs of the National League, and launched into its
work with great fervor. By 1921, Minnie Fish had become
the executive secretary of the organization. She also
served on the general progrem committee with Mrs. Richard
Edwards of Indianz snd Mrs. Maud Wood Yark, who was chair-
man of the committee as well as president of the National

& \ s .
League. As the executive secretary, Mrs. Cunningham was

one of the four officers who called on President Warren
Harding at the White House in 1921. They pointedly acked
him to appoint women to an impending armaments conference
and to do something about world psace. The press was gquite
surprised when the delegation reported that the president
had told them that they would not be disappointed.5
Minnie Fish's presence in Washington was beginning to be
felt atl many levels.

in 1922, she was chairman of the Pan American Con-

ference Commititee of the National League which staged, in

5
14 11,

v

Voters: 192C-1924, p.

National Leamue of Women

& < ; G o .
National League of Women Voters: Third annual Con-
vention, A Report Prepared by the lational League oI Vomen

Voters, B. 135.
[
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s Evening Express, Novewber &, 1921.
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Baltimore, the first general Fan-American conference of
women ever held. It proved to be one which was considered
particularly stimulating to the progress of women in tha
Latin American nations. O0fficial delegates from twenty-
two out of the twenty-five Latin american countries were
present at the ccnference. By 1924, Mrs. Cunningham had
becoume second vice-president of the ILeague and chairman of
the ILeague's Get-Out-the-Vote--Campaign. Minnie Fish
engaged an advertising agency, Underwood and Underwood, to
cover the country with vote posters, urging the women to
vote.

Because the ILzsague was non-partisan, its cfficers
gener2lly did not give overt suprort to any political can-
didate. It came as a surprise to some when Minaie Fish,
long an ardent Democrat, came out in support of Dr. George
C. Butte, Republican candidate for Texas governor. Butte
was opposing Mrs. James E. "Ma" Ferguson, the Democratic
nominee. Mrs. Cunningham did not consider her act as cne
that violated the trust of the National League, but rather
one that gave her ccnscience & place of primacy. In a

newspaper interview, she said:

Jt has always bsa2n a cardinal belizf of mine
that in those politicel campaigns which we face
from time to time, where the lines are clearly
drawn between right and wrong, every courageous
citizen is under a moral obligation to stand up and
be counted cn the cside of right az sach oneg sees
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it, or pay the penalty of forfeiting their faith in

their own moral courage. . . . In addressing this

communication to the women voters of Texas I do it
with no intent to try vo exert an influence on how
you cast your own ballots. But I address you
because we are near together to this obligation of
citizenship. . . . With all my heart I believe now
that any use of a citizen's vote to put into office
candidates who will not recognize public cffice as

& public trust, is truly a betrayal of one's State

and Naticn as any form of treason which can be

devised. . . .©
This was an example of a tyre of mcral precepts in which
Mrs. Cunninghem believed throughout her career. She loved
and respected her political party, but she refused to put
party cver conscience.

The Deuwocratic Party was Minnie Fish's politic2l
home, however. She nurtured it, ard was nurtured by it.
Ferhaps no other woman in the history of Texas contributed
so much to the Democratic Farty as did Mrs. Cunningham.
After the landslide victory of Republican President Warren
G. Harding in 1920, the Democratic Farty was in the dol-
drums of despair. Jt had been defeated by over seven
million votes, and it was floundering. 4 group cf six
women met in the garden of Mrs., . Borden Herriman, of
Wiashington, D. C., to organizo the Woman's National Demo-

cratic Club. Although Mrs. Cunningham was not present at

that initial meeting, she soon became an active participant

— —

Sar Aptonio Lxpress, October 26, 1924,
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in its functions, and later was made its executive direc-
tor. From its inception the Club was strictly political.
In fact, when Mrs. Harriman approached former President
Woodrow Wilson for his endorsement, he said, "You will
have my blessing if its purpose is political, but not if
it is merely socia\l."‘7

The Club leased &n old house as its first head-
quarters, but, in 1924, the size of its membership forced
it to search for new quarters. Minnie Fish was instru-
mental in securing & new location and getting the funds
from Mrs. Edward B. Meigs of Washington, D. C. to purchase
the new clubhouse. Mrs. Meigs leter made loans to Minnie
Fish so that she could carry out her political ventures.
While Mrs. Cunningham served as the Club's executive
director, she lived at its residence headguarters in
Washington.

During this period Minnie Fish continued to cut a
wide swath on the national scene when she was installed as
president of the National Federated Women's Clubs and as
cheirman of woman's work in the Democratic National
Cemmittee,

She served with the Democratic National Committee

in Washington from 1925 to 1928, conducting schools of

e . 0 e e e e < e B

Mashington Post, June, 1952.
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politics for women. In 1926, she was appointed to act as
personal representive of Emily Newell Blair, Vice-Chairman
of the Democratic National Committee, who was unahle to be
in Washington. Minnie Fish's ability as a speaker was
demonstrated when she was chosen by the Democratic National
Committee to make a major political address for the Demo-
cratic Party over Station WRC, Radio Corporation of
America, in Washington. In her speech she differentiated
between the philosophies of the Democratic arnd Republican
Parties and how they had been applied in practice. At one
place in the speech she said:

. « o there is still & material difference
between the Revublican theory of a centralized form
of gecvernment administerzd by a chosen, privileged
class and the Denocratic theory that "all goverrn-
ments derive their jgst powers from the consent of
the governed. . . ."7
Minnie Fish's diszdain for the Republican Party was

further increased scon after her radio speech. The
Woman's Naticnal Democratic Club had sponsored a nation-
wide slogan contest which offered prizes for the best

entries. As chairman of the Slogan Committee, she was

2 . . .
“Pexas Observer, November 21, 1G58.

