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Jonathan Gerland, Interviewer 
Allison Hearne, Transcriber 

ABSTRACT:  
In this interview with Jonathan Gerland, former Angelina County Judge, lawyer, and 
Diboll native Claude Welch reminisces about his time as County Judge, growing up in 
Diboll, and working as a patent lawyer.  He mentions fixing the county budget, joining 
the Deep East Texas Council of Governments, the unit road system, pay equity, and 
reforming property taxes.  He also talked about his relationship with Lynn Dunlap of the 
Lufkin Daily News, working and negotiating with county commissioners, and supporting 
the county hospital.  Mr. Welch also talks about growing up in Diboll, experiencing 
segregated schools and movie theaters, riding the train to Lufkin, playing around the 
handle factory, and living in company houses. 

Claude Welch (hereafter CW): And you start first with what you wanted to know and 
then when it gets to my turn, I’ll start chronological. Alright? 

Jonathan Gerland (hereafter JG): Today’s date is September 15th, 2021. My name is 
Jonathan Gerland and I’m with Mr. Claude E. Welch today at The History Center in 
Diboll and we’re going to do an oral history. And I thought maybe, Claude, if we could 
begin just set the stage for, for I guess maybe … I know you took office as county judge 
in January of seventy— 

CW: ’75. 

JG:  ’75. And, so set the stage both personally, and then also maybe the county. What 
prompted you to run for county office? What was going on in the county at that time? 

CW: Well, I’ll start with what prompted me to run. My lifelong friend, John Hannah, 
was a district attorney at that time, and John was trying to accomplish some things on 
behalf of the district attorney’s office, that had to go through the county commissioners’ 
court. And he couldn’t get it past the county judge. He couldn’t even get it put on. Like 
getting an assistant, and expanding the investigative part of the district attorney’s office. 
And he knew I was about to get out of law school and come home, so he talked to me 
about… get up here and seek this office, think it over. And he introduced me to several 
influential friends around town that he knew. He was a state representative at the time, 
and he had some good political connections, so I’d come up and go, and they’d have a 
little reception for me over at John Henry Tatum’s house, with lots of Hannah’s friends 
and associates. And they pledged their support to me if I’d run for county judge and come 
see if I couldn’t clean up what they considered to be a tremendous mess. The county 
government at that time was pretty much delegated to the county auditor. The county 
commissioners worked on the roads. If they did anything at all, they worked on the roads. 
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They didn’t know anything about what the business was. The county judge didn’t know 
what the business was. The county judge did not draft the budgets. The county auditor 
drafted the budgets. The county auditor made the agenda for the meetings. He, in other 
words, the county auditor was running the county. And, uh, not being an elected official, 
he didn’t have to answer to anybody for what he was doing. And so, John Hannah and his 
friends convinced me that there was a good possibility to come back and get elected to 
that office, given that I’m a lifelong resident of Angelina County, and that I’ve got 
friends here, and all of those people willing to help me. So that encouraged me. I was 
interested in it, and when I finished law school, I came home, and ran for the office and 
got elected. 
 
JG:  How was the campaign? Any particular memories of campaigning? 
 
CW: Yes, and I’ve got some notes here to that effect that I’ve thought about and kind of 
narrowed down somewhat. The first half of the campaign was about as basic as you can 
do a political campaign because I didn’t have any money. I had to borrow a thousand 
dollars to get home. And fortunately, a friend of mine owned a furniture store sent his 
truck and two employees to Houston and moved me, free of charge, home. And— 
 
JG:  You were finishing up law school at Southwestern? 
 
CW: At University of Houston. 
 
JG:  University of Houston. 
 
CW: And so, the first couple of months—the first three months—of the campaign was 
nothing but knocking doors and telephones, because I didn’t have any money. Uh, I 
opened an office in the garage at my home for a law practice and got a few traffic tickets 
to do. 
 
JG: So, where was home? Diboll or Lufkin at that time? 
 
CW: Lufkin. Lufkin, yes. And so, uh, it was just knocking on doors. Me, my wife, my 
mother, John Hannah’s mother. A few other people. We literally knocked on every door 
in this county over about a two-and-a-half-month period. Well, when people started to 
see I was getting a little bit of news, little reports in the paper, people starting to see, 
‘Hey, this guy might can do it.’ So that brings a little money along. 
 
