Capstone Introduction by Larissa Lindsay 
of Dr. Thelma Patten, given March 12, 2009.
I would love to say I planned this to be part of Women’s History month this March, but I would be lying. For the rest of you, other than wanting to know the obvious question of “Who was this woman and why does she matter?” You may want to know why this woman matters to me, and why I took the approach I did with her history.

I have been on staff at Planned Parenthood for over 15 years, in a variety of capacities. I am also a strong proponent of historic preservation, and documenting Houston history, both on paper and by saving buildings.  When a Rice PhD student wrote the history of Houston’s Planned Parenthood from 1936 to 1996, I read her chapters as she submitted them to her advisor, Dr. Harold Hyman. We talked about Houston history, and the importance of getting history on paper before people die or things vanish – something I still think of as a critical need. As I read her 1930s and 1940s chapters, I learned of Dr. Thelma Patten Law, an African-American OB/GYN physician on staff at Planned Parenthood, or Maternal Health Center as it was called then.  It bothered me that she wasn’t known, although Houston Independent School District’s Law Elementary School is named after her husband. I feared it was lost that she played an important role in women’s health care so early on in medicine – at the same time, I was so grateful that Dr. Patten and Planned Parenthood were able to provide women of color in Houston the health care they wanted and needed. She was an example of leadership, community service and responsibility that women of all colors should aspire to. In some areas she was a “first” to accomplish something, or be accepted into white society, in other cases, she was the role model for others who came after her, and achieved their own “firsts.”

Growing up in Houston, I was aware of Houston’s history relating to integration of stores, restaurants, and movie theaters in the early 1960s, I knew of media blackouts led by John T. Jones, (see the film The Strange Demise of Jim Crow), but didn’t ever think about the medical field, and how many hospitals and clinics were integrated quietly BEFORE other establishments. Many white physicians looked at their black colleagues with respect, not only in their skills, but in their community involvement, their similar desire to heal the sick, and create a healthier community. They were alike, often working side by side. 

I asked myself often, where do I to start to tell this story? Dr. Patten has no direct descendents, so I worked to find people who simply knew her. I created a website so that if someone googled her, they would find my website. After further discussions and brainstorming, I decided to create as the core of my Capstone project an interactive website with her life history, and its interactions with the Civil Rights Movement on a local and national scale. By doing this, I hope to reach a generation who learn and live history through new media, whether it be oral histories, youtube, flickr, or blogs. And while there is not a Thelma Patten appreciation group on Facebook, there is time.

 Dr. Thelma Patten Law

Becoming a role model is often the best way to display leadership. You may not be the one whose name goes down in the history books as being the “first” to accomplish something, but you are the one who led an exemplary life so others who followed you were able to be “the first.”

Thelma Adele Patten, M.D., was often the first among African-Americans in Houston to make that leap in leadership, but her strength in her community led those of other races to take notice, and more importantly understand that people who do not look like them can take on significant roles in a diverse, complete society. She helped found or lead organizations that developed leadership skills, giving those in the African-American community opportunities to lead, grow and prosper.

Houston’s problems with racial discrimination were not as severe as those that plagued much of the South. We had our fair share, and far more than many of our northern neighbors, but Houston leaders worked to implement integration using methods that were less confrontational when possible, and more significantly, Houston power brokers were simply determined that it was going to happen as a natural occurrence. 

Early Life

Born in Huntsville, Texas, on December 30, 1900, Dr. Patten was one of four children born to Mason B. Patten, (a postal clerk and railroad worker who was later killed in a railroad accident in 1920), and Pauline Garza (a teacher). The Patten family moved to Houston around 1905/06, living at 815 Houston Avenue (now the location of Knapp Chevrolet), according to the Houston City Directory.  This area was formerly known as the north part of the Fourth Ward, and was not far from some very rough areas of town.  