9Release of the Radio Address of Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham by the Bureauv of Publicity of the Democratic
National Committee, Cctober 3, 1926.
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warned by the Fost Office Department that the Club had
violated existing lottery laws. She was plainly offended
by the allegation, as she said in an interview, using

sarcasm very effectively:

« « « The Administration should be congrat-
ulated on the zeal and enthusiasm with which the
lottery laws are being enforced. Laws in connec-
tion with enforcement of prohibition, the leasing
cf o0il reserves, or the letting of contracts for
Governinent hospitals, might not receive such
serious consideration, but so earnestly and effec-
tively does the Post Office Department do its duty
in the matter of postal regulations concerning
lotteries, that it might be recoumended to the
Administraticon 2s an issue upon which to appeal o
the people in 1928.10

It was evicdent to those persons who had followed
Mrs. Cunningham's career that she was an extremely capable
person. Her intellect, wit, ideals, perseverance, and
wide range of experiences--all equipped her to seek
another plateau. It was not toc surprising, then, when
the Galveston Tribune of august 30, 1927, published a

o 11

front--pege story about her future political plans. She

had returned to Texas, after ar extended stay in
Washington, D. C., for the purpose of becoming a candidate

for the United Etates Senate. Her candidacy set a

lORelease from the Woman's Naticnal Democratic Club,
(o]

Qetober, 1927.

11

Galveston Tribune, August 30, 1927.
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precedent, since she was the first Texas woman in the

()
6]

history of th tate to aspire to this high office. It
also attracted national and international publicity. The

Paris Times of Faris, France,called her "one of the

shrewest women who have come to the fore in politics in
America since the suffrage amendment was adopted." A
Honoluvlu newspaper ran her picture with the caption, "She
Would a Senator Be."12

It was clear from the beginning that she was in &
political race that had many more.complications than the
fact that a woman wes running as & candidate. A woman's
candidacy was not to be discounted, however, because the
ill-fated gubernatorial term of Mrs. James E. "Ma"
Ferguson nad cast some doubts on & woman's ability to hold
public office in Texas. Yet the very nature of the cam-
paign caused no little constvernation among the candidates
and general public alike.

Nine candidates filed--the incumbent, Senator Barle
B. Mayfield, and eight aspirants including Don Biggers,
W. A. Rowe, Jeff Mclerore, former Governor O. B. Colquitt,
Alvin W. Owsley, Mrs. Cunningham, and Congressmen Thomas
L. Blanton and Tom Connally. These office seekers repre-
sented & broad spectrum of political ideologies.

b ; - " " :
: Quoted in Texas Observer, November 21, 1958.
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Senator Mayfield had.not been particularly popular,
Many of the voters resented his election in 1922, although
they voted for him in order to deny the seat to former
Governor James E. Ferguson. Mayfield had not been very
effective as & senator. He failed to carry out his cam-
paign promises, according to his opposition, and the two
bills which he vroposed were defeated without ever getting
.through the Senate. One of tpese dealt with the limita-
tion of railroad expansion across interstate lines.
Mayfield's opponents charged him with favoring the rail-
road companies in Texas. These companies could expand
rapidly without obtaining & permit from the Interstate
Commerce Commiczion. ary out-of--state competition, or
even & newly established company in Texas, was forced to
apply for 2 construction permit, which was a slow process,
This allegation was credible since Mayfield was a former
merber ¢f the Texas Railroad Commission,

The most ominous threat posed by the reelection of
Senator Mayfield was the overt support given to him by the
Ku Klux Klan. Mayfizld denied this backing, saying that
he had once been a member of the Klan, but had resignea.
Yet hisz denial could not put away the fact that Shelby Cox,
clected district attorney of Dallas County in the saue
primaries in which Senator Mayfield went to the United

States Senzte, was the head of a reorganized Ku Klux Xlan.
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None of Mayfield's opponents underestimated his streagth,
for he held a strong grip on Texas politics, and was
capable of using this to his own ad\'/an’cage.l-j

Don Biggers, W. A. Rowe, and former Governor 0. B,
Colquitt dropped from the race before election day.
Biggers, a Frecdericksburg editor, withdrew from contention
the last part of lMay, saying that he had announced pri-
marily because of his opposition to "grain and cotton

. aE s 14
exchanges that traffic in futures."

Rowe quit the race
very early. Colouitt continued somewhat longer. He had
been wezakened politically when he was defestea by former

Senator Chnarlies A. Culberscn in an earlier senate race.

O
=8
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However, in 1226, his pclitical fortunes were cstrengthened

"o

when he supported Dan Moody for governor. Long an advo-
cate of the licuor interests, Colquitt, to the surprise of
almost evaryone, came out for prohibition when he began
campaigning.

Jelf McLemore was one of the most colorful céandi-
dates. Roeorn in Tennessee, he came to Tex&s as a young man
in 1873. He had a multifaceted career which included work

as a cowboy, gold prospector, newspaperman, and

Fort Worth Star-Telegram, May 16, 1927.

Seth Shepard McKay, Texas Folitics, 1906-1944, p.

168,
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congressman to the Texas House of Representatives.

McLemore was tine only candidate who openly opposed pro-
hivition.t?

Cwsley was the youngest of the candidates and a

brillient orator. Eis oratory, however, was described as
being rather sophomoric. He was a member of the House of
Representatives from Denton County, but was convinced that
his real strength for the senats race was derived from his

fermer position as national commander of the American

Legion. The Texas Legiocn delegates had been reluctant to
give him their support when he was elected to this orfice,
but this measurement of his popularity with tthe ex-
servicemen went unheeded by him.16
Congressman Rlanton was concidered uwhoatob1o as
the Representative from his home district. A man of a
nore conservative orientation, Blanton had alienated union
labor some ycars before when he led a fight against the
practices of come prcfessional labor leaders. As an
extremely competent politician and orator, Blanton was
chiefly feared becesuse of his ability to attack his

opponents methodically. He and Congressman Tom Connally

C -
“McKay, Texas Politics, pp. 165-166.

16F0ﬁt Worth Star Telegram, May 16, 1927.



risked their positions in the House to run for the
Senate.17
Connally was the late entry into the race. During
the summef and autumn months of 1927, pressure was exerted
by his friends to get him to announce his candidacy at
that tine, but he refused. Mayfield taunted him, saying
that Connally would not "run unless he had a cinch.”18
.Connally was exceptionally popular in his home district,
but he did not have the same state-wide appeal. He
always made a good platform appearance, however, and his
affable personality drew many supporfters to him. Owsley
had besn a staff officer in Worid War I, while Connally
had served as & line captain after resigning his House
seat, Of the men who opposed Mrs. Cunninghanm, Conn&ally,
in many weys, seemed to be the most redoubtable.19
The senate race was described as one woman cola-
reting with "several large, leather-lunged men in Texas
for the Democratic nomination which s¢ surely means elec-

20

tion."" Trnis kind of political race certainly did not

frighten Minnie Fish. She had already faced far greater

17223& llorth Star Telegram, May 16, 1927.
18

'Teid.

