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“Three cheers for Molly Ivins … [She] is H. L. Mencken without the cruelty, Will Rogers with an agenda, and should never have been fired from The New York Times for calling a chicken-killing festival ‘a gang-pluck.’”

—L.A. Times Book Review




“A delight from start to finish … all by herself, Molly Ivins proves that keen intelligence and a Southern accent are real good buddies. She is a canny observer of the political and cultural scene at both the local level and the national level.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“If you’re a liberal, you’ll finish this book wanting Molly Ivins to keep on writing as long as she can breathe. If you’re a conservative, you’ll wish you had someone of her talent and humor in your ranks.”

—Christian Science Monitor




“Has so many laugh-out-loud, memorable lines it’s tempting to simply list them … for posterity, and for a darn good read.”

—Dallas Morning News




“Molly Ivins is one of the funniest political columnists currently covering the national scene…. Ivins’s wit does not quit.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“Her writing is so wickedly funny … she’s fresh in every sense of the word.”

—Detroit Free Press




“In these times when almost nobody tells the truth, Molly does.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune




“Perhaps the funniest political commentator in the country—and certainly in Texas.”

—Arizona Daily Star




“She’s big trouble. And happy as a chicken on an open grain sack.”

—Denver Post




“She’s something of a delicacy. Not caviar, bubba. More like chicken-fried steak with a rich cream gravy.”

—San Jose Mercury News




“When’s the last time you laughed out loud at a political column? Ivins has some zingers that will bust your gut—just as they do the guts down in the land of Bubbas and Bubbettes.”

—Denver Post




“Please, boss, please. Hire this woman to come to Rhode Island. We need her wicked bad.”

—Providence Journal




“A real hoot from start to finish … the lady is definitely a rebel. And what’s happened here is she’s come up with a winner.”

—Bangor Daily News







Molly Ivins
MOLLY IVINS CAN’T SAY THAT, CAN SHE?

Molly Ivins was born and raised in Texas. She has been a journalist for more than twenty years and has written for the Texas Observer, The New York Times, Time, and many other national magazines. She has appeared on the Mac-Neil/Lehrer NewsHour, Nightline, The Tonight Show, and Today. She currently lives in Austin, Texas, and writes a nationally syndicated column for the Fort Worth Star.
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INTRODUCTION

In my youth, I aspired to be a great journalist. George Orwell, Albert Camus, and I. F. Stone were my heroes. Great writers and intellectuals who helped illuminate their times. But look, God gave those guys fascism, communism, colonialism, and McCarthyism to struggle against. All I got was Lubbock. It’s not my fault.

Sometimes readers come up to me to say they think I’m an awfully funny writer. I have perfected this routine where I shuffle my feet, say “Aw shucks,” and then allow, “It’s all in the material.” This has the dual virtue of allowing me to appear unconceited and also of being perfectly truthful.

I suppose I could claim I did my best with what I had. Lord knows, Texas politics is a rich vein. Politics here is like everything in Texas, just like it is everywhere else—only more so.

Twenty-five years of reporting on the place and I still can’t account for that lunatic quality of exaggeration, of being slightly larger than life, in a pie-eyed way, that afflicts the entire state. I just know it’s there, and I’d be lying if I tried to pretend it isn’t.

Being used to it has advantages. Expecting things to make no sense gave me a great leg up during the Reagan years. As for George Bush of Kennebunkport, Maine—personally I think he’s further evidence that the Great Scriptwriter in the Sky has an overdeveloped sense of irony.

I’m supposed to explain myself in this introduction—specifically, how come I came out so strange. Having been properly reared by a right-wing family in East Texas, how’d I turn out this peculiar? I believe all Southern liberals come from the same starting point—race. Once you figure out they are lying to you about race, you start to question everything.

If you grew up white before the civil rights movement anywhere in the South, all grown-ups lied. They’d tell you stuff like, “Don’t drink out of the colored fountain, dear, it’s dirty.” In the white part of town, the white fountain was always covered with chewing gum and the marks of grubby kids’ paws, and the colored fountain was always clean. Children can be horribly logical.

The first great political movement to come along in my lifetime was the civil rights movement, and I was for it. The second great question was the war in Vietnam, and I was against it. So they told me I was a double-dyed liberal. I said, “O.K.” What did I know? Later on, people took to claiming it meant I was for big government, high taxes, and communism. That’s when I learned never to let anyone else define my politics.

I suspect there are a couple of other factors accounting for the odd hitch in my getalong. Being female, for starters. Can’t say I’ve ever come to any particularly cosmic conclusions about gender, but when you start out in a culture that defines your role as standing on the sidelines with pom-poms to cheer while the guys get to play the game, it will raise a few questions in your mind. Another problem is my size. It wasn’t that I ever rejected the norms of Southern womanhood. I was just ineligible. I was the Too Tall Jones of my time. I grew up a St. Bernard among greyhounds. It’s hard to be cute if you’re six feet tall.

The other problem is that I was a reader. No one’s talking Junior Intellectual here. It’s true I went through every book in the public library, but where I grew up that meant entire shelves of Frances Parkinson Keyes, and other lady novelists with three names. Like everyone I ever knew who grew up reading in The Provinces, I yearned for nothing so much as to get the hell out of there. I wanted to go somewhere Up North or Back East or somewhere where people talked about books and ideas, or something besides the weather and football all the time. So I did. I went from Austin to Boston, from Alice to Dallas, Par-REE twice, and Minnesota once. And all I learned is that folks everywhere mostly talk about the weather and football. So I came home.

Came back to edit the Texas Observer, a spunky little liberal magazine, so poor that the business manager slept under the Addressograph and the reporters stole pencils from the governor’s office. For six years I lived below the poverty level and had more fun than the law allows.

From the first moment I saw the Texas Legislature, I adored it. Opening day, 61st session, 1971, I walked onto the floor of the Texas House, saw one ol’ boy dig another in the ribs with his elbow, wink, and announce, “Hey, boy! Yew should see whut Ah found mahself last night! An’ she don’t talk, neither!” It was reporter-heaven. Some sensitive souls are sickened by it, a few find it merely distasteful, and others persist in reporting on it in a way that squeezes all the juice and life out of it: “House Bill 327 was passed out of subcommittee by unanimous vote on Tuesday.”