Houston was not exempt from a nationwide movement building within the African-American community of education, strength and growth.  In 1903, W.E.B. DuBois wrote The Souls of Black Folk, a foundation for this movement. Additionally, the Niagara Movement had early beginnings in 1905, which eventually led to the formation of the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored Persons), and other organizations offering community leadership and development. The Patten family was part of this new direction.
Brothers and sisters were soon filling out the family. Mason Patten, Jr. was born July 31.1906. He was Thelma Patten's oldest brother, and died on July 10, 1957 in San Diego, California.  Donovan Patten was born February 5, 1908. He died at the age of 19 on March, 8, 1927. His death certificate indicated that pulmonary tuberculosis was the cause of death. The death certificate was signed by his sister, Dr. Thelma Patten Law. She later served on a number of medical committees helping those with tuberculosis, not only because it heavily touched the black community, but it affected her family as well. The youngest of the siblings, Eliza Patten, was born either 1909 or 1910. 

By 1908, Patten’s were living at 1018 Ruthven in Houston’s Freedman’s Town, an area of Houston’s Fourth Ward.  Freedman’s Town is located on the southwestern edge of downtown, and was in an African-American area of Houston, early populated by former slaves in the late 1800s.  Once a thriving neighborhood of Shotgun houses, wood frame cottages, and small antebellum-era homes, very little historic housing in the area still stands.  Efforts to save the brick streets, laid by former slaves are ongoing.  In a conversation with Edwina Higgins, a neighbor of Dr. Patten’s in both the Fourth Ward and Third Ward, she told how they were not able to go any further north than Buffalo Drive (now Allen Parkway) because it was a white area. The area she was talking about is the Old Sixth Ward, but at one time was known as Fourth Ward North, just north of Buffalo Bayou.  The bayous in Houston were often a divider between wards, and between races. The Second Ward was divided, and the Fifth Ward was created out of the northern section, again having a bayou become the natural divider of ethnic groups, this time black and Hispanic.    

Dr. Patten attended Houston Public Schools.  Living in the Fourth Ward, she would have attended Gregory Elementary, which is currently being renovated into Houston’s African-American museum.  She was the valedictorian [image: image1.jpg]


of Negro High School, graduating June 3, 1917
.  That same year, the Camp Logan riots occurred, Houston’s early step into the waters of racial unrest.  Being the oldest in her family, a family that valued education (her mother was a teacher) Thelma was soon off to college. 

Texas universities did not accept black students, so she left town to further her education, attending undergraduate and medical school at Howard University in Washington D.C. 
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d University Medical School (est. 1868)
Established for the purpose of educating Negro doctors, Howard opened in 1868 to both Negro and White students, including women. Its first faculty consisted of four Whites and one Negro, Dr. Alexander T. Augusta. Although Dr Augusta was a physician, had been in charge of Toronto City Hospital, and was the first Negro placed in charge of Freedmen's Hospital in Washington, DC, he was only permitted to be a "demonstrator of anatomy." Howard University School of Medicine became one of the few leading medical schools dedicated to the training of Negro physicians.

An accomplished student, Dr. Patten received the honor award in Gynecology while at Howard.  After graduating from Howard in June of 1923, she completed a year-long internship at Freedman’s Hospital and was a licensed Obstetrician/Gynecologist in both Washington, D.C., and Texas.

Freedmen's Hospital (Washington, DC)
Freedmen's Hospital was established 1862 in Washington, DC by the Medical Division of the Freedmen's Bureau to provide the much needed medical care to slaves, especially those freed following the aftermath of the Civil War. The hospital was located on the grounds belonging to Howard University and was the only Federally-funded health care facility for Negroes in t[image: image3.jpg]


he nation. It still exists today as Howard University Hospital, one of only three remaining traditional Black hospitals. The Freedmen's Bureau existed for only four years, but during that time a movement was started that paved the way for some ninety new Negro hospitals and other health care facilities. Each state acquired some type of health care facility around 1865 through the turn of the century. By 1900, there were about forty Negro hospitals. Freedman’s Hospital is now part of the Howard University system. 

Dr. Patten returned to Texas, received her license (A-0451) on May 24, 1924, and established a medical practice shortly thereafter
. She was the first black female physician to begin her practice in Houston, and one of the first in Texas.