19"”‘

-

’OWushinthn Fost, July 25, 1

pouput S S\ i ip

Ihic.

0
ho)
(6]



€6

challenges, and no one said that she did not have a chance
of vecoming the first woman senator. Texas' unusual elec-
tion system, which provided for all the candidates to be
voted on in the first primary on July 28, offered a good
possibility that almost any one of the candidates would be
in the runoff primary on Auvgust 25.21 Minnie Fish's major
concern was to enable the citizens of Texas to know the
political milieu of both Texas and Washkingbton. She was
sure that the average citizen in Texas was either ignorant
of, or anathetic toward, what actually took place in
national and state politice. Her experience, particularly
in Washington, qualified her to speak with authority on
this subject.

When she first anncunced her candidacy, Mrs.
Cunningham deplored the growing tendency for centraliza-
tion of power in Washington and the lessening of states
rights as promulgated by Thomas Jefferson. On this, she
said:

The federal government is assuming more and
more power in governing the states of the union,
and not enou;h empnasis is brougnt tc bear on
states rights which Jefferson devised as a protec-

tive methcd of insuring ¢o€9the people the right
for local self--government.e<

lﬂgshigaton Post, July 25, 1928.
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Galveston Tribune, August 30, 1927.
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Minnie Fish's concern about.this was no doubt enhanced by
her feeling of contempt for the Republican Administration
then in office. Asked why she was in the race, she
replied:

Because nature abhors a vacuum and there is a
vacuur at Washington. Recent races in Texas have
been settled on side issues. 1 believe that 1 can
put issues before the pesople that mean something.23

‘She had a remarkable candor about her that enabled her to
express an opinion or even to make a dogmatic statement if
it were in keeping with how she believed. Referring to
her senate campaign, she said, "I hope that I shall never
make & speech which will leave the people who hear me in
doubt as to where 1 stand.”QQ
Mrs. Cunningham presented her platfori in unequiv-
ccal and pesitive terms. For example, she was for prohi-
bition. A major reason for her support of this measure
was her belief that this was the position of women, 2and
she wanted to represent them. As for national prohibi-
tion, Minnie Fish was of the opinion that it had not been
given a fair oppertunity to succeed because the Frohibvi-

~

tion Department of the federal government was incompetent.

.
Ljﬁilwaukee Journal, February 19, 1928.
e from the campaign headquarters of
February 9, 1928.

)
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Minnie Fisher Cunningham,
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To dramatize her sentiment, she asked the question: "How
can there be a sincere attempt to enforce it when the man
at the head of the treasury department, under which pro-
hibition is controlled, is a former distiller?”25
Minnie Fish was for tariff reform, especially as a
measure of farm relief and as a means of lowering the cost
of living. She was convinced that the teriff commission
had been disrupted by undue pressure from the Republican
Party when it sought tariff favors for big business. Eow-
ever, her interest in the entire arca of tariffs was
sharpened when she received en unusual letbter in Decemnher,
1927. Minnie Fish was still in Washington when 2 letter
arrived frem Mr. T. W. Grahan of Pella, Iowa. The letter
was long, pourly compesed, 8nd typed. The zgist of it was
a complaint about the inequities of the United States
tariff system. Some years before, Mr. Graham as manager
of an Towa company which manufactured flour mill machinery,
went to Canada to sell patent rights to a Canadian firm.
While discussing the transaction, Mr. Graham asked if they
bought their steel from England. They replied that they
bought their steel from Jones and Laughlin, Pittsburg,

because it was more economical. ¢ Mr. Grahar's astoenish-

went, he was shown that, although there was a duty of

SIS
& ) - )
“Galveston Tribune, August 50, 1927.
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20 per cent on steel, Jones.and Laughlin paid the duty and
the freight. In additicn to this, the steel manufacturer
allowed the Canadian firm & %3 per cent discount on
naterials while Mr. Graham's company received no discount
at 211.°°
Because of the discursive, almost incoherent,
nature of the letter, Minnie Fish was inclined to dismiss
it. However, she wrote to Mr. Edward P. Costigan, Commis-
sioner of the United States Teriff Commission, about the
accusatiocns made by Mr. Graham. Mr. Costigan replied:
Instead of mentally deficient, I consider your
correspondent unusually sane. He is nerely demon-
strating in his own way the proven practice of
dvmping American manufactured articles in Canacda at
prices lcwer than those charged American con-
sumers, ., . .2/
Mrs. Cunningham was disturbed by Graham's complaint and
she underscored tariff reform as one of the main planks of
her platform.
Her platform also included a call for a reduction of
taxes and an adjustment of the tax burden according to the

distribution of wealth, for &n adeguate flood ccntrol

6 a " - : :
e T. W. Graham to Mrs. Minnie Fisher Cunningham,

December 15, 1927.
2"/ . .
Edward P, Costigan to Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Curningnan, January 10, 1928,



70

program, and for a water power pregram that wculd develop
the country's natural resources for the public good. On
foreign relations, she insisted that the United States
maintain & policy which would have in mind the whole
citizenship of the country and their genuine friendly
feeling toward the pecples of the world. Mrs. Cunningham
tried tc draw special attention to the kind of treatment
‘being accorded Central and South American countries by the
United States. Nicaragua was & case in point. She had
been acutely sensitive to the countries to the South since
the Pan American Confererce she supervised six years
earlier, and she was determined to make this an iscue.
The League of Nations was struggling and had lost much of
its public support. Yet Minnie Fish's keen insight into
world problems caused ner to call for full cooperation
with the League, describing it as "the most workable

nachinery yet devised through which nations may cooperate

4

to their differences and preserve the peace of the

oo}
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world. These issues were used not simply as canmpaign
rhetoric. Minnie Fish telieved them to be vrgent; she

articulated thewm well. Judge Sarah Hughes, of Dallas,

L8}Tess releace from the campaign headquarters of
Minnie Figher Cunningham, February ¢, 1928.
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said in later years that Mrs. Cunningham made a lot more
o ~ o > & 29
sense than the rest of the candidates.