JG: Who were you running against? 
 
CW: I was running against the incumbent county judge. A guy named O’Quinn. About 
two days before the filing deadline, he withdrew and decided not to run for reelection, 
and uh, the mayor of Lufkin, he had an insurance agency—I’ll have to think of his 
name—but he ran and another guy named Bell from Burke ran. And after I got a little 
support around town other than just friends and relatives, and some money started 
pouring in, then I was able to do television, radio, newspaper ads. I had a professional 
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working on that, helping me with my ads. And of course, John Hannah who has always 
loved political campaigning, and he helped me a bunch with that kind of stuff. But we 
were successful against two opponents in the Democratic primary. I won without a 
runoff. Got like 56, 57% of the vote against two candidates. Then of course back in those 
days a Republican nominee, that was just token. They were just on the ballot because 
they were just trying to get a hold. I didn’t even campaign, I didn’t need to, and get 98% 
of the vote, like you do…like you do back in those days. So, that’s what got me there. 
The campaign was something that I enjoyed very much.  
 
JG: And you were mainly campaigning on change. Did you reveal some of the change 
that you had in mind? 
 
CW: Oh, yes. I did. I ran what my qualification…I ran…when we got newspaper ads, I 
ran what my qualifications were. The fact that I was a Diboll graduate. The fact that I had 
served 3 ½ years in the Army. Fact that I had worked my way through law school. The 
fact that I married one of the most wonderful women in the world, and had a great young 
daughter. Uh, that… 
 
JG: But did you make some of the issues, did you make them…did you reveal those 
things during your campaign? 
 
CW: Well, yes. Yes, I did. One that really stands out is we didn’t have a juvenile 
probation department at that time. The juvenile probation department, or the juvenile 
probation services, was handled by the adult probation department. And a guy from 
Diboll named Dan Fenley, who was a probation officer, they put him running and being 
responsible for any kids that got in trouble that they put on probation. He took care of 
that. And I went and I grew up across the street from Dan Fenley right up here about two 
blocks. And I talked to Dan and he supported us getting a formal juvenile probation 
department. And since I was a licensed attorney, when I was county judge, I was also the 
juvenile judge. Then and now, you can’t be the juvenile judge. If you’re a county judge 
and you’re not a lawyer, you can’t be the juvenile judge. But I got that job as juvenile 
judge, and created that probation department. And I made that a big issue in my 
campaign. And that I had the experience of working for the Harris County juvenile 
probation department. I worked there for almost two years. Uh, and had learned a lot 
about the procedures and the process and I thought that I had something to bring that 
would be of worth to the county. And, as any other place, you had kids that were getting 
in trouble, and some of them need a little help. And I wanted to do that. That was one of 
my main campaign issues.  
 Another major campaign issue that I felt—and in retrospect, I’m not sure this was 
as good an argument, but I argued it anyway—is that I felt like that attention needed to be 
to the business part of a county in a business-like manner. And I had a bachelor of 
business administration from Sam Houston State University. And I also had a certificate 
of corrections from the new criminal justice center that they opened there. I was in the 
first graduating class for that group. So, I brought that to the table, that—excuse me—that 
my, those experiences would put me in a position to make some improvements in very, 
very much needed areas. I didn’t bring up the specifics of what I later got into, like tax 
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equalization, and budget issues, and that kind of stuff. But as a general issue, look at it 
like it’s a business and take it seriously. Just don’t take it as it goes down the road. And I 
campaigned heavily on those issues. 
 
JG: Okay. So, I think you were sworn in on January 1st, 1975. Do you remember the first 
action you took as judge? 
 
CW: Yes, I do. It was a very controversial thing. A very minor deal, but it was very 
controversial, about the long benches, wooden benches that they had sitting in the 
hallways at the courthouse. And there were people that was upset that people would 
gather there and sit around. They’d smoke and put their cigarettes out. Well, the county 
judge just said, ‘I’ll solve this problem.’ The county judge at the time, ‘I’ll solve this 
problem.’ He just got all the benches and took and stored them upstairs. There was no 
place for people who was waiting outside to go and no place for them to sit. My first act 
after I got sworn in, John Hannah and I went upstairs and hauled those damn benches 
down and put them back in the hallways. That was the first thing. I wanted those, because 
by law county judges are responsible for the operations, maintenance, and all that stuff, 
of the county courthouse. So, I thought it was in my purview to go get them and put them 
back officially. And I got a good write up in the newspaper about it. 
 