One of my heroes is William Brann, the great populist, who edited a paper called The Iconoclast in Waco before the turn of the century. Brann, a fearless man, loathed three things above all others; cant, hypocrisy, and the Baptists. “The trouble with our Texas Baptists,” he once observed, “is that we do not hold them under water long enough.” But there he was in the Vatican City of the Baptists, and for his pains, one fine day in 1898, on a wooden sidewalk, an irate Baptist shot him in the back. Right where his galluses crossed. But the story has a happy ending, on account of, as he lay dying on the sidewalk, William Brann drew his own gun and shot his murderer to death. Me, I hoped to go like Brann. A martyr to honest journalism.

So in my early days at the Observer, when I would denounce some sorry sumbitch in the Lege as an egg-suckin’ child-molester who ran on all fours and had the brains of an adolescent pissant, I would courageously prepare myself to be horse-whipped at the least. All that ever happened was, I’d see the sumbitch in the capitol the next day, he’d beam, spread his arms, and say, “Baby! Yew put mah name in yore paper!” Twenty years, and I’ve never been able to permanently piss off a single one of them. I have finally had to admit, Texas politicians are unusually civilized people.

For reasons no longer clear to me, I quit the Observer in 1976 and went to work for The New York Times. Naturally, I was miserable, at five times my previous salary. The New York Times is a great newspaper: it is also No Fun. Happily, they sent me out West for three years so I didn’t have to mess with ’em much. I loped around the Rockies havin’ a fine time despite the peculiar editing of that institution. (I once described a fella as havin’ “a beergut that belongs in the Smithsonian”; he turned up in the pages of the Times as “a man with a protuberant abdomen.”) Finally got fired for describing a community chicken-killing festival as “a gang-pluck.” As a lady at Harvard University once said to an applicant who had killed both his parents, “Well, these things do happen.”

The Dallas Times-Herald made me an offer I could not refuse; said, “Come home, and we will let you write about whatever you want to, and say whatever you want to.” And through more editors than I care to remember, the Herald has been as good as its word. So I’ve been home again (home being where you understand the sumbitches) for the past ten years. I am grateful and always will be to the Herald, which has taken substantial heat for publishing my column. The title of this book stems from an early Herald effort to defuse protests over the column. I had written of a local congressman, “If his IQ slips any lower, we’ll have to water him twice a day.” This observation touched off an advertiser boycott and many subscription cancellations, to which the Herald made a gutsy response. It rented billboards around Dallas that said, MOLLY IVINS CAN’T SAY THAT, CAN SHE?

According to Texas legend, in 1836, when Sam Houston, master of the strategic retreat, and the Texan Army finally allowed Santa Anna and the Mexicans to catch up with them, the Texans waded into the sleeping Mexicans at San Jacinto yelling, “Remember the Alamo! Remember Goliad!” while filleting Mexicans left and right with their bayonets. The panicked Mexicans tried to scramble away, screaming, “Me no Alamo, me no Goliad!” It has come to mean, “Hey, don’t blame me. I didn’t do it.”

All the stuff I report in this book happened. I didn’t make up any of it. Me no Alamo.

Molly Ivins
Austin, Texas
January 1991


TEXAS BIDNESS
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“Texas politicians aren’t crooks: it’s just that they tend to have an overdeveloped sense of the extenuatin’ circumstance. As they say around the Legislature, if you can’t drink their whiskey, screw their women, take their money, and vote against ’em anyway, you don’t belong in office.”

—MOLLY IVINS,
The Progressive




TEXAS OBSERVED


Seems to me I wrote this piece a million years ago. First and only time I’ve ever tried to explain Texas to non-Texans. That learned me. It’s weird to tell, but the more a body tries to explode all the foolish myths that have grown up about Texas by telling the truth, the more a body will wind up adding to the mythology.



THE CLEAN CRAPPER BILL

The rest of the country is in future shock and in Texas we can’t get Curtis’s Clean Crapper bill through the Legislature. Curtis Graves is a state representative from Houston who introduced a bill to provide minimum standards of cleanliness for public restrooms in this state. It was defeated. Solons rose on the floor of the House to defend dirty Johns. The delights of peein’ against the back wall after a good whiskey drank were limned in excruciating detail. In New York City, Zero Mostel gets up on a stage and prances around singing “Tradition!” while the audience wets itself with nostalgia. In America, the rate of change shifts from arithmetic to geometric progression. In Texas, where ain’t nothin’ sanitized for your protection, we still peein’ against the back wall.

What this country really needs, along with a new government, is a stiff dose of Texas. Things still are the way they used to be down here, and anybody who thinks that’s quaint is welcome to come dip into the state’s premier product. Like Johnny Winter sings, “They’s so much shit in Texas/you bound to step in some.”

WHY THE SKY IS BIGGER IN TEXAS

I love the state of Texas, but I regard that as a harmless perversion on my part and would not, in the name of common humanity, try to foist my pathology off on anyone else. Texas is a dandy place, in short spells, for anyone suffering from nauseé de Thruway Hot Shoppe. It is resistant to Howard Johnson, plastic, interstate highways, and Standard Television American English. But the reason it’s resistant to such phenomena is because it’s cantankerous, ignorant, and repulsive.

The reason the sky is bigger here is because there aren’t any trees. The reason folks here eat grits is because they ain’t got no taste. Cowboys mostly stink and it’s hot, oh God, it is hot. We gave the world Lyndon Johnson and you cowards gave him right back. There are two major cities in Texas: Houston is Los Angeles with the climate of Calcutta; to define Dallas is to add a whole new humongous dimension to bad.