Mrs. Cunningham officially opened her speaking cam-
paign on Texas Independence Day, March 2, at Huntsville.
Earlier she was gqguoted as saying:

My father was kxeenly interested in politics.

He used to take me to Huntsville to political

meetings. Driving back home he would discuss

political affairs with me They interested mne

strangely for 38 young a Chlld and I never lost
that interest.

Minnie Fish chose Ruby Neal Long, also a leader of Texas
b . l I . ’

women, as her campaign manager.3 She had enlisted other

women, soms of national prominence, to aid her with the

responsibilities of organization, travel, and speech

=]

aking. One was Mrs. Dorothy Kirchwey Brown, wife of
former Assistant Attorney General La Rue Brown, who cam-
paigned for Mrs. Cunningham during the early part of the
o 7%

summer,

The shortasze of campaign funds was critical to

Minnie ¥ish. She had a generous offer from Dr. Louise

29Te)as Cbserver, November 21, 1958.

7 -
Oilwaukes Journal, February 19, 1938.
Z,

Juaskv ille Banner, January 8, 1928.
He.

Washington Post, July 25, 1928.




Stanley, Chief of the Bureau of Home Economics, to arrange
for the Cotton-Textile Institute to supply her with a
complete wardrobe made of cotton materials. This wardrobe
was to be used during her campaign for promotional pur-
poses of the cotton industry.55 Mrs. Cunningham liked the
idea, as any woman would, but her departure for Texas pre-
vented the plans from being carried out. Money, not
dresses, was what Minnie Fish really needed to run her cam-
paign. She turned to Mrs. Margaret Meigs, of Washington,
for a loan of $5,000, offering to mortgage her land as
collateral and to take out an insurance policy in her
favor. Without hesitating, Mrs. Meigs mailed her a check,
but she declined to accept Minnie Fish's land as collat-
eral., She wnote: "I simply will not take any of your

land as security. . . . You know what my poor brain would

lMrs. Cunningham gave her & promissory
note &nd avplied for a life insurance policy in the amount
of §5,C00, making Mrs. Meigs the beneficiary. Because the
beneficiary was not a relative, Traveler's Insurance

Company refused to write the insurance. On April 22,

B e kv - - —
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??Dr. Louise Stanley to Mrs. Minnie Fisher

Cunningham, Jaauary 25, 19Z8.

\

YA . = - . oy
"Mrs., Mergaret leipgs to Mre. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham, rnc date. (apvroximately March 12, 15283).



Minnie Fish added an appendage to her will in which she
declared that her note was to be paid out of her estate
before the original will was effective.55 No other
records afe available to indicate whether or not an addi--
tional sum of money was borrowed from Mrs. Meigs. Five
years later, however, Mrs. Meigs began a letter toc Minnie
Fish: "Thank you for the check which I am sure went
through &ll right. Some day we shall be &all straight I
am sure.”56
With funds available, Mrs. Cunningham began an

exhaustive camp2ign by car througrout Texas. She went as

far west as El Paso, as far south as Brownsville, and as

8]
N

the Fanhandle. Toward the end of the cam-

o5}

far north
paign she traveled in East Texas, with the idea of ending
her tour in Galveston. Traveling from 125 to 200 miles &
day for several weeks and speaking whenever she could get
a crowd, Minnie Fish demonstrated that a woman had the
will and the stamina necessary to be a serious political
contender. She was a fierce campaigner, and took every
opportunity to score against her opposition. At McKinney,

Texas, she described Senator Mayfield as a "political

b 4 .
))Legal instrunrent of Mrs. Minnie fisher Cunninghamn.

5°M33_ Margaret Meigs to Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham, Aprril 16, 193%.
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accident" and said that Texas had "no effective Jjunior

A
Senator for the past six years.”)7

Mayfield and Connally
both came under sharp attack when she accused Mayfield of
a connection with the utilities corporations and Connally
of his failure to push for an investigation of these
corporations. As for Congressman Blanton, she caricatured
his penchant for economy in government. She accused
'Owsley of trying to dodge the fact that former Governor
James Ferguson had endorsed him, She produced circulars

printed by Ferguson soliciting support.58

Four days before the election, the Dallas Dispatch
releasad the results of a poll, which professed to be the
views of 350,000 voters. Of the six candidates still in
the race, Mrs. Cunningham was fifth. The poll was sur-
prisingly accursate, for she did finish in fifth place,
polling 28,944 votees as compared with the top runner,
Serator Mayfield, who received 200,246 votes. Minnie Fish
carried one county--Walker, her home county. Mayfield
carried 106 counties, but failed to carry his homne

29

county.
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)/HCKay, Texas Politics, p. 1.70.
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One cf Mrs. Cunningham's close associates stated
that Minnie Fish's campaign was hampered by her loyalty to
her husband, who was seriously ill at that time, and this
subsequently curtailed her ability to move about the
state.4o Whatever the reason, Minnie Fish failed in her
attemrt to bLecome the first woman from Texas to be elected
to the United States Senate. She was disappointed, but
undaunted. Immediately after her defeat she, with Thomas
Blanton, tcok the stump for Connally, the runner-up. It
was probably some consolation to Mrs. Cunningham that
Connally defeated Mayfield in the primary run-off, and

/ent on to win the general election.

40, . . - .
Statement by Mrs. Margaret Reading, personal
interview, February 9, 1968.



CHAFTER V
TEE GOVERNCR'S RACE: 1944

Sixteen years elapsed before Minnie Fisher
Cunningham ran &again for & high public office. In 1930,
she became a staff member of the Texas a4, & M. College
Extensioa Service, Jjoining the organization as an asso-
ciate editor. In 19%4, she was promoted to Texas Exten-
sion editor, succeeding Wayne Darrow, who became chief of
the AAA Division of Information in Washington, D. C. She
held this position until 19%8, when she transferred to
Wachingbton with the Regicnal Contact Section of the &AAa.