JG: So, kind of making the county courthouse be the people’s courthouse. 
 
CW: Absolutely. That’s right. And the reason people were putting their cigarette butts 
out, there weren’t any ashtrays sitting out there. So, I went and bought some of those 
standing trays on a platform about that high, and put them out there and people quit 
throwing them on the floor. They’d put them out, because it was still okay at that time to 
smoke. Not in the courtrooms. But in the hallways. 
 That was my first official act. I know it was minor but to me it was a pretty big 
deal, and it was a pretty big deal to a lot of other people. 
 
JG: I think you did it right after you were sworn in, right? 
 
CW: Yes, five minutes. And when everybody was leaving, Hannah and I was going up 
into the storage room to get those heavy benches and move them down, put them on the 
elevator, bring them down and put them out there. There was six or seven of them. Took 
us two or three hours to get them all, to get them moved. But that was it. 
 
JG: Talk a little bit about now some of the issues that was confronting the county, and 
specifically, confronting you now as the new judge. And, uh, I made a list myself. 
 
CW: I did, too. 
 
JG: Because there were quite a few. So, I don’t know what would be best. I think in one 
of the articles that Lynn Dunlap wrote, uh, you and he maybe together singled out some 
of the stuff that was going on at the sheriff’s office.  
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CW: Yes. 
 
JG: And the jail. Can you tell a little bit about that? 
 
CW: Yes. Yes. Yes, I can. Ahem. As you know if you have prison— 
 
JG: One of the things was pay, and, of course, that’s in the news today too, trying to 
adequately pay officers. 
 
CW: Well, I’ll get to the pay issue later. Uh, but I can say quickly, the issue of pay, to 
me, was equalization of pay. Uh, if you were in good stead with the county judge or the 
county auditor, you got paid more. It was a good old boy deal. I went and took, and 
paid…made the…made the salaries…if you were a chief deputy, every chief deputy in 
every department got the same salary. The first assistants in every department got the 
same salary, and on down the list. Just a tax equalization deal we went through. 
 
JG: And I think there were some things at the jail as well, right? Some issues? 
 
CW: Yes, there were some issues at the jail. First of all, it was, ah…the structure itself 
was horrible. It was very small. We ended up having to take prisoners to Nacogdoches 
sometimes. But that was a bigger project, to enlarge the jail. It was later on when I got the 
money appropriated to do an addition to the courthouse, and we took the jail across the 
street, and put it where it is now. Or where it was for a long time. They’ve moved out. 
 
JG: Right. They moved to Lufkin Ave. Yeah. 
 
CW: But the main issue I saw, and the reason it was an issue is that the county was 
broke. They had some money in reserve, but it just…the…the tax base was so low, uh 
that we just didn’t have the funds to operate and do some of the things that I thought we 
needed to be doing like more personnel in the sheriff’s office, more automobiles for the 
sheriff’s office, uh, uh…assistant county attorney, assistant district attorney, an 
investigator for the district attorney’s office, more qualified people in the county clerk’s 
office so we could be more efficient in dealing with records and things like that. We 
stayed way behind on that stuff because we just didn’t have enough people to do it, and 
the reason we didn’t have enough people to do it, we didn’t have the money. So, I’m 
looking for revenue generating deals that’s available to a county commissioners court to 
get done.  

The first thing that came to my attention was the disparity…the great disparity in 
the assessed valuation of property for tax purposes. At that time there was no such thing 
as a central appraisal district. Each entity, county, city, school, water board, whatever—
they had their own tax assessors. And I got to looking at it, and I had a friend that worked 
down in the tax office who uh, went and got records for me from Lufkin School District 
on about twenty or thirty of the major taxpayers in the county. And I took those and I did 
a comparison of how they were assessed at the school district and how they were 
assessed at the county. And the disparity, I had no idea it was as broad as it was. So, there 
was…there was fruit for exploration for me. 
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JG: And the county was lower? 
 