Texas is a mosaic of cultures, which overlap in several parts of the state and form layers, with the darker layers on the bottom. The cultures are black, Chicano, Southern, freak, suburban, and shitkicker. (Shitkicker is dominant.) They are all rotten for women. Humanism is not alive and well in Texas. Different colors and types of Texans do not like one another, nor do they pretend to.

Shitkicker is pickup trucks with guns slung across the racks on the back and chicken-fried steaks and machismo and “D-I-V-O-R-C-E” on the radio and cheap, pink, nylon slips, and gettin’ drunk on Saturday night and goin’ to church on Sunday morning, and drivin’ down the highway throwin’ beer cans out the window, and Rastusan’-Liza jokes and high school football, and family reunions where the in-laws of your second cousins show up.

You can eat chili, barbecue, Meskin food, hush puppies, catfish, collard greens, red beans, pink grapefruit, and watermelon with Dr Pepper, Pearl, Lone Star, Carta Blanca, or Shiner’s, which tastes a lot like paint thinner but don’t have no preservatives in it. People who eat soul food here eat it because they can’t afford hamburger. Since last year, you can buy a drink in some bars, but a lot of folks still brown-bag it ’cause it’s cheaper, and Chivas and Four Roses look alike comin’ out of a brown bag.

WHAT TO WATCH IN TEXAS

The frontier is what John Wayne lived on. Most Texans are Baptists. Baptists are civilized people. Beware of Church of Christers.

Once when Ronnie Dugger was being poetic he said, “To a Texan, a car is like wings to a seagull: our places are far apart and we must dip into them driving … the junctions in the highways and the towns are like turns in a city well known.” It’s true, Texans are accustomed to driving three hours to see a football game or 150 miles for a movie.

Texas is an un-self-conscious place. Nobody here is embarrassed about being who he is. Reactionaries aren’t embarrassed. Rich folks aren’t embarrassed. Rednecks aren’t embarrassed. Liberals aren’t embarrassed. And when did black folks or brown folks ever have time to worry about existential questions? Lobbyists, loan sharks, slumlords, war profiteers, chiropractors, and KKKers are all proud of their callings. Only Dallas is self-conscious; Dallas deserves it.

Texas is not a civilized place. Texans shoot one another a lot. They also knife, razor, and stomp one another to death with some frequency. And they fight in bars all the time. You can get five years for murder and 99 for pot possession in this state—watch your ass.

ENVIRONMENTAL ADVANCES

The only thing that smells worse than an oil refinery is a feedlot. Texas has a lot of both. Ecology in Texas started with a feedlot. So many people in Lubbock got upset with the smell of a feedlot there that they complained to the city council all the time. The city council members didn’t act like yahoos; they took it serious. After a lot of hearings, it was decided to put up an Air-wick bottle on every fencepost around the feedlot. Ecology in Texas has gone uphill since then.

The two newest members of the Air Pollution Control Board were up for a hearing before a state senate committee this June. E. W. Robinson of Amarillo told the committee that he was against allowin’ any pollution that would prove to be very harmful to people’s health. A senator asked him how harmful was very harmful. Oh, lead poisonin’ and such would be unacceptable, said Robinson. What about pollution that causes allergies and asthma? Well, you don’t die of it, said Robinson. While the air of Texas is entrusted to this watchdog, the water is in good hands, too. Not long ago, the director of the Texas Water Quality Board was trying to defend what the Armco Steel Company is dumping into the Houston Ship Channel. “Cyanide,” he said, “is a scare word.”

THEY SAID IT WAS TEXAS KULCHER/BUT IT WAS ONLY RAILROAD GIN

Art is paintings of bluebonnets and broncos, done on velvet. Music is mariachis, blues, and country. Eddie Wilson, who used to be a beer lobbyist, started a place in Austin, in an old National Guard armory, called Armadillo World Headquarters. Willie Nelson, Freddie King, Leon Russell, Ravi Shankar, the Austin Ballet, the AFL-CIO Christmas Party, the Mahavishnu Band, and several basketball teams have held forth in this, the southwest’s largest country-western bohemian nightclub.

Kinky Friedman and the Texas Jewboys cut a single recently with “The Ballad of Charles Whitman” on the one side and “Get Your Biscuits in the Oven and Your Buns in the Bed” on the flip. Part of the lyrics of “The Ballad” go like this: “There was rumor/Of a tumor/nestled at the base of his brain …” Kinky lives on a ranch in Central Texas called Rio Duckworth, reportedly in a garbage can.

There is a radio station just across the border from Del Rio, Texas. It plays hymns during the day and broadcasts religious advertisements at night. They sell autographed pictures of Jesus to all you friends in radioland. Also prayer rugs as a special gift for all your travellin’ salesmen friends with a picture of the face of Jesus on the prayer rug that glows in the dark. And underneath the picture is a legend that also glows in the dark; it’s written, “Thou Shalt Not Commit Adultery.”

Texas is not full of rich people. Texas is full of poor people. The latest count is 22 percent of the folks here under the federal poverty line—and the feds don’t set the line high. The rest of the country, they tell us, has 13 percent poor folks, including such no-account states as Mississippi. Because Texas is racist, 45 percent of the black folks and the brown folks are poor.

Onliest foreign thang that approaches Texas politics is Illinois politics. We ain’t never left it lyin’ around in shoeboxes, elsewise, we got the jump on everybody.

Texans do not talk like other Americans. They drawl, twang, or sound like the Frito Bandito, only not jolly. Shit is a three-syllable word with a y in it.

Texans invent their own metaphors and similes, often of a scatological nature, which is kind of fun. As a group, they tell good stories well. The reason they are good at stories is because this is what anthropologists call an oral culture. That means people here don’t read and write much. Neither would you if the Dallas Morning News was all you had to read.

Texas—I believe it has been noted elsewhere—is a big state. Someone else can tell you about the symphony orchestras and the experimental theaters and those Texans who are writing their Ph.D. theses on U.S. imperialism in Paraguay and seventeenth-century Sanskrit literature. I’m just talking about what makes Texas Texas.