Early Medical Practice

Arriving in Houston around the same time as Dr. Patten were two other African-American physicians Dr. Charles Pemberton and Dr. H. E. Lee, who “formed a triad of mutual interests,” and became leaders in their field.
 In an interview with Gladys Forde, whose father practiced with Dr. Patten, she related how many of the physicians formed coalitions of sorts, and were a very close knit community. A picture of African-American physicians in Houston was shared by Ms. Forde, and is on the website. According to Gladys Forde who knew many of these physicians through her father’s medical practice, said Dr. Patten shared an office with Dr. Pemberton.

Organizational Involvement (Medical)

After moving back to Texas, most of the white medical community was not available for membership by Dr. Patten. She was very involved with traditional African-American organizations or organizations that had divisions for African-American physicians. These groups included:

· The Houston Medical Forum
· Lone Star State Medical Association - “To Bear Fruit” cites Patten as the first woman President in 1940.
 Texas Handbook Online cites A. E. Hughes as the first woman, in 1934.

· National Negro Medical Association (Annual Meeting in Houston August 11-16, 1940). Women in the Houston Medical Forum Auxiliary played a key role as hostesses for this event as there were not hotel rooms for African-American attendees.

· Post-Graduate Assembly of Negro Physicians

· American Medical Women’s International Association

· Texas State Tuberculosis Association (Director)

· Southern Tuberculosis Conference

· Harris County Medical Society (became member in November of 1955, served on the maternal mortality committee)

· Texas State Medical Association

· American Medical Association

· American Trudeau Society (later to become American Thoracic Society, subject area tuberculosis, founded by Edward Livingston Trudeau, who the U.S. Postal Service issued a stamp in his honor in May 2008) This organization was also called the American Sanatorium Association.

She was on staff at Riverside General Hospital (formerly known as Negro Hospital), St. Elizabeth Hospital, Prairie View Hospital (where she was also an instructor), Jefferson Davis Hospital (out-patient pediatrics clinic), and Planned Parenthood (formerly known as Maternal Health Center).  

Hospital details (descriptions below are from University of Houston’s History Project “To Bear Fruit”):

St. Elizabeth Hospital for Negroes
 

In the 1940s, the population of Houston’s African-American community soared to more than 100,000. However, the number of hospital beds available to them in the city was less than 200. Father John Rocah, the director of Catholic Charities of the Galveston Diocese (now the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston), launched a program to address this critical situation.
Originally, Father Rocah recruited the Missionary Sisters of the Incarnate World Healthcare Society to build a $10,000 clinic. This religious order had other hospitals in Latin America. The Sisters concluded that Houston’s Fifth Ward needed a hospital. A successful fundraising campaign brought in $400,000. St. Elizabeth Hospital for Negroes was dedicated on May 18, 1947. Run by a biracial staff, which included black nurses, white nuns, black and white physicians, and black and white board members, St. Elizabeth Hospital added 60 beds for the underserved African-American community. 

Following the integration of Houston’s hospitals in the 1960s, difficulties plagued St. Elizabeth. The hospital eventually closed in 1989 when the sisters decided that it was not financially and administratively possible to continue their mission. The building remained vacant until 1991, but in 1996 Riverside Hospital purchased the St. Elizabeth facility and established its drug treatment program there. Today, the Vocational Guidance Services Inc. operates it as a Houston Recovery Campus, a multi-program drug rehabilitation center. 