CW: Much lower. Let me give you a perfect example. The one that…takes a little 
explaining. The biggest disparity I found between what the company was appraised for at 
the county and what it was appraised for at the Lufkin school district was Brookshire 
Brothers. Brookshire Brothers had an assessed valuation for tax purposes at the Lufkin 
School District of $800,000, and that was pretty cheap too. You had to consider all their 
buildings, all their inventory, their vehicles— 
 
JG: Corporate office, the— 
 
CW: Everything! $800,000. 
 
JG: Warehouse. Stores. 
 
CW: Well, here’s the good part. For tax purposes they were assessed at a grand total of 
$80,000 in Angelina County. 
 
JG: From the county. 
 
CW: Per county. $800,000. $80,000. Well, when I’m meeting with my political gurus 
that I went to often for advice, I told them that I had discovered there was a way to handle 
that, and it was called the Board of Tax Equalization. (JG whispering in the background, 
asking if he’d like some water. Responds that he has a Coke) It could be convened by the 
county judge. It didn’t need the permission of the court. Just, you know, just make it an 
agenda item. 
 
JG: I’m drinking Brookshire Brothers water here. (laughs) Go ahead. 
 
CW: And I bought this Coke from Brookshire Brothers, too. 
 
JG: Go ahead. 
 
CW: And I found that in reading the statutes that if there was a disparity between the 
assessed valuation of properties, in between the different political entities, that the county 
judge could convene what was called the Board of Tax Equalization. And you could call 
in the subject taxpayers and discuss with them the great disparity and see if you could get 
some kind of agreement for adjustments. Well, my political gurus told me that if they’d 
do that, they’d make Brookshire Brothers first. And the reason they told me that is 
because they all knew very well that one of the principals at uh, at Brookshire Brothers 
was R. A. Brookshire. And Brookshire was uh…could be… hard to get along with. Even 
though people were friends with him, they’d all admit that he was pretty hard to get along 
with. And they told me that I should make Brookshire Brothers the first company. To 
bring them in and discuss their tax evaluation. And I did. And what those people 
predicted would happen, happened.  
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Uh, they told me that Brookshire Brothers would send R. A. Brookshire there to 
deal with the commissioner’s court. And he…when he came in, got him sworn in before 
the court. I posed the issue, ‘Hey, you’re $800,000 over here at the school district. It’s 
$80,000 here. I have a solution, Mr. Brookshire. Let’s see your response to it.’ I said we 
don’t want to go up to $800,000 right away. That’s too much. Let’s just take fifty percent 
of the difference between $80,000 and $800,000, and let that be your new assessed 
valuation. 

(Clears throat) Wham! He hit the table. Papers went everywhere. Jumped up, 
pointed at us. “Not another damn dime ‘til you get your act straight up here!” And he got 
up and walked out.  

The door hadn’t got shut until the commissioners—the sitting commissioners 
were opposed to what I’m doing. They did not like me doing this. Boy, they’d say, you’re 
going to get us all beat. You know, we don’t want to mess with taxes. He wasn’t out the 
door two feet until the commissioner to my immediate right says ‘I make a motion that 
we assess the valuation of Brookshire Brothers at fifty percent of the difference—’ (CW 
laughs) ‘between the Lufkin School District and the uh, Angelina County.’ (CW snaps 
fingers) Second! Having a motion and a second, uh, everybody for raise your hand. 
Everybody raised their hand. So, bang, we had that one done, and from there, it was all 
downhill.  

The very next day at seven o’clock in the morning, I’m taking a shower. My wife 
comes in and says, ‘Mr. Temple is on the line, Claude, and wants to talk to you.’ I say, 
‘Well, tell him just to hang on just a minute.’ It took me a couple minutes to dry off, got 
on the phone, ‘Good morning, Mr. Temple. How are you?’ He said, ‘Claude Edward,’ he 
said, ‘I’m gonna go along with you on this fifty percent of the difference. I think that’s a 
pretty good idea. Y’all need a little help over there, and if I can help you in any way with 
anybody else on this deal, let me know.’ And I said, ‘Thank you, Mr. Temple.’ 