Place, 1972


INSIDE THE AUSTIN FUN HOUSE


Here’s another piece that’s almost twenty years old; at that time, it was semidefinitive concernin’ the Texas Lege. I wish I could report that the Lege has improved since. But it’s only become more entertaining.



The Texas Legislature consists of 181 people who meet for 140 days once every two years. This catastrophe has now occurred sixty-three times. The Legislature is, among other things, the finest free entertainment in Texas. Better than the zoo. Better than the circus.

In 1971, the Citizens Conference on State Legislatures produced a comparative study entitled “The Sometime Governments.” It ranked the Texas Legislature thirty-eighth out of fifty, leading to stunned reactions among connoisseurs of the local peculiar institution, such as, “My God! You mean there are twelve worse than this?” Since fans of the Texas Lege share the state mania for being Number One, even in inverse fashion, we gave serious consideration to firing off a hot letter to the C.C.S.L. explaining just why the Texas Lege is more outstandingly awful than any other. While the New Jersey state government might boast more Mafia ties, and Illinois did have that wonderful old fellow who stashed his loot in shoeboxes, nonetheless, the Texas Lege just has more … well, style. Class, you could call it. Panache, perhaps.

Take the last all-House duke-out. It was, distressingly enough, over ten years ago. Although there have been a fair number of fistfights in the capitol since, none has qualified as total Fist City. On the last such occasion (the cause long forgotten), over half of the 150 House members were actively engaged in slugging their colleagues, insulting the wives and mothers of same, knocking over desks, and throwing chairs. Now any legislature can have a mass duke-out, but where else would there be musical accompaniment? In mid-melee, four members mounted the speaker’s dais and held forth, in barbershop-quartet harmony, with “I Had a Dream, Dear.”

Every two years, one of the most hotly contested elections in Texas is the poll taken among members of the capitol press corps to determine who are actually the ten stupidest members of the Legislature. Two years ago, there were thirty-seven official nominees and several write-ins. For the last three sessions, the title of Number One Dumb has been captured by a Republican, leading to no small degree of ill feeling among loyal Democrats. Another consistent source of complaint has been that the poll fails to take into account those members who are suspected of spectacular stupidity but are incapable of standing up and talking so they might be judged. This breed of legislator has led to the creation of a new subcategory in the press-corps poll, the Top Ten Pieces of Furniture.

And what manner of work is produced by this wondrous assembly? Well, in 1971, the House passed a resolution honoring Albert DeSalvo for his efforts in the field of population control.* Last session, Representative Jim Kaster of El Paso introduced a bill requiring felons to submit twenty-four-hour advance notice of what crimes they planned to commit and where. After an epic battle, the late Hawkins Menefee managed to pass a bill permitting retailers to sell bread by the half-loaf. But former Representative Curtis Graves was less successful in the 61st session with his chicken-by-the-piece bill.

Many bills are passed by the Legislature after consideration lasting one minute. During the traditional end-of-the-session logjam, this bill-a-minute pace is sometimes sustained for four or five days. The House’s all-time record was passing the state’s first sales tax at eight minutes to midnight on the last night of the 1961 session. The House then took four of the remaining minutes to consider and pass the entire $388 million biennial appropriations bill. Still other bills are passed without being given any consideration. To do this, a legislator gets a bill placed on what is called the local-and-consent calendar, which is reserved for those bills affecting only one legislative district. Water district bills, a notorious boon to real-estate developers, are thus passed.

State Comptroller Bob Bullock, who served in the House from 1954 to 1958, described the thoughtful process by which he came to vote Yea or Nay on many a bill. “I’d be settin’ there of a mornin’, hung over as hell, probably been to some lobby party the night before, and a friend would stop by my desk and ask, ‘Yuh heard about ol’ Joe’s bill?’

“I never wanted to let on that I knew no more about ol’ Joe’s bill than I do about quantum physics, so I’d nod, lookin’ as wise as a treeful of owls, and he’d say, ‘Bad bill, bad bill.’ And I’d nod some more.

“Two minutes later, some freshman’d come by and ask me what I thought of ol’ Joe’s bill. I’d say, ‘Bad bill. Bad bill.’ And the two of us would vote against it without ever knowin’ what was in it. It was done that way, y’see. It’s all done on friendship.”

OK, OK, that was back in the 1950s. Surely, folks always insist, things have changed. It’s 1975, and The New York Review of Books, which apparently thinks it should know, is always saying that the South ain’t like it used to be. Whole books have been written about the decline of the Good OP Boy.

Well, sure, some things have changed. Hattie’s whorehouse burned down in 1960. That was a blow to a lot of the boys, it having been so convenient to the capitol and all. One notoriously horny legislator had a charge account at Hattie’s, and that was considered the height of prestige. Even the Chicken Ranch, a LaGrange whorehouse favored by lawmakers and Aggies, was closed by the state laws last summer. (The Chicken Ranch laid claim to being the oldest continuously operated business establishment in Texas. There are now a lot of bumper stickers around Central Texas that read BRING BACK THE CHICKEN RANCH—KEEP ON PLUCKING!)

Oh, there’ve been some other changes. The lobbyists are more subtle these days. They used to operate with what was called the Three B’s—beef, bourbon, and blondes. “Get me two sweathpgs for tonight,” I once heard a legislator command a lobbyist. The first two B’s are still In, and no one is sure the new lobby-reporting laws cover all the checks that are picked up at the Caravel Club and the Deck Club and the Headliners and the Quorum.

The chief reason legislators allow lobbyists to pick up tabs for them is that Texas legislators are underpaid. They get $4,800 a year and a $12 per diem (that’s pronounced purr dime in legislative circles) for the first 120 days of a regular session. Last year, Representative Paul Ragsdale of Dallas successfully applied for food stamps on his legislative salary.

There are almost no full-time Texas legislators, but regular sessions get extended, and special sessions run on and on, and then new special sessions get called. In the meantime, the legislators’ law practices and funeral parlors and pharmacies and ranches and jewelry stores and insurance companies and real-estate businesses are all going to hell. Their family lives frequently aren’t in great shape, either. It would take a constitutional amendment approved by the voters to get Texas legislators a pay raise. Since Texans are generally, with cause, ticked off at the Lege, they stubbornly refuse to vote such a pay raise. Thus they continue to get approximately what they pay for in terms of a legislature.