Houston Negro Hospital 

On June 19, 1926, Mr. Cullinan dedicated the cornerstone for the new hospital to the black community and in memory of his son John, who died shortly after his military service in World War I. As an army officer, John Cullinan led black soldiers, and his favorable impression of their service influenced his father’s decision to offer financial support. The bronze tablet posted on the front of the building read,

“This building erected A.D. 1926, in memory of Lieutenant John Halm Cullinan, 334th F. A. 90th Division, A. E. F., one of the millions of young Americans who served in the World War to preserve and perpetuate human liberty without regard to race, creed, or color, is dedicated to the American Negro to promote self-help, to inspire good citizenship and for the relief of suffering sickness and disease amongst them.” 
Isaiah Milligan (I.M.) Terrell had retired from the presidency of Houston College in 1925 to help raise funds for this new hospital. In the late 1800s, he had helped organize Prairie View A&M University for African-American students some 40 miles northwest of Houston. Named the hospital’s first superintendent, Professor Terrell expressed the gratitude of the African-American community at the dedication in 1926 and predicted that awareness of the services that the hospital would provide “would spread throughout the country,” inspiring others to “erect similar buildings for the alleviation of human suffering.”1
The Houston Negro Hospital, which was later known as Riverside General Hospital, opened to patients on May 14, 1927. In a type of prepaid healthcare system that appeared in other facilities as well, the Houston Negro Hospital sold families memberships for $6 a year. These memberships guaranteed all family members were eligible for free hospitalization for a limited number of days each year. While such memberships were not a prerequisite for care and all African Americans were welcome at the hospital, regardless of their ability to pay, this prepaid system helped underwrite hospital operations.

In addition to providing a much-needed facility for black patients, the Houston Negro Hospital gave African-American physicians a place to work. In creating entities such as the Houston Negro Hospital and the National Medical Association, “black professionals identified the Achilles’ heel of white supremacy: Segregation provided blacks the chance, indeed, the imperative, to develop a range of distinct institutions that they controlled. Maneuvering through their organizations and institutions, they exploited that fundamental weakness in the ‘separate but equal’ system permitted by the U.S. Supreme Court's 1896 decision in Plessy v. Ferguson. For all their violence, lynchings, prejudice, and hatred, white supremacists could not exterminate black people. The white supremacists’ major goal, after all, was to maintain a pliable, exploitable labor force that would remain permanently in a subordinate place.” 

Their education separated black professionals from other members of the African-American community and allowed them to emerge as community leaders. Parallel institutions, such as the Houston Negro Hospital, provided relatively safe havens for African-American physicians to hone their skills, nurture professional relations, and develop financial security. Black doctors tended to be more financially secure than black attorneys, for example, who worked within the country’s singular legal system. Nonetheless, both groups used parallel professional organizations such as the Lone Star Medical Association to forge innovative strategies for resistance. 


1.  “Houston Negro Hospital Opens on Juneteenth,” The Houston Informer, 26 June 1926. 

Oral History Interviews about Dr. Patten

The late Quentin Mease was one of the most respected civil rights leaders in Houston.  His pulse was on the community for 100 years.  In a January 10, 2009 phone interview about the Laws, Quentin Mease described them as "respectful, successful leaders in the community that helped others break racial barriers."

Virtually all of her professional activities earned respect for Dr. Patten – and not just in Houston.  In a recent interview for this project with Dr. Edith Irby Jones, MD, the first black physician at Baylor College of Medicine, and often the first black physician to be given hospital privileges as Houston’s hospitals became integrated said this of Dr. Patten “She was known all over Houston, all over the United States.  When I would go to the national medical meetings and they found out that I had moved from Arkansas to Houston, the first thing I was asked is if I knew Thelma Patten Law. “ Everyone knew her. 

I asked Dr. Jones about Dr. Patten’s work at Planned Parenthood and how it was perceived then.

Larissa: 
And I feel like  you know, I get very frustrated because opposition to Planned Parenthood really wants to paint Planned Parenthood and Margaret Sanger... 

Dr. Jones:
No.

Larissa:
 as a racist organization.  

Dr. Jones:
You know what, they really want to have something on which they can garnish support to do whatever they want to do.  It isn't that they believe that at all. 

Larissa:
They just want to deny women access.  

Dr. Jones:
And, in fact, it's another enslavement kind of move.  If I can keep anybody enslaved, then I think it pushes me up.  So if I can enslave women by denying them sexual choices... 

Larissa:
Uhhuh.  

