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NORRIS WRIGHT CUNEY 1846-1898
The fourth of eight children born to Adeline Stuart and Philip Minor
Cuney, Norris Wright Cuney was born May 12, 1846. One of the
fifty-four richest planters in Texas, Philip, scion of an affluent
immigrant Louisiana family, located his homestead ten miles from the
Brazos River and twelve miles southeast of what later became
Hempstead, Texas on the Jose Justo Liendo five-league grant

bordering Iron Creek, and called it *‘Sunnyside.”’ Adding Swiss to the

Negro-Indian strains of his slave housekeeper, whom he eventually
freed, Philip foreshadowed his son’s greatness by his own forays into
Texas constitutional and legislative politics, and his acumen for cotton
and dairy enterprise.

Following a brother, Norris also attended George B. Bashon's Wylie
Street Public School for Negroes in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania from
1859 into the war years. There followed some years of wandering on
river boats and other uncertain occupation before he returned to
Texas. Inthe process, he met James Lewis and P.B. S. Pinchback, and
fortur;ately, on his Texas return, fell under the influence of George T.
Ruby, President of the Texas Union League. From these men Cuney
caught the vision of the potential of a freed people and the
opportunities of inspired leadership in the post Civil War era.
Preparing himself by reading law, Ruby’s mantle in time was to fall on
Cuney’s shoulders. Cuney became the ““Union League’’ leader in
Galveston, and thus launched one of the most notable careers in

political power the annals of Texas afford.



Cuney married Adelina Dowdie July 5, 1871, and to the union was
born two children, Maud and Lloyd Garrison. His marriage
fortuitously coincided with the beginning of his spectacular rise to
eminence in Texas politics. A Davis man in Texas politics, Cuney's
career in the 1870’s and early 80’s was mixed with success and failure.
Elective office at the state and sometimes local level eluded him. He
was defeated for Mayor of Galveston in 1875, and for the state House
and Senate in '76 and '82 respectively.But at the level of appointive
ti.sffice and in the inner councils of power and patronage, Cuney was
master of all he surveyed. From his appointment as the first assistant
to the Sergeant-at-arms of the twelfth legislature, Cuney went on to be
Alderman, Inspector of Customs, Revenue Inspector, Special Custom
Inspector, and finally collector of the Port at Galveston. These
appointments are only a mirror of the masterly genius that he brought
to the art of politics. Having once copied in his notes the adage. ‘‘He
who .studies other men learns much, but he who studies himself may
not learn a great deal,’”’” he put the wisdom to work by mastering the
demands of every hierarchical level of Texas and National Republican
politics. Whether he was secretary of a state convention, delegate to
the National Republican conclaves, national committeeman, or
member of the Board of Commissioners of Galveston Waterworks, he
bore himself as a man of principles, astute, professional, and conscious

of the power of his leadership of his people. And when the day came



that he stood on the high plateau of the leadership of the Republican
Party in Texas, he born himself with the dignity and compassion the
pinacle demanded, deigning once to remove the daughter of Sam
Houston, a Democrat, from the post-mistresship of Abilene, Texas on
the grounds of the contributions of her father to the state.

A many-sided man, Cuney’s natural leadership and race pride led
him into every area of self-help which characterized much of the post
reconstruction motivation of the Negro people. This interest in race
cohesion and uplift expressed itself in Cuney’s membership in the
Masons, the Knights of Pythias, and the Odd Fellows. Like most
Negro leaders of his time, to Cuney, education was a holy mission.
This interest was shown not only in his 1871 appointment to the school
directors of Galveston County, but also in his interest in the black state
college at Prairie View. It was fitting the Whiteboro, Texas should
give his name to a school, and that he be appointed a commissioner to
the World Fair in Chicago in 1891.

As great as any of his accompl.shments was his vision of what
inspired leadership might do to lift the material standing of the black
masses. The Galveston Docks gave him both a challenge and an
opportunity. As a labor contractor he bought $2,500 in tools and
assembled a cadre of black dock workers which he eventually
organized into ‘‘Benevolent Associations of Longshoremen’ and

‘‘Screwmen’s Benevolent Association.” Though his fledgling



organizations appeared in the labor turbulence of 1877, Cuney carried
them to open competition and remained their leader until 1894.
Much of the meaning of Cuney’s life may be sumed up in his

concept of his mission. ‘'l am of the South, it is my home. The home of
my wife and babies...it is the home of my race. There lie our interest.
| can elevate my people alone in the South. I am willing to dwell in
their midst.”’

Cuney died March 4, 1898, in San Antonio, Texas and was buried in
Lake View Cemetary in the family lot, Galveston, Texas.
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