Lots of folks thought the Lege would change for sure after Gus Mutscher, Jr., bit the dust. Mutscher was the Speaker of the House from January 1967, until March 1972, at which time he and two associates were convicted of conspiracy to accept a bribe. The conviction was one result of our late, great Sharpstown Scandal, a sort of Texas Watergate that broke open in early 1971. Almost everybody who was anybody in state government turned out to be involved with Frank Sharp, a Houston wheeler-dealer. At his instigation, a couple of very suspicious bills went flying through the Lege during a late-session logjam. After Mutscher’s conviction, the pols were hot for ree-form. No fewer than eighty head of freshman legislators were elected, and every blessed one of them on a platform of ree-form. An actual liberal of sorts named Price Daniel, Jr., son of a former governor and U.S. senator, was elected speaker.

The 63rd session cleaned up the House rules and passed a campaign-reporting law with teeth in it and some species of ethics legislation, and that exhausted ree-form for the year. Ree-form expired totally about halfway through the session on Apache Belle Day. The Apache Belles are a female drill and baton-twirling team that performs during halftime at college football games. They are real famous in their field, so the House set aside a special day to honor them for their contributions to the cultural life of Texas. Representative Billy Williamson, a political troglodyte from Tyler, hometown of the Apache Belles, served as master of ceremonies.

The Belles, all encased in tight gold lame pants with matching vests and wearing white cowboy boots and hats, strutted up the center aisle of the House with their tails twitching in close-order drill. They presented the speaker’s wife with a bouquet of Tyler roses, and made the speaker an honorary Apache Beau for the day. Then Williamson commenced his address by noting that not all the Apache Belles were on the floor of the House.

Upon Williamson’s instruction, everyone craned his neck to look up at the House gallery, where, sure enough, six extra Belles were standing. At a signal from Williamson, the six turned and pertly perched their gold-laméed derrières over the brass rail of the gallery. Upon each posterior was a letter, and they spelled out R*E*F*O*R*M.

Then, in 1974, the Legislature convened as a constitutional convention. The voters had agreed that the state’s 100-year-old, barnacle-encrusted constitution (the governor can still call out the militia in case of an Indian uprising) needed a rewrite job. The Lege turned itself into a con-con to do the deed, and the voters were to be given final say on whether their handiwork was an improvement or not. But the voters never got a chance to say. The Lege spent six months and $6 million of the taxpayers’ money, but never could agree on how a new constitution should go, so they just gave up and went home. As the con-con was expiring amid general bitterness, around midnight last July 30, a barbershop quartet of representatives sang “Nearer My God to Thee” in the members’ lounge.

Daniel, the reform speaker and president of the unproductive con-con, stepped down after one term, and the new speaker is Billy Wayne Clayton of Spring Lake. Clayton, a superior specimen of West Texas conservative, is opposed to abortion, the equal rights amendment, labor unions, and so on. And so forth. He is, however, determined to improve decorum in the House. He plans to do so by keeping the press off the House floor.

A columnist for the Dallas Morning News, a paper with an editorial policy to the right of Ethelred the Unready, descended one day on the ill-fated con-con and was appalled by the lack of decorum.* Why, he reported, when one state senator rose to speak, all the other legislators began to bark and howl! The columnist thought it unseemly. Shucks, that was just for ol’ Mad Dog. Senator Walter (“Mad Dog”) Mengden is a Republican from Houston, and that explains a lot right there. You should understand that Texas Republicans come in two flavors: conservative and extraordinary. Most of the extraordinary ones are from Houston. “Mad Dog” Mengden is against all the normal stuff, such as outlawing the death penalty, reducing the penalties for pot possession (until last year, first-offense possession of any amount was a two-to-life felony), and the like. But Mengden also crusades against sex education and the distressing modernist-socialist trends in the public schools. Last session, Mengden began one of his finer speeches by announcing, “This is the way I see the problem, if there is a problem, which I deny.” This year his legislative program includes prison reform—he wants female convicts to be more ladylike.

Sometimes Texas Republicans take firm stands. On November 23, 1974, Representative Larry Vick of Houston told the Women Who Want to Be Women, an antifeminist group: “The women’s rights movement is the most vicious, conniving, deceiving movement this country has ever seen next to communism.”

Sometimes they do not. Paul Eggers, Republican candidate for governor in 1968 and 1970, on what to do about fat in the state budget: “I plan to stand up and be counted. And the thing I’m gonna do is, I’m gonna do what we’re gonna do right now. I’m going to the people and say, ‘Now this is what I’m trying to do.’ And I’m going to do this because I believe the people need representation.”

Texas legislators are practical. A House member from San Antonio to a reporter during a debate on whether the state should garnishee the wages of fathers delinquent in child-support payments: “There’s only one solution for Those People. Clip ’em and spade ’em. Clip the men and spade the women.”

Texas legislators are profound thinkers. Representative Joe Salem of Corpus Christi, speaking on an amendment requiring that all state revenues go into the state treasury: “It just makes good sense to put all your eggs in one basket.”

Texas legislators can be cutups. When the speaker leaves the chair to go off and twist arms in the back hall, he picks on some hapless member to preside during the interminable periods when the House is “at ease.” The members enjoy trying to embarrass the temporary chairman. One gambit is to inquire, “Are you, sir, a member of the Turtle Club?” To which a “true turtle” must respond, despite the presence in the gallery of the fourth-grade class from his hometown elementary school, “You bet your ass I am.”