Dr. Jones:
...for having babies or not having babies.  If I can do anything to cause them to think that they are a level below – I'm the male now – the level below what I would have them to do, then I control them.  It's a controlling sort of thing. 

Dr. Jones went on to tell me she was a former Board Member of Planned Parenthood. 
Other influences relating to her career:

· 1937 - American Medical Association says birth control is ok

· 1938 – W.E.B. Dubois writes “Negroes and Birth Control” and published it in American Birth Control Review, giving kudos to American Birth Control League, founded by Margaret Sanger. In the article, he talks of the direction of the black race, saying “Moreover, they are quite led away by the fallacy of numbers. They want the black race to survive. They are cheered by a census return of increasing numbers and a high rate of increase. They must learn that among human races and groups, as among vegetables, quality and not mere quantity really counts.”

Many of the leaders of Planned Parenthood were also involved in the civil rights movement in Houston. She told this story about Susan McAshan [Susan McAshan was a prominent white Houston philanthropist, lived in River Oaks, was married to prominent businessman Samuel McAshan, and was the daughter of Will Clayton] supporting lunch counter sit-ins, and the TSU riot [students at Texas Southern University were involved in many areas of civil disobedience throughout the 1960s, ranging from lunch counter sit-ins at grocery stores and train stations to a riot with police on the TSU campus]. Mrs. McAshan was a major benefactor of Planned Parenthood for generations.

Dr. Jones : 
They participated not by sitting on counters but financially they contributed to what was needed to be.  When the fellows were placed in jail for having to sit on the counters, the physicians, along with Susan McAshan - do you know her?

Larissa:
I do.  

Dr. Jones : 
Is she still living?  I didn't think so. 

Larissa:
No, but…  

Dr. Jones :
She was, let me tell you what part she played.  She was - everybody has a part. 

Larissa:
You know, Susan McAshan was the biggest funder for Planned Parenthood, and so I think she probably knew Dr. Patten.  

Dr. Jones :
Oh, yes, I'm pretty sure she did.  She knew everybody who was pushing to do something. Let me tell you what happened during the riot.  Susan McAshan, as they would pick the boys up and take them to jail from sitting on the counters and so forth, she would slip the money to my husband to go there and get them out.  And everybody was wondering where all the money came from, and it was Susan McAshan's money. 

Larissa:
Wow.  

Dr. Jones :
When we were trying to have the little hospital out in the Sunnyside area, Dr. Coleman  and there were four of us, Dr. Robert Harris and Dr. Pearsol, Leanard Pearsol, and myself.  How many is that?  That's too many. 

Larissa:
Let's see.  Pearsol  

Dr. Jones :
Pearsol, Coleman, Harris, Jones – who did I leave out?  

Larissa:
That's four.  

Dr. Jones :
Okay.  We had the hospital that was named Mercy.  And my husband said it was rightfully named, it should have been called Mercy.  But in order to be sure that we could do the things we need to do, Susan McAshan gave the money without ever a public announcement or anything.  She just funded the money so that we could make payroll so that we could – and all she required is if anybody comes without money, service them. 

Larissa:
And that's how she was about Planned Parenthood... 

Dr. Jones :
Uh-huh. 

Larissa:
...is that she was a very strong believer that you...  

Dr. Jones :
You have a choice. 

Upon first hearing Dr. Jones was on the Planned Parenthood board, I thought she might have been the first African-American board member at Planned Parenthood. Later, I discovered that in 1957, Pauline Anna Law, Dr. Patten’s daughter, was elected as a board member of Planned Parenthood. This was not surprising since as far back as 1949, there was a group of African-American ministers working with members of the white establishment to raise money to provide services at Planned Parenthood.

Dr. Patten went on to charter, lead, serve, and participate in many important organizations in the Houston area.  Most significant was Delta Sigma Theta Sorority. 
Organizational Involvement (Civic)

· Delta Sigma Theta Sorority (now known as the Houston Alumnae Chapter): First Black Greek-letter organization in Houston, launched in 1927. (Kappa Sigma tried in 1926, but disbanded.) Dr. Patten was the first President, from 1927-1930.
 The Chapter gives an award, the “Thelma Patten Law Award” the highest honor the chapter gives to a non-member. In 2007 it was awarded to Houston Ballet’s Lauren Anderson.