After living in Washington until 1943, Mrs.
Curningham raturned to Texas, ostensibly to care for a
sister who was in failing health. Her primary reason ror
resigning her position was because of a "gag rule" imposed
on Extension Service employces which prevented them from
promotirg increased food production for the war effort.
Ber accusation was vigorously dsnied by Judge Marvin Jones,
Administrator of the War Food Administration. Jones con-

ended that Mrs. Cunningham had misinterpreted a directive
sent from the officevof M. L. Wilson, Director of the

Federzal Exbension Servics, and that her charge "that

(tension Service News, April, 1938.
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Director Wilson had deliberately lent himself to the sup-
pression of freedom of speech and freedom of the press and
tc the sabotege of the war focd production program is
entirely unwarranted.”2 Minnie Fish firmly believed, how-
ever, that she had conclusive proof that somne agencies of
the federal government were subverting the United States
war effort by seeking to curtail food production, partic-
.ularly for the use by the armed forces.5

Mrs, Cunningham had no idea of returning home for
the purpose of retirement. Having been active in politics
during the decade of the 19%0's, she was now Iree to
devote more of her time to the political scene. Before
she left Texas in 1938, Minnie Fish had organized the
Wonen's Committee for Econcmic Folicy. This was one of
the many ad hcc committees she set up to cope with a
variety of political and social needs. The initial pur-
pose of this committee was to work to improve the poor
conditions in teacher retirement and pensions for the
needy ag-;ed..tL Lvater, this groupr of women fought Governor
W. Lee O'Daniel when he attempted to pass a transaction

B —

‘dudge Marvin Jones to Representative Fritz. G.
Lanhaw, October 22, 1945.

7 .
“Mrs. Minnie Fisher Cunningham to Representative
Sam Rayburn, sugust 10, 1943%.

qTex:s Cbserver, November 21, 1958.



tax in order to increase state revenue. With certain
exceptions, O'Daniel's proposed measure would have placed
a 1.6 per cent tax on all business transactions. It also
called for the abolishment of the ad valcrem tax.5 Had
the transaction tax been passed into law, it would have
placed a burdenscme tax on the average citizen, and it
would have been especially disastrous to a large segment
of the population engaged in agriculture.6 Some of the
members of the Women's Committee for Economic Policy
formed & nucleus of women who rallied arcund Minnie Fish
vhen she returncd to Texas.

O'Daniel, although elected to a seccnd term as

governor, coulé not get along with the Legislaturs. The

=

more he dem&nded, the more cbstinate the legisiators
became., Any success he had with the legislative branch
was credited to Lieutenant Governor Coke R. Stevenson,

1e Senate. O'Daniel and the Legislature

et

president of
reached a psrtial compromise when the Legislature agreed

to pass some of C'Daniel's legislative proposals if he, in
turn, agreced to run for the United States Senate, turning

the governcrship over to Stevensoa., O0'Daniel ran and won.

. 3. McKay, Texas Politics: 1G06-1944, p. 326.
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Stevenson assumed leadership of the Texas government in
1941.7

During the early years of his office, Stevenson
berated the federal government for assuming too much con-
trol of the states. He was especially critical of Pres-
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal practices. He
opposed the war-time measure of rationing gasoline and
food. Referring specifically to gasoline rationing,
Stevenson claimed that rationing would wreck the oil
industry. In August, 1945, he told a sheriff's convention
in Houston that gasoline rationing had closed 2800 service
stations in Texas.8 It was obvious to many that Stevenson
believed that the system of rationing was symbolic of the
federal govennweni's encroachment on the affairs of the
states. Definitely a political conservative, he has been
described &as follows:

If the trend toward what some call 'liberal',
others call 'radical' and still others call
'communistic' government continues, Stevenson might

well be remembered as the last great voice in Texas
calling out for status quo.~

D D ———

’yau1 Bolton, Governors cf Texas, no page number
given.
8Script of a campaign speech by Mrs. Cunningham, no

9"\ W e

Beloven, Governors, no rage number,
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Stevenson's political posture was enough for Mrs.
Cunningham and her colleagues to give serious opposition
to him. A close friend of Minnie Fish said, "Well, I tell
you, he [Stevenson] was a pretty hard governor on us good
liberals, and we were having problem after problem. . . ."10
Because Stevenscn had decisively beaten all guber-
natorial contenders in 1942, and because there was no
prominent state figure apparently willing to oppose him in
1944, Mrs., Cunnirngham's group began to look for a poten-
tial candidate. While discussing some prospective oppo-
nents of Stevenson, the name of Professor J. Frank Dobie
was mentioned. Minnie Fish, Mrs. Margaret Reading, and
others in the group were excited as they anticipated the
possibility of Dobie's entry into the race. Although it
vas late at night, Mrs. Cunningham telephconed Jonn Henry
Feulk, who was living in Austin, to come to the Driskill
Hotel to help them make a decision. After a lengthy con-
ference, the group agreed that Dobie, then an exchange
professor in XEnecland, be asked to enter his name on the
ballot. Shortly before their decision, Dobizs had sent &
cablegram to their group, expressing his concern about the
direction which Texas politice was going. Part of the

reason for Professor Dobie's concern was revealed when the

D 5 . : ; .
lkbtatement by Mrs. Lillian Collier, personal inter-

view, February 6, 19568,
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Houston Fost, on April 26, 1944, published an article

which described a presliminary caucus held by Sam X.
Seymour, Colorado County Democratic chairman. Thirty-five
persons aﬁtenued and unanimously adopted a resolution that
the Democratic Farty in Texas should not participate in
the July 19 Democratic National Convention. They also
approved twoe other resolutions which would allow the Texas
State Convention to nominate for the offices of President
and Vice-President. This wouid enadble the Texas delegates
to by-pass President Roosevelt and Vice-Fresident Henry
Wallace. The other resolution would give the Texas Demo-
cratic Convention the authority to call a National Demo-
cratic Convention for those states which refused to par-

11 Because of this

ticipate in the Chicago convention.
turn of events, Mrs. Cunningham and lMrs. Reading were con-
vinced that Dobiec would not refuse their plea., A campaign
headgquarters was set up in Austin, and Mrs. Reading ini-
tiated a Draft-iobie--for-Governor movement. Several
cablegrams were sent to Dobis, but he declined to answer.
Finally, he cabled his refusal to become & candidate.

Regarding this, Mrs. Reading said, "Dobie's reply was so

B e e L U ——
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““Precs Release by the Draft-Dobie-for-Governor

Headquarters, no date given.