Texas legislators are sound on the environment and ecology. Tyler not only boasts the Apache Belles, but also harbored an asbestos plant until it was shut down in 1972. Asbestos fibers have been proved to be carcinogenic. According to statistical projections, a large proportion of that plant’s employees will develop cancer in the next twenty years, and many others will suffer from asbestosis, a drastic reduction of lung capacity. Billy Williamson, the elected representative of those folks, had this to say about that: “I think we are all willing to have a little bit of crud in our lungs and a full stomach rather than a whole lot of clean air and nothing to eat. And I don’t want a bunch of environmentalists and communists telling me what’s good for me and my family.”*

Texas legislators are natty dressers and careful about their attire. One West Texas legislator who was possessed of the appropriate committee chairmanship had the Highway Department build a rest stop at the exact edge of his district on the highway leading to Austin. The brick structure, which cost the taxpayers several thou, was not erected so motorists would have a place to relieve themselves. It was put up so the legislator would have a place to stop and change his gators (alligator shoes) as he drove back into his district from the capital. He feared the home folks would think he was gettin’ too toney if they saw him in his gators ’stead of his boots.

Texas legislators are known aesthetes. The Lege never has managed to get a firm grip on the principle of one man, one vote. Until the mid-1960s, the Lege was normally described as “rural dominated,” a classic understatement. One cow, one vote was the approximate operating principle in the days when the country boys drew the redistricting maps. After the Big Nine in D.C. handed down their one-one edict (locally regarded as a further advance of communism), the Lege’s periodic plans for redistricting were unfailingly declared unconstitutional by state and federal courts. One splendid effort in 1971 featured districts that looked like giant chickens, districts that looked like coiled snakes, and districts with remarkable pimples in their boundary lines, zits that popped up to include the home of one liberal incumbent in the district of another liberal incumbent.

Representative Guy Floyd of San Antonio, a good ol’ boy who had been shafted by the bill, rose to remonstrate with the chairman of the Redistricting Committee, Representative Delwin Jones of Lubbock. “Lookahere, Dell-win,” said Floyd, much aggrieved, “look at this district here. You’ve got a great big ball at the one end and then a little bitty ol’ strip a’ land goes for about 300 miles, and then a great big ol’ ball at the other end. It looks like a dumbbell. Now the courts say the districts have to be corn-pact and contiguous. Is that your idea a’ corn-pact and contiguous?”

Delwin Jones meditated at some length before replying, “Whaell, in a artistic sense, it is.”

An actual speech I heard delivered on the House floor during the 62nd session (at issue was whether or not to raise liquor taxes by about ten cents a bottle; the speaker was in favor):

“Gennlemun,” he began, “imagine to yourselfs that yew are goin’ into the booze shop to buy yourselfs a bottle a’ booze. An’ on yur way into the booze shop, yew pass a little chi-el standin’ on the sidewalk. An’ he sez to yew, ‘Mister,’ he sez, ‘kin yew buy me a lollipop?’ An’ yew sez, ‘Naw, son, Ah cain’t buy yew no lollipop.’ An’ yew go on into the booze shop. An’ yew buy yourself a bottle a’ booze. An’ yew pay yur extra ten cents tax. Ain’t nobody yet never paid whut it’s worth. An’ on your way out of the booze shop, yew see that little chi-el again, still standin’ on the sidewalk. An’ yew sez to yourself, ‘If Ah kin afford a extra ten cents for a bottle a’ booze, Ah kin afford to buy that little chi-el a lollipop.’ An’ so, gennlemun, Ah ask fer yur vote on this bill fer the sake of the cheeldrun of Texas!”

The Texas Legislature does harbor some excellent orators, though it’s doubtful that their earthy style would make them the toast of the Oxford Union. Senator Babe Schwartz, a white-maned pixie from Galveston, scored telling points against a proposed version of a new constitution with the following peroration: “Fellow delegates, this new constitution they are offering us for a vote today reminds me of the time the seeing-eye dog peed on his master’s leg. The blind man stood still for a moment and then reached into his pocket for a doggie biscuit. He fished out that biscuit and leaned down and gave it to the dog. And when the dog took it, he patted its head. A bystander observed this and was most touched. ‘Why, sir,’ he said to the blind man, ‘I see you’ve given that dog a biscuit even though he peed on your leg. You clearly recognize how much you depend on that dog, how much he does for you even though he’s made this mistake, and you are treating him kindly anyway. Sir, that’s wonderful.’

“And the blind man said, ‘Listen, you jackleg, I gave the damn dog the biscuit so I could figure out where his head is so I can kick the hmm-hmm out of his tail, and that’s just what I’m fixing to do.’

“Gentlemen, I suggest to you that you are being offered a doggie biscuit today, and if you’re dumb enough to take it, you know what they’re fixing to do.”

There are some cliches in legislative debate that are used so frequently that they take on the quality of magical incantations. If a bill won’t help keep “a healthy bidness climate” in Texas, then it will “open Pandora’s box,” “let the head of the camel into the tent,” “open loopholes big enough to drive a truck through,” and is only “the tip of the iceberg.”

But normally Texas political debate is conducted in highly flavored language, both on and off the chamber floors. Of a loony person: “Crazy as a peach-orchard boar.” Of a normally indolent colleague, suddenly invigorated: “Who put Tabasco sauce in his oatmeal?” Of a cautious man: “He wears a two-inch belt and Big Jim suspenders.” Of a homely man: “He’s so ugly that when he was a little boy his momma had to tie a pork chop around his neck before the dog would play with him.” If a Texas pol is tripped up in a lie, he confesses, “You caught me speedin’.” And a saying of Darrell Royal, University of Texas football coach, has become a classic explanation for why a legislator will never vote against a lobbyist who helped him get elected: “You dance with them what brung you.” Former Representative Renal Rosson of Snyder used to say to his colleagues, “Lemme give ya’ a hypothetic.”

The untoward advent last session of a startlingly large contingent of female legislators (five out of 150 in the House) precipitated an effort to clean up the verbal act. Several great minds listed forty-one of the filthiest expressions they knew and assigned them code numbers between 801 and 913. Thus lawmakers were able to holler “832 you” at one another without giving offense.

