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The past is a foreign country. They do things differently there. 

-L.P Hartley 

In 1966 my father moved our family from San Antonio to Houston to take 

a job there as a local television reporter. Television reporting back then was 

more like newspaper reporting-hard work, long hours, and decidedly little 

glamour. In the years before live broadcasts or even videotape, TV reporters 

were one-man bands, investigating, filming, interviewing, and then racing 

back to the station to develop and edit their film while writing and recording 

the voice-over. The film was often still wet from the lab as it was thrown up 

on the reel minutes before broadcast. 
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For a reporter, race was the issue in the late sixties. It was exciting, dangerous, 

and the local news outlets competed with each other to cover it. My father 

had covered the barrio in San Antonio and joined KPRC to cover Houston's 

equivalent in the Third and Fifth Wards, but things were different in Houston. 

Civil rights protests were moving on to university campuses, and the clashes 

~ere becoming violent. And in 1967 the crucible of racial tension in Houston 

was Wheeler· Avenue. 

Wheeler was a downtown street that ran through the heart ofTexas Southern 

University, a historically African American college. Today the TSU section of 

the street is a beautiful red brick pedestrian way shaded by live oaks. But 

in the late 1960s, at the height of the civil rights struggle in Houston, racist 

whites would cruise down Wheeler in cars, hurling obscenities at students, 

and often doing violence. TSU was at one end of the street. At the other was 

Wheeler Avenue Baptist Church, Houston's "Ebenezer" and the spiritual seat 

of Houston's Third Ward . It was said you could go from terror to joy in a city 

block on Wheeler. It was on Wheeler that my father met Larry Thomas. 

Larry was the editor of The Voice of Hope, an antipoverty weekly put out by 

the Human Organizational Political and Economic (HOPE) Development

the most grass roots level group of the Fifth Ward. Larry was also an activist, 

organizing for the right of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC) to meet on the TSU campus. After the riots at Fisk University in April 

of 1967, the SNCC and in particular its chairman, Stokely Carmichael, were 

increasingly portrayed in the media as outside agitators bringing violence to 

any school that allowed them on campus. On Wheeler, Larry protected my 

father from an angry crowd of students who had just been denied the right 

to meet as SNCC on the TSU campus, and the two struck up a friendship that 

soon included their families. 

Crossing the color line in Houston was literally an act of courage in 1967. 

There was the real possibility of violence, especially in our neighborhood, 

Sharpstown, where the Ku Klux Klan left fliers advertising rallies rubber

banded to our front doorknob. When the Thomas family first visited our 

home, it was as if aliens had landed in our front yard. The entire block came 

out to gawk, and we weren't much better ourselves. I had never met a black 

person before. And I don't think they had ever played with white kids. I recall 

our fascination simply with the texture of each other's hair. 
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After SNCC was banned on campus, TSU students began a boycott 

of classes, and on May 17 staged a sit-down protest on Wheeler over 

conditions at the nearby city garbage dump. The protest evolved into 

an infamous police riot that night. An undercover officer was shot and 

over 200 officers responded by pouring rifle and machine-gun fire 

indiscriminately into the men's dormitory. The police later stormed the 

dormitory and arrested 489 students after a policeman was shot and 

killed. All but five of the students were released the next day. They came 

to be called the "TSU Five" and were charged with the murder of the 

slain officer. Only one of the students stood trial-in Victoria, Texas, 

due to publicity in Houston. His trial ended w ith the dismissal of all 

charges against the five when it was discovered that the officer was shot 

accidentally by another officer. 

Some details from these events-as well as names and details about my 

family and Larry's-have been changed for storytelling purposes in The 

Silence of Our Friends. Creating a book like this one requires finding a 

balance between factual accuracy and emotional authenticity. What we 

have striven to create is a story that offers access to a particular moment 

in time, both for those who lived it and those who are just discovering it. 

Dr. King said, "One day the history of this great period of social change 

will be written in all of its completeness. On that bright day our nation will 

recognize its real heroes. They wi ll be thousands of dedicated men and 

women with a noble sense of purpose that enables them to face fury and 

hostile mobs with the agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the 

pioneers." We've used King's words elsewhere in this book, and those of his 

nemesis-George Wallace-to illustrate how even this little-remembered 

event reverberated through "Dixie." And how it echoes there sti ll. 

-Mark Long 