82

ridiculous that we were pretty much put out with him. And
that was the end of J. Frank Dobie for governor."12

The libterel political element in Austin was in a
quandary because of its inability to get & candidate to
represent them., On May 19, shortly before the filing
deadline, Minnie Fish wrote out a check for $1C0 to the
State Democratic Executive Committee, and instructed Mrs.
Reading to have her name placed on the ballot. Mrs.
Cunningham was in Auvstin at the time because she was
chairman of the Walker County delegation to the State
Democratic Ccnvention.  With her she carried instructions
from the Walker County Democratic Convention which

expressed much of her own sentiment. In part, the

instructions re

S
Vo

(4]

The Delegation is instructed to vote on

specific issues as follows:

A, To apyrove the National Administration of
President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

B. To vote for the renomination cf President

Roogsevelt for a Fourcvth Term as President.

To condemn the Fifth Column activities within

the Democratic Party.

D. To vote against the restcraticn of the two-
thirds rule in the National Convention.

i, To vote for submission of &an amendment to the
Constitution of the United States permitting

C

s .
“Statement by Mrs. Marpgaret Reading, personal
interview, February 9, 1968.



ratification of treaties_by majority vote of
both Houses of Congress.

Stevenson's attempt to control the convention, ccupled
with his conservative pclitic&al posture and anti-Roosevelt
feeling, were more than Minnie Fish could tolerate.
Although sixty-two years old, she was determined that
anrother view be aired. 1In a letter to Mrs. Carrie Chapnan
Cett, Minnie Fish exvlained why she ran for governor:
« « o S0 in May a small group of us said that

after all we were only responsible:to God for what

we did ourselves and not for what other people did

or did not do. So I announced as 2 candidate Tor

governoxr &nd we made our campaign & straight, hot
attack on the governor and his anti-war activities.

That had the desired effect of taking his mind off

of the presidential election.l#

From the day Mrs. Cunningham announced her can-
didacy, she nounted a blistering attack against Governor
Stevenson. Using the former ar -Dobie organization and
Mrz. Rzading as her campaign manager, Minnie Fish carried
the bsttle into the camp of the political conservatives.

She was well aware that her candidacy was only a token

one, but she was determined that the citizens of Texas be

1 %

“?0fficial Lelegate Instructions, Walker County
Demeceratic kxecutive Committee, May 9, 19A4

" . . . c- ) N -
Mes. Minnie Fisher Cunningnam to Mrs. Carrie
Chavman Cott, sugust 24, 1944,



84

aware of the issues involved. Public interest in the race
increased because of her candidacy, particularly because
she stressed the need to support the war effort. In an
interview, Mrs. Cunningham said:
In seeking the governor's office, I have but
one purpose, and that is to mobilize the strength
and resources of the great State of Texas behind

the men apd women who are doing the fighting of
this war.

In effect, she had a one-plank platform: Full support of
the war.

Mrs. Jene Y. McCallum, former Secretary of State
under Goverrnor Dan Moody, arranged for Mrs. Cunningham to
oren her campaign in the Crystal Ballrcom of the Driskill

Hotel on dJung la.lb Until that date only one other cen-

S . A . 1
didate, Gene Porter of Waco, had made an opening speech. 7
In general, Mrs. Cunningham's opponents represented a

lacklustrzs grouop of individuals. Porter was a merchant

[}

and a

n

elf-styled philosopher. Heving failed in a guber-
natorial ettempt in 1942, he promoted the idea that

'happiness is the theme of one's life and the greatest key

o
“Psteve Observer, May 29, 1944
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to happiness is kindness in humanity."18

W. J. Minton, a
Sherman editor, campaignea on a minimum old-age pension
and statewide prochibition platform. An eighty-two-yecar-
0ld real estate agent from Houston, E. L. Carey, was per-
heaps the mest eccentric of the candidates. A former rail-
road conductor and an accomplished ventriloquist, he
pledged to initiate a legalized national lottery for the
purpose of paying off war bonds. Alex M. Ferguson, of
Howe, called for ridding Texas cf the invisible government
which was supported by financial wizards of the East for
the purpose of electing their candidates. Another pre-
vious gubernatorial contender, Marvin Jones of Nacogdoches,:
ran on & priatform calling for a graduated tax on real
estate over gnd above the honmestead, jury service for
women, a law that ail teachers be employed on a twelve-
month basis at & minimum salary of $100 a month, and a law
placing &all alcoholic drinks under the sealed package law.
A Dickinson dentist, Herbert E. Mills, advocated reform in
the state eiecmosynary and penal institutions. Willian F.
Grimes, a Houstocn attorney, completed the ballot list.19
For Minniz Fish there was only onc opponent in the race--

Coke Stevenson. During her address, she accused Stevenson




86

of employing confusion and division to impede the progress
of the war. Later she said:
. . « to be fair to Governor Stevenson, I
believe if the war between the Axis and the United

States were being fought in a vacuum, he would be

strong for the United States to win the victory.

But wars are not fought in a vacuum.

Speaking to an audience largely composed of women,
Minnie Fish seemed especially agitated by what had happened
at the State Democratic Convention cn May 23. Only moments
after the convertion assembled, a split among the delegates
was apparent. Two major factions developed primarily over
the issue of whether or not the electors from Texas to the
National Democratic Convention would be instructed to vote
for the nomination of Fresident Rocsevelt. After much
angry debate, a "rump session" was called by Mrs. Alfred
Taylor, a supporter of Roosevelt and former president of
the Austin League of Women Voters. The pro-Roosevelt con-
vention left the Senate chamber and met in the Chamber of
the House of Representatives. There they passed resolu-
tions which pledged the support of its presidential
electors for the nominees of the national convention and

ledged its delegates to the Chicazo conventicn to work
(&) &5 § o
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Austin American, June 15, 1944,
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and vote for the nomninavion of President Roosevelt.21

Minnie Fish was one of the delegates who participated in
the pro-Roosevelt convention, and she contended that,
although Stevenson had not been present at the state con-
vention, he was the person who had led the fight to dump
Rocsevelt. She told her audience how Stevenson had per-
petreted a conspiracy by making a tour through Texas, in
April and Mzy, ostensibly for the purpose of promoting
good will, but really to influence county delegations to
vote against any support of Roosevelt &and:New Dealism., To
suprert her charge, Minnie Fish said that she had checked
tne ro0ll call veles of the senate convention, and that the
ajor pockets of opposition to Roosevelt came from those
counties visifted by Stevenson. She said: "He attacks the
administration that has the responsibility for waging the
war because it ie the same administration against which he

.. . " 22
was fighting long before the war."