But the Lege is considerably more than a motley collection of clowns, crooks, racists, and fools. There have lived and worked therein many men and women of honor and decency who are committed to the people’s interests as they perceive them. They range from John Birchers and members of the White Citizens Council to populists, liberal Democrats, and socialists. Conservatives have controlled the Lege since its inception, and still do. Some observers believe this is because Texas conservatives are congenitally smarter than Texas liberals. Their camp boasts such skilled parliamentarians as Representative Jim (“Supersnake”) Nugent of Kerrville. The liberal Texas Observer once complimented Nugent on a session-long performance that combined the best elements of “Dracula, the King of the Nazgul and the Eggplant That Ate Chicago.” In the Senate, Bill (“the Bull of the Brazos”) Moore of Bryan is a noted manipulator. Moore once admitted that he was likely to experience personal economic benefit from a bill he was sponsoring. But, he added winningly, he’d only make a little profit, not a whole lot.

Those legislators who have fought the huge economic special interests, the racism, and the know-nothingism of Texas are possessed of a special kind of courage. It is not the courage of flashy deeds done against drear and deadly enemies, but a courage that often consists chiefly of just hanging in there. It is the courage of those who outstay boredom, pettiness, mean-mindedness, and stupidity. They stick through the subcommittee meetings and the committee meetings and the first readings and the second readings and the conference committee meetings to the final, inevitable screwing. Their courage holds up through the countless failures and frustrations, and enables them to laugh and get drunk and laugh some more, and then to try again next session. And there is a Texas legislative tradition that allows them to respect publicly, and yes, even love, those canny country bastards who always beat them.

For many years the Texas Senate was famed chiefly as a soporific. It was ruled by men of such dreadful, unrelieved racist and reactionary tendencies (not to mention one or two of your basic slimy money-takers) as to make one despair of democracy. But even there, the Texas legislative style can overcome all else—racism, ideology, and even self-interest. It is a style that places first value on loyalty and friendship. Barbara Jordan is a black lawyer from Houston now in the U.S. Congress. Her speech during the televised hearings of the Judiciary Committee on the impeachment of President Nixon jolted most of the nation out of its socks and into respectful attention. When Jordan first came to the Texas Senate in 1966, there was one senator who referred to her as “that nigger bitch,” and a couple of others who called her “the nigger mammy washerwoman.” But they came to develop a unanimous respect for her and something more than that.

She made her impeachment speech during the last hours of the ill-fated con-con, but most of her old Senate colleagues, liberal and conservative alike, broke off their frantic horse trading to go to a television set and hear her. “Give ’em hell, Barbara!” they crowed. As she lit into Richard Nixon, they cheered and hoo-rahed and pounded their beer bottles on the table as though they were watching U.T. pound hell out of Notre Dame in the Cotton Bowl.

For the past twenty years, the House has harbored a liberal opposition numbering somewhere between twenty and forty. They boast the longest unbroken string of defeats this side of the Philadelphia Phillies, but are toujours gal.

The first such group dates back to 1951, and was known as the Gashouse Gang. They never did succeed in getting a tax on natural gas. A few years later, that group, together with recruits, was christened the Shithouse Liberals by Maury Maverick, Sr., the populist, onetime New Deal congressman from San Antonio. Maverick’s son Maury, Jr., was then in the Legislature, and he and his fellow liberals were serving in the Texas House when it went on a McCarthyite rampage. Unable to take the incredible political pressure to vote for some of the witch-hunting bills, the libs took refuge in the men’s room to avoid voting. The Shithousers hung on grimly for a couple of years, supporting that notorious commie document, the Bill of Rights. The Gashouse Gang II emerged in the later 1950s, led by Bob Eckhardt of Houston, now a U.S. congressman. That group actually passed a tax on gas pipelines, but lobbyists managed to put unconstitutional amendments on it, to ensure that it would later be nullified. It was. Eckhardt, a peerless parliamentarian, and his troops had an occasional success in foiling the Neanderthals.

Perhaps the most famous such victory concerns the time the Russian Embassy stole the appropriations bill. The Russian Embassy, a.k.a. the Little Kremlin, had nothing to do with the Soviets. It was a big ol’ house on West Avenue in Austin, rented for a couple of sessions in the late 1950s by a group of madcap liberal House members. Chief among them were Don Kennard, later a state senator from Fort Worth; “Whiskey Bob” Wheeler, the only man in Tilden, Texas, who subscribed to The New York Review of Books; Malcolm McGregor, now a respected attorney in El Paso; Jamie Clements, Charlie Hughes, Tony Korioth, and others. (Some conservatives ran a similarly cheerful house called the Boar’s Nest. The Russians and the Nesters played poker together every Friday night.)

Late in the 56th regular session, the House-Senate Appropriations Conference Committee was meeting daily in closed session and apparently making no progress. At the close of each meeting, Bill Heatly, who headed the House conferees, and Bill Fly, who headed the Senate conferees, would emerge and sadly announce to the waiting press that there was still no agreement. In fact, the conferees had not only already agreed on how to settle everybody’s hash, but they had the bill printed and ready to go. They were stalling so they could introduce the bill late in the last day of the session and get it passed without debate under the pressure of the midnight deadline.

A conservative named Jim Cotton, who was as cantankerous as he was conservative, found out about this plot. Cotton was miffed anyway, because he’d been left off the Conference Committee, so he told the liberals at the Embassy what was up. The printed bills were locked in a room on the third floor of the state capitol. The liberals plotted like Eisenhower planning D-Day. On the appointed night, Cotton stayed late in the House, reading, and at the appointed hour, with studied casualness, he called the night guards over and engaged them in a bull session. In the meantime, Wheeler was stationed by the second-floor elevators with instructions to whistle if a guard came near. His companions in crime allege that “Whiskey Bob” was so full of Dutch courage he couldn’t have whistled “Dixie.” Kennard and McGregor, decked out in full burglar gear, including gloves, made the actual assault on the locked room. They unscrewed the transom over the door, but since they are both hefty guys, possessed of not inconsiderable beer-guts, they got stuck trying to squirm through it. They called off the effort for the night. Next night, the same program went into effect. This time Kennard and McGregor managed to unscrew a ventilator panel at the bottom of the door, crawl through, and heist six copies of the bill.