· Links, Inc. Houston Chapter (Past President): In March of 1951, a group of 14 women in Houston “accepted the challenge and responsibilities of Linkdom
” and formed a local chapter.

· Florence Crittenden Home Committee
· Blue Triangle YWCA (established in 1920): Library named as a memorial to Dr. Patten after her death. Kids had to go in the library after school and do their homework before going on to play and other activities. The library no longer exists.

· Girl Scouts
· Texas Commission on Inter-racial Cooperation; Houston Commission on Inter-racial Cooperation – co-founded in Houston by JENNIE BELLE MURPHY COVINGTON, (1881-1966): According to YMCA archives, “The Commission on Interracial Cooperation was founded in 1919 by white YMCA officials and ministers in Atlanta, Georgia concerned about racial tensions following the return of African American soldiers from service in World War I. It eventually established local committees in many southern states and cities. Although a separate organization, the Commission was funded in large part by the YMCA until 1922, and in part until 1930. 

· NAACP 

· Chamber of Commerce (unknown whether this was an African-American organization, regional group, or other type of association)

· Negro Child Center (Board Member) later became DePelchin Children’s Center: Dr. Higgins was first African American Dr. used by Depelchin.

· Court of Calanthe of Texas (Grand Medical Examiner): a fraternal organization in the African-American community, much like Eastern Star, Shriners, Odd Fellows, and similar groups in the white community. 

· City of Houston Board of Health
· Bachelor Benedicts Bridge Club: Friday night bridge club, important to the Law’s.
 They were also part of monthly group called “the Houstonians” who were physicians and their wives. Members could relax and enjoy each others’ company in privacy and confidence.

· Community Council (Executive Committee of Health Section)

Honors and Recognition:

· Houston Branch NAACP: Life Membership Testimonial Dinner at Antioch Baptist Church on October 29, 1962

· Houston Chapter of Links, Inc, December 1961

· Houston’s Zetas and Deltas (Dr. Patten was a Delta, Houston Alumnae): “Woman of the Year” March 25, 1962

· Planned Parenthood: Recognized her 25 years of service on January 29, 1963.

Religious:

· St. Luke’s Episcopal Church

· Women’s Auxillary of St. Luke’s Parish
Family:

December 1931 (no citation, friend lore), married to James “Jimmy” Hezekiah Law, a famous football coach during his time, and for whom Houston Independent School District’s Law Elementary School is named. The school was named for him the year after he died.  While working for Houston Independent School district, Jimmy founded the Principals’ and Classroom Teachers’ Association of Houston, and served as president for 8 years.  Under his leadership, the organization obtained equal salaries for black teachers in Houston, without court battles or even a lawsuit. He taught at Yates High School, and at the end of his career was Assistant Principal of Wheatley High School.
Previously married to Mary Elizabeth Law in Baltimore, Maryland, Jimmy had a son named James Roland Law (b. 2-23-26, d. 3-10-96). James Roland Law married Aurelia Liston Law and had a successful career as a psychology professor in Charlotte, North Carolina. He followed in his father’s footsteps, being athletic and an active leader in Senior Olympics with the Clinton Presidential Administration.
  

Jimmy and Thelma Patten Law had one daughter, Pauline Anna Law (b. 6-3-31, d. 12-7-68), who taught art at Harper Junior High School for Colored Students. Pauline Anna and her mother were very close, and were often together at community events, according to an interview with Dr. Edith Irby Jones. Dr. Jones suggested that the closeness of the two led to Pauline Anna’s death only two months after her mother’s, although others have said that both Jimmy and Pauline Anna had been sick for some time when discussions about Dr. Patten’s retirement were taking place. Pauline Anna died during surgery for appendicitis. Dr. Patten died of heart failure. The physician for both of them was Dr. Walter J. Minor, who was a prominent physician and a neighbor of theirs on Truxillo Street in the Third Ward.