<

lMes. Cunningham was politically astute and knewv

)
3

L%

that she had to carry the attack to Stevenson winenever

(
£

time and circumstance allowed. She did not let him forget
her displeacsure of the way the State Democratic Convention

was handled. Early in June, shc made a promise:

2l
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This summer our troops are invading the
totaliterian-ruled areas of Europe. We will also
have an invasion of the totalitarian government of
Texas which we found, on May 2%, has been dictated
by a handful of Republican minded men in the Demo-
cratic party and the state executive office.2
Her personal dislike of Stevenson gave her added zeal to
see him defeated. $She wrote a long-time friend that "our
present governcr is worse than Ferguson ever dared to
RE g oow e n g . = g

bes « » Minnie Fish's tactic of taking the battle to
Stevenson served & useful purpose, for she forced him to
deny publicly many of her charges. Stevenson had stated
earlier that he had no platform and would not campaign.
This amused Minnie Fish because she said that she made hin .
campaign and that he did it on her platformn.

lMrs. Qunningham used a8 July Fourth celebration at
her home town of Kew VWeverly as the occasion to make her
first state-wide radio address of her campaign. With
Willie Ellis, & returned war hero, she was honored by the
citizens of Walker County in special ceremonies. The
event gave -impetus to her speech, for she talked of the
meaning of the Fourth of July--freedom, responsibility,

and human cosit. She believed that to be enzaged in a wer

to protect humzan freedom meant to be totelly involved in

DE
““Dallas dHews, June &, 1944,
”

c . g .
Mrs, riannle

Chapman Catt, Lupust

isher Cunninghanm to Mrs. Carrie
'L
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that war. Then she accused.Governor Stevenson of refusing
to use his high office "to support our men in the Battle
for Freedom."25 According to Minnie Fish, the governor
had hidden his anti-war record behind his "no comment"
statement. Rather, he had used his power to "separate the
'Home Front' from the 'War Front' and so abandon our boys
to fight for Freedom with their Rear Guard thrown into
~confusion by his continual efforts."26
Stevenson often mentioned that his record as
governor was a good one, specifically referring to the
financial deficit which had been removed during his tenure
of office. O'Daniel had left the state in a financial
predicament when he became U. S. Senator, and it was true
that by 1944 the state government was operating with a
surplus of funds. To the average voter, Stevenson repre-
sented a person who hzd the genius to put the state's
finances in good order when no one else was able to do so.
Mrs. Cunningham countered this understanding by saying

that the war, not Stevenson, had brought prosperity to the

state. She cited an editorial in the Dallas News which

said that the deficit was wiped out by taxes on oil and

Cunningham, July 4, 1944,
D
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sulphur, both much used war:commodities. Minnie Fish
pointed out the irony of this because Stevenson, as &
member of the House of Representatives, had "voted against
every proposal to tax oil and sulphur that came up in his

: 27 " g o . .
time." / In closing, Minnie Fish solemnly charged:

« « « Coke Stevenson has otstructed the War
Effort and by so doing has given aid and comfort to
our enemies . . . that he had offended our friendly
neighbor Mexico to the point where that country nas
felt it wice to prohibit the importation of Mexican
laber into Texas . . . that he has defrauded the 01d
Peopls of Texas and made them pay millions of
dollars which the citizens of Texas never meant for
them to lose . . . that he has deprived our Texas
soldiers of their chance to vote in the coming
election . . . that he has harried and attacked the
War aAdministration of our country . . . that he has
deceived, betrayed and undermined the morale of
Texans at viork in the War Production Factories of
our state . . . that he nas injured our School
uystex . . . that he has concealed his purposes,
opinions, and political associates from the citi-
zens of Texas . . . that he has conspired to 28
destroy our P"rt" System of Government. . .

‘eny perscns did not take Mrs. Cunningham seriously about
the charges sne nade during her Fourth of July address.

However, her repeated verbal assaults against Stevenson

rroved to te a major source of embarrassnment to him.

"f
/erlpt of a radio addre:
Cunnipgham, July 4, 1944,

28
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s by Mrs. Minnie Fisher

Jbid.
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On July 12, Mrs. Cunningham's campaign was enhanced
when President'Roosevelt announced his decision to accept
a fourth term nomination. The pro-Roosevelt peorle in
Texas weré not surprised at his decision, but many feared

that his failing health would prevent him from continuing

in office. Asked by an Austin American reporter to make a

statement about Roosevelt's announcement, Mrs. Cunningham
first observed that Governor Stevenson had no comment to

make. Then she said:

I rejoice with all the mothers and fathers of
the nation that the commznder in chief has agreed
to see our boys through this world crisis. 1 know
at what sscrifics he made this decision. . . . I
am profoundly grateful to him for his willingness
to maxe that sacrifice.dY

On the day Minnie Fish heard the news, she wrote Mrs.
Roosevelt a long letter, indicating her gratitude for the
esident's decision and giving information about the

battle in which she was engaged. Speaking about the

governor's race end the state convention, she wrote:

The fight has gone well. It now appears that
Mr. Jesze Jones has rescinded the State Convention
in which his nerhew's hired hoodlums, bcoed the war
effort, the men who are fighting the war and the
Commander in Chief, himself. It also appears that
sore of the defiant suprort which has made Coke

~¢

¢ z . . 2 :
“austin American, July 13, 1944.



Stevenson the objectionable character which he is
has gone out from vehind him in this hour of his
greatest need. Therefore my opportunity for being
actually elected as governor has risen from prac-

tically_nothing to at least a good fighting
! 2
chance.?"