So, I came back, told the tax assessor-collector. They sent the papers down there, 
and his lawyer at the time was Ward Burke. Ward brought the papers back to me, signed 
by Arthur, and we managed it. From there on we didn’t have any adversity having to do 
that. Now there was a couple of homeowners, when we got way down to that, they had 
some pretty good points on why it shouldn’t be done. We bought their arguments, but the 
ball got to rolling by R. A. Brookshire throwing a fit, and, in effect, telling us to bug off 
is what it amounts to. 

 
JG: As your gurus, as you call them, suggested? 
 
CW: They knew him. I barely knew the man. I hadn’t been around him but two or three 
times. In later years, I got to be social friends with him. R. A.’s a good guy. Nothing 
wrong with R. A., just hotheaded. And especially when they start talking about getting 
into a little of their money, you know, with an assessed valuation. So that’s how all that 
came about and it was easy-peasy from that point forward. The commissioner’s court was 
with me on that point. They were—when they walked in there that day, they were every 
one of them were hostile. They were mad at me for convening the Tax Equalization 
Board. They thought it was going to get us…me in trouble, get all them in trouble if they 
voted for anything. And so, it all fell into place. I would not have known. It may have 
done it anyways. I may have got it accomplished without R. A.’s outburst. Possibly. But 
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it helped a lot, because it got a lot of news coverage, and uh, I didn’t have any trouble 
with anybody else. All the major corporations settled on fifty percent of the difference. 
And then three years later we got a central appraisal district and we didn’t have to worry 
about it anymore. One appraiser for everybody. 
 
JG: I was going to ask you; did it stay at fifty percent? Or did you try to stir it up again? 
Like the next year. 
 
CW: No. Yes, I thought about it, and some of the commissioners asked me about it, but I 
had been asked to come to Austin as a county judge and testify before a legislative 
committee that was considering legislation to establish the central appraisal districts. And 
they wanted some examples that they could take to the other members, the committee, so 
they could take out to the full legislative body of why it would be a good idea to do it. So, 
I came and testified before the committee, and I told them the story. I didn’t go into the 
R. A. stuff. I just told them we had this great disparity, and we cut a deal, and I went and 
testified twice down there before that committee as county judge, of me suggesting that 
we should have a central appraisal district. And other county judges from other counties 
were there as well. 
 
JG: So, it was a…Would you say that it might have been a fairly common practice that 
other counties had the same problems or issues? Where their valuations were that much 
lower than school districts? 
 
CW: I never had any conversations with anybody about the specifics. But it’s reasonable 
to assume that because the appraiser…back then the title of the county was the county tax 
assessor and collector. 
 
JG: Right. 
 
CW: So, the guy who was elected that one job, he was the assessor and collected the 
taxes. This was a political position. When you got somebody in an elected political deal 
and money…finances… are part of the equation, it’s going to have some effect on it. Of 
course. Now, central appraisal district guy, he’s not…he doesn’t answer to anybody. He 
has a job to see that the appraisals are fair and equitable. And now, I’m getting off the 
subject a little bit, but now the Texas Comptroller audits counties to see if they are…how 
close they are to market value on their assessed valuations. And if you… if they find that 
you are way off market value with your assessed valuations at the central appraisal 
district and you don’t correct it, they withhold funds from the county. Until you get it 
straightened out. So they got some…they have some backbone in the law that requires 
that appraisals of property for tax purposes should have some relationship to market 
value. 
 
JG: Now I’m going to ask this because I wouldn’t be doing a good job if I didn’t ask it, 
for posterity’s sake. I know you’ve told me you don’t want to reveal everybody who you 
called your guru, but I want to ask. Are there any names you would care to share? Who 
those people were who advised you in your early days? 
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CW: Ahh. No, I don’t mind telling you who—people who gave me advice. I may not 
want to connect them to a specific—uh, uh—outcome or what. But the people that I 
listened to the most was John Hannah, Buddy Temple, and Charlie Wilson. They were all 
three elected officials. They were all three friends. Buddy and John more than Charlie. 
But they were people I respected, and uh, here I am fresh off the concrete at a political 
job that I didn’t have any idea about trying to get until three or four months before I 
decided to run. Never had a thought about it. John Hannah coaxed me into it because of 
his circumstances of not being able to get the funds that he needed in the district 
attorney’s office. And that was true in every other office, and I said, ‘Well maybe I could 
get in there and make a difference.’  