Barbara Jordan (b. 2-21-36, d. 1-17-96) was a relative of Dr. Patten’s.  Congresswoman Jordan represented Houston in the Texas Senate and U.S. House of Representatives (TX 18-D) and was the first black woman elected to Congress from a Southern state.  In 1974, her televised speech supporting the impeachment of President Richard Nixon elevated her to national prominence. Jordan was born to Rev. Benjamin Meredith and Arlyn Patten Jordan. Dr. Patten delivered Rep. Jordan at home, while the other three siblings (two girls and a boy) had been delivered at a charity hospital. Dr. Patten was related to Arlyn’s father, John Ed Patten. In the biography “Barbara Jordan American Hero” by Mary Beth Rogers, she writes “Shortly after Barbara was born, Arlyne took a bus into downtown Houston to get fitted with a diaphragm at a public clinic. She decided that at least she would bring no more children into that crowded home, where the girls slept together on a rollaway bed in the dining room.“ (p. 22) In another story about Barbara Jordan, she talked of going with her mother to Planned Parenthood in downtown Houston and asking her mother what was in the brown paper bag. Her mother referred to the bag of contraceptives she was carrying as Barbara’s hope for the future. Dr. Patten was on staff at Planned Parenthood, and understood the hope for the future.

Baseball Player Jackie Robinson’s wife was related to the Pattens. There is a picture of him with his wife Rachel and Pauline Anna Law on the www.thelmapatten.com website.

The Law family (Thelma, Jimmy and Pauline Anna) are buried at Paradise Cemetery North, on West Montgomery Road in Houston, with a single “Law Family” marker but no individual grave markers (Pictures on website.)

Dr. Patten died on November 12, 1968. An obituary ran in the Houston Chronicle on November 15th.  One headline on the front page was, “Bishops Allow Some Birth Control” – a headline that would probably have made Dr. Patten smile. The article related how the National Conference of Catholic Bishops decided to allow Catholics to use artificial contraception for “married couples faced with conflicting duties.” This statement was made three years after the 1965 Supreme Court ruling of Griswold v. Connecticut, which granted married couples the right to contraception. After the bishops’ ruling reported in the Chronicle, the Catholic Church reiterated on many occasions over the following years that any use of contraception other than natural family planning violated church teachings.  For the Nov. 15, 1968, headline, although the bishops’ decree that it reported only proved to be temporary, Dr. Patten would have been happy.

WILLS AND PROBATE:
The actual court documents associated with the probate procedures after the death of Pauline Anna Law have been destroyed (only a title list of documents that were in the court files exists.) The lawyer handing the case filed by James Roland Law was Barbara Jordan, docket number 102394.  According to a 2008 interview with Betty Forman, there was a great deal of difficulty and dissent within the family over the probate of assets after Pauline Anna Law’s death. Foreman assumes there was not a will (as referenced earlier, court documents are non-existent), and the Truxillo house eventually was foreclosed upon. The house still stands, and is a food market. (picture on the website).

APPENDIX – interesting quotes, or articles incorporated into the website.

Influenced by her:


In an interview for the University of Houston’s history project on African American physicians, entitled “To Bear Fruit,” the late Dr. Catherine Roett, Houston’s first black pediatrician, said that two of the most influential people in her life were Dr. Patten Law and her husband, James Law, who taught Roett in high school.


From “60 year history of Planned Parenthood”  by Maria Anderson, PhD:


 Not enough is known about the work of Dr. Patten among Houston’s Negro women during the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, but her very presence at the center is instructive.  At a time when Houston’s white-gloved elite were wrestling with the problems of urban poverty and women’s healthcare for the lower classes, members of minority groups were taking on the responsibility for improving the lot of the minority community as well.  “The work of the clinic among Negro women owes much of its success to the interest of Dr. Thelma Patten,” said [founder Agnese Carter] Nelms.  “Dr. Patten has given unselfishly of her time and experience and skill to the women of her race who are not able to pay doctor’s fees.  She has done a marvelous piece of work, bringing health and hope to 430 underprivileged women, bettering their home conditions, teaching them the meaning of personal hygiene and doing untold good in the prevention of social diseases.” No doubt Patten did bring better health to thousands of Houston’s Negro poor during her twenty-five years of service.  For many of the city’s poor blacks, her services represented the only primary healthcare they received.