The Embassy started leaking parts of the bill to those institutions that were most unfairly treated by it—for example, junior colleges, which had been given a pittance. Junior college presidents from all over the state started calling in to Heatly and Fly, yowling with rage. Next the Embassy gave sections of the bill to Frank Manitzas, a favorite AP reporter. Manitzas started a series that ran on front pages all over the state for a week. Meantime, the state police were called in to find the burglars. The scene of the crime was dusted for fingerprints. Heatly thought Fly was leaking the stuff to Manitzas and Fly thought Heatly was. The two of them went to Fist City.

The late Colonel Homer Garrison, a tough old buzzard, was then head of the Department of Public Safety. Garrison had Manitzas hauled into his office and grilled him unmercifully about his sources on the appropriations bill. Manitzas refused to spill, and when he got back to his office, he received a call from a suddenly accommodating Garrison. Garrison assured Manitzas that he’d meant nothing personal by the grilling, he’d been ordered to try it, hoped Manitzas would understand. And by the way, would Manitzas mind telling him how much was in that bill for the Department of Public Safety? “Colonel,” said Manitzas, “if you’ll send a messenger over here, I’ll give him your section of the bill.” Garrison sent a Texas Ranger.

The whole flap forced the governor to call a special session so that the appropriations bill could, for the first time, go through the full process of debate and amendment.

The most famous of all the opposition groups was the Dirty Thirty, a coalition of liberals and Republicans who fought Gus Mutscher in 1971. Mutscher had extraordinary power as a three-term speaker. Through his power to name committees and committee chairmen, he could see to it that no bill sponsored by anyone who opposed him ever got out of subcommittee. It is somewhat difficult to get reelected if you can’t pass legislation. Nonetheless, an unlikely group, featuring, among others, Frances (“Sissy”) Farenthold, who later became a liberal candidate for governor, and “Mad Dog” Mengden, hammered away at Mutscher’s involvement with Frank Sharp. The session became so bitter that on the last day, Mutscher called out the state police, who stood around with their guns at the ready while shouting and shoving matches took place on the floor.

Perhaps the chief reason the Texas Lege is as baroque as it is is that no one cares much about it. Like most other Americans, not more than one or two Texans out of ten can even name their state senators and representatives. It is perhaps unfair to blame the state’s media for this situation, although the Texas press has a tendency to reduce the whole Big Top bizarre-o quality of the Lege to driest business-as-usual reportage. A committee meeting that runs hip deep in betrayals, sellouts, up-against-the-wall compromises, and good-guy-versus-bad-guy action not infrequently turns up in the next morning’s papers as “the House Agriculture subcommittee took no action on Tuesday.” Most Texans who are interested in public affairs (not counting those who represent special interests anxious to avoid taxation) pay more attention to what goes on in Washington. In the meantime, how deep they will be buried, whether they can buy booze, who can install their lawn sprinklers, the size of the cells in Stripe City, whether their kids’ schools are decent, what textbooks the kids use, the qualifications of people who prescribe their eyeglasses, and a thousand other matters are decided in Austin.

The quality of the lives of Texans is daily affected by the Legislature’s sense of priorities. In the Lege, that’s pronounced “pry-roar-ities.”

The state of Texas is Number One among the fifty states in oil production. It is Number One in gas production, Number One in cattle, and Number One in cotton. In mohair, pecans, citrus fruits, wheat, sorghum, soybeans, spinach, lumber, sulphur, and petrochemical products, Texas ranks top or near the top. And that is only the tip of the iceberg, as it were, of the state’s natural and man-made wealth. It was the proud boast of our last governor that he had moved Texas from forty-fifth to forty-seventh among the states in per capita taxation. It is the proudest boast of our incumbent governor that he has not raised taxes. Yet in no area of social service does the state of Texas come anywhere near the national average. It is one of seventeen states that do not supplement federal aid to the aged, the blind, or the disabled. It is thirty-seventh in expenditure per public school pupil, and thirty-seventh in average teacher salaries. On the other hand, we’re right up there in infant mortality, and according to a publication called Texas Morbidity Week, we’re contributing well over our fair share of the nation’s diptheria and tetanus. In 1969, we were Number One in infectious syphilis, but have since fallen to a mere fourteenth.

What is even more surprising in a state so wealthy is that Texas is rife with poor people. Nineteen percent of the people of Texas fall below the poverty level. The national average is 13 percent below the federal poverty line. The figures are worse in parts of East Texas, which harbors most of the state’s blacks. In much of South Texas, where the brown folks live (pronounced Meskins), the poverty level approaches 50 percent.

The Legislature’s pry-roar-ities are most clearly seen in its biannual appropriations bill. Compare $400,000 for a moss-cutter on Lake Caddo with nothing for bilingual education. A healthy chunk of money for an old folks’ home in the district of the chairman of the House Appropriations Committee, but nothing for the state’s only black law school. Money to air-condition a National Guard armory, but no money to air-condition the state school for the mentally retarded. When it’s a question of malnutrition, hookworm, or illiteracy against new equipment for the Texas Rangers, the Rangers always get what they need. In a state with no corporate income tax, no corporate profits tax, no natural resources severance tax, wellhead taxes on natural gas and oil that fall below the national average, and a light corporate franchise tax, where does the largest chunk of Texas’s money come from? From a regressive 4 percent state sales tax. In 1969, when more revenue was needed, the Lege’s first thought was to extend the state sales tax to food and drugs. It’s one helluva healthy bidness climate.

The Atlantic, May 1975


* DeSalvo was convicted of the “Boston Strangler” murders. The resolution was introduced on April 1, by a liberal who wanted to make a point about how much consideration the House gives the material it votes for.

* The News is the state’s most conservative big-city daily but not its most conservative paper. When last I saw the papers in the Freedom chain, which operates in several small cities in the Rio Grande Valley, they were still capitalizing Pinko.

* Billy Williamson died of lung cancer on May 25, 1982.
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