Mrs. Cunningham was completely wrong about her own possi-
bility of being governor. However, the pro-Roosevelt
voting record of the Texas delegation at the National
Democratic Convention proved her correct in believing that
some of Stevenson's strength was waning at this level.
Minnie Fish, accompanied by Mrs. Reading, made two
tours of the stzte in her race for governor. She had the
overt suppert of many farmers and labor union leaders.
- 4= . : ~ - . R | T 2 Al 2 51 .
Both the Harris County Industriel Union Council and the
i i - : 22
Jefferson County Folitijcal Action Comnittee gave her
their fuvll sndorsement. As the campaign entered its
closing days, it was obvious that Mrs. Cunningham did not
have widesvread voter support. Barly in the campaign, she
had written Dudlev K. Woodward, Jr., of Dallas, soliciting

his help. VWoodward had served on her suffrage advisory

5oﬁrs. Minnie Fisher Cunningham to Mrs. Eleancor
Roosevelt, July 12, 1944,

5lGeneral letter from Rocky L. Davis, Fresident,
Harris County Industrial Union Council, July 15, 1944.
32 - . - o oS S - - - b >
Tetter of endorsement from %illiam Squire Taylor,
Chairman, Jefferson County Political action Committee, no
date given.



committee and later supported her in her attempt to be
elected to the United States Senate. Through the inter-
vening years & split had developed between Woodward and
Mrs. Cunningham, primarily because of the Roosevelt admin-
istration., After chastising Mrs. Cunningham for aligning
herself with a group dedicated to injuring the institution
of free government, Woodward wrote:

Incidentally, T can't find anyone, man or
woman, who thinks there is a race for the governor-
ship. I've talked to various groups here [in
Dallas ] and at Austin and I don't find anyone
against Stevenson. Unless a revolution in senti-

ment shouvld occur it looks like your campaign this

time will areleven worse than your attempt at the
genete. «+ « 7Y

Neither Woodward, nor anyone else, was able to keep her
from finishiﬁg ner campuignf

The week prior to the election, Mrs. Cunningham
made three majorr addresscs over & state-wide network. On
July 19, she spoke to the women of Texas; on July 20, to
Texas soldiers; and on July 21, to the voters of Texas.
In her address to the women, Minnie Fish appealed to them
to exercise their right to vote and not allow Stevenson to

be re-elected vecavee they had defaulted their

e B )
’DDudley . Wooédward, Jr., to Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham, June 19, 1944
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responsibility. o Of the soldiers, Mrs. Cunningham asked
a2 rhetorical question: Has Texas changed since you went
avay to war? She answered the question by citing the poor
effort by Stevenson to support the war, the governor's
refusal to call & special session of the Legislature to
make provision for servicemen to vote, and Stevenson's
feeble offer to hire returning servicemen for work only in
the Texas Highway Department. By Minnie Fish's figures
some 600,000 Texas men and women were disenfranchised

33 -

because they were in the armed forces. She Ptegan her
nessage to the vobers by reviewing the struggle she and
others made to gain equal suffrage for the citizens of
Tex2as., She contrasted the election of July, 1918, with
the election of dJduly, 1944, Ir 1918, the issues had been
discussed because men on both sides of the question were
willing to share their opinions &nd convictions. She

stated that this was not true in 1944, Stevenson, the

(@]

hief candidate, refused to speak on the issues, claiming
that he was not campaigning becsuse of the war. By not

informing the people of Texas about governmental activities,

pL : . s ; :
)LScript of radio address by Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham, July 19, 1S944.

9)°cr30t of radio address by Mrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham, Ju]y 20, 1944, ) .
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Stevenson, she charged, was not responsible toc his

< S
ofllce.j

Governor Stevenson won a landslide victory in the
Democratic primary, and went on to sweep the election from
his Republican opponent, B. J. Peasley, in November. Of
823,460 votes cast in the July primary, Stevenson received
696,585. Mrs. Cunningham ran second, with 48,039 votes,
and no other opponent of the governor was given one-half

37

as many.

(QY]

“Script of radio address by lMrs. Minnie Fisher
Cunningham, July 21, 1944,

97Officia1 Vobe Tabulation Certificate of the State
Democratic Executive Committee, August 7, 1944,



CHAFTER VI
CONCLUSION

History has not had time to judge what kind of
impact the life of Minnie Fisher Cunningham had upon it.
The forces of human action, which she started and engaged
in herself, are still operating. Few conclusions have
been reached, and those only partially. History will
never be able to draw all the conclusions. Yet, from a
short-range view, a general conclusion can be reached:
Mrs., Cunningham d4id not overturn the course of history,
but she did bend history. What she believed, said, did,
and reflected upon--all have vitally affected our small
segment of tirne.

Her life wes symbolized by her indominitable spiritv,
always resolute in demonstrating the difference between
victory and progress. She won few victories, but she was
utterly convinced that that movement in hisTory called
progress wes invaluable. Progress meant, for her, any
activity which improved the lot ¢f human kind. Her only
major victory which can be ccnsicdered reasonably conclu-
sive was suffrage. $he believed in it and fought for it,
not merely tecause women were not allowed to vote buv

because it was & tasic huran right. This was reflected in
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her desire to work for equal suffrage for all and not
exclusively woman suffrage.

She wanted victory for all of the causes she sup-
ported. Had she pursued only those human issues which
promised her victory, however, she would have been lost in
a maze of mediccrity. What quality of character drove her
to engage in the battle for right? What quality was it
that at times made her appear to be engaged in a futile
effort? Or what was it that required Mrs. Cunningham to
drive relentlessly a project through to its conclusion and
required thcse who worked with her to do the same? ECatis-
Tactory answers vo these questions will not be easily
found.

Mre. Gunningham can be characterized as a simple
but, raradoxically, highly complex person. The simple,
uncomplicated side of her nature wes represented by the
keen enjoyment she got from tramping across the pastures
at Fisher Farms or from visiting with her intimate friends.
Her complex nature is not as easily demonstrated. Yerhaps
it can best be understood by the times when often alone
and for the sake of an ideal, she moved against an opponent
or any opposing force. It is this side of her personality
which is so rerplexing. There are many psychological rea-
csons wiy she developed into the persor she was. No doubt

her parents, marriage, envircament, and emotional makeup
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radically.shaped her personality. Coupled with this were
the circumstances of time and place which allowed her
personality to mesh with certain critical human events.
What is ciear, however, is that she was a woman confronted
with making a choice about what style of life she would
lead. She chose to be in the mainstream of events, social
and politicel, without regretting her decision or counting
the cost. Her zest for life was always sharpened when the
odds against her were the greatest. It was as though she
was sustained by the realization that some positive
results might come out of her labors. Whether it was
suffrage, her political races, or one of the other causes
she espoused, Minnie Fisher Cunningham gave herself
unreservadly. Mrs. Democrat of Texas is gone. Her ideals

are still with many of us.
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