Dr. Abner Berg, a Houston obstetrician who worked part-time at the Maternal Health Center from 1937 until 1941, is one of the few who remembers the pioneering work of Dr. Patten among Houston’s Negro poor.  “I worked with her in the late ’30s and early ’40s at Houston’s Negro Hospital in the Third Ward,” he said.  “That was before desegregation.  It was a two or three-story building—a horrible place.  There were two black doctors—women—in Houston at this time, and that’s where they had their private practices, where they served only blacks.  Everyone else in private practice at that time had two reception rooms, you see: one for black, one for white.”  For Houston’s first Negro female obstetricians, “private practice” meant service to the city’s poorest, in conditions that could only be described as hellish.  “This,” Dr. Berg added, “was probably the only work they could get.”

 The center’s facilities were primitive but clean.  Berg remembered the Binz cottage and its one-room facility wryly:  “We had an old wooden kitchen table,” he said, “with a curtain around it, and a few bed sheets that I took home to my wife to be washed at the end of the night.  The patients would undress from the waist down, and hop up onto the table to be examined.....they weren’t concerned with privacy; they just wanted help.  I had a nurse attendant, but she wasn’t trained.  So I examined the patients, fitted them with diaphragms, and gave them [contraceptive] jellies and sponges.  I treated all different colors, white, black, Mexican, poor, just at different times.  And none of my patients died, although some babies died.”

 Texas Grand Court, Order of Calanthe, 2411 Dowling St.

In Houston's segregated world, black women formed organizations to meet the needs of their communities. Besides church groups, one of the earliest types of organizations black people formed to address their financial and health needs were fraternal organizations.

Fraternal orders taught - and expected their members to adhere to - the middle-class values of industriousness, frugality, and morality. They were hierarchical organizations, which gave their members a sense of self-esteem and prestige as they moved through the ranks of membership. Scholars propose that fraternal organizations were a primary mechanism for developing middle-class values among black people before and after emancipation.

Although black fraternal orders date from the late 18th century in the U.S., in the wake of emancipation, many black people formed fraternal organizations as a part of their effort to establish a sense of community and shared values. Besides this compelling ideology, fraternal organizations provided the very real benefit of financial help in sickness and death. 

By the turn of the 20th century, there were numerous fraternal organizations in Houston. In 1915, the Red Book of Houston listed 15 chapters of the Sisters of the Mysterious Ten, plus several courts of the Heroines of Jericho and of the Household of Ruth. There were 2 black fraternal buildings in downtown Houston in the late 19th century - on the site where the Chronicle building is today. These buildings housed physicians' offices, a grocery store, as well as meeting rooms.

Fraternal groups were primarily male-only clubs, but women participated based on the membership of a male member of their family, and, beginning around the 1890s women began to organize their own independent lodges. This was a long process of redefining the rules of the organization so women could be members in their own right and could define their own regalia and rituals.

The fourth Texas court of the Court of Calanthe, called Hermione #4, was organized in Houston in 1895 at one of the downtown black fraternal buildings. The founding of Hermione #4 provided the requisite number of chapters to enabling founding a state Grand Court in Texas. 

Successful organizations accumulated considerable financial resources, and the Court of Calanthe became one of the most prosperous fraternal organizations in Texas. It maintained its membership and assets even through the 1930s Depression when numerous other lodges failed. During the Depression, the Court of Calanthe lent $46,000 to Paul Quinn College for building construction and to members to pay their taxes. 

In the tradition black-owned fraternal buildings, the Court of Calanthe building houses a barbershop and other professional offices.
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