Plus--I’m getting off-key just a little bit--but there was another reason that 
appealed to me about being the county judge. I knew there would be some down time as 
county judge. And I could go down the hall and sit down and watch some of the better 
cases and the better lawyers coming into town. That would help me in my legal education 
in trying cases. John Hannah pointed that out to me. He said, ‘Hey man, when you don’t 
have anything to do, go down there and watch these trials. Having all these good lawyers 
coming in from Houston, Dallas, and everywhere, trying these cases. Get a little time off, 
go down and watch them.’ So that appealed to me, too.  

No, but those three were the most important ones. 
 

JG: Now, John Henry Tatum, I think you had mentioned to me once before that he had 
helped you in your campaigns. 
 
CW: He helped me in my campaign and I’ve got a note in here about him. John helped 
me. His wife, Audrey, helped me. Uh, his buddy, Ray Henson, helped me. His buddy, Ian 
Foley, helped me. And uh, I give John Henry…John Henry beat me when I ran for 
reelection. He…there was some things about what I did and the way I did them and my 
demeanor that he didn’t care for. So, he put together a team and out of 18,000 votes, I lost 
by less than forty. Thirty-eight, thirty-nine votes. And I give him the credit. 
 
JG: And that was a four-year term? 
 
CW: Four-year term. Yes. But no, yeah, I listened to John Henry a lot. And I think what 
probably got him cross-ways with me more than anything else is that…and this might be 
bragging a little bit, and if it is, so what…I’m my own man. I’d go get advice from 
somebody, but there wasn’t anybody telling me what to do. Nobody can tell me what to 
do today. I’m just not put together that way. I appreciate advice. I appreciate 
consultations. But don’t come tell me what to do. (laughs) And John Henry tried to do 
that on a few occasions, and there were some things that I didn’t agree with him on and 
didn’t do so he got pissed off. And beat me, which was his right to do. 
 
JG: Talk about some of the other issues with the county. Woodland Heights Hospital. 
 
CW: Woodland Heights Hospital was a big issue. And the reason it was such a big issue 
is that 95% of the income, other than what the county was putting in to support, came 
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from health insurance. And health insurance claims adjustors, even to this day, have a 
history of being slow to pay. The longer they can hold on to their money the better. And 
so, we were always having to prop up the county hospital, and uh…so they could pay 
salaries, and the light bill, and stuff like that. Because they’d have a million dollars in 
receivables, but you can’t pay light bill with receivables. So, we were constantly having 
to put emergency funds into the county hospital. And then when they did get a big check 
from insurance company, then they could pay us back, and that was going back and forth. 
And there was just not a…it was not a situation I could fight; I knew within my first year 
of being there. And by the way, the county judge is…was also a member of the board of 
directors of the hospital. 
 
JG: Yeah, yeah. I think I remember reading something where there was a board of 
managers. So, you were an ex— 
 
CW: Ex-officio member. A voting member of it. And— 
 
JG: But it was the county hospital though, right? 
 
CW: Owned by Angelina County. It was established as such, and for years was the only 
hospital. And then along came Memorial Hospital that was established by all— 
 
JG: ’49. 
 
CW: When was it? 
 
JG: ’49. 
 
CW: Was it ’49? That was established by the very wealthy people in business. 
 
JG: Industries. Yeah, the big industries. 
 
CW: The industries to have a place for their employees. And they did a good job with it, 
too. But yes, the hospital was a big problem. And after about— 
 
JG: I remember one time you were telling me about that it was so political, you couldn’t 
even get a room without… (laughter) …that may not be your exact words, but it was so 
political. 
 
CW: It was political. If you go out there and they didn’t have room for you, you’d just go 
to the county judge’s office and he’d call and make room for you. Now I never did that. I 
never got that involved with it. I can’t ever remember anybody coming to me with that 
problem. But if they had of, I wouldn’t have done it. I’d have said, ‘You know, they’re 
running the hospital, I’m not.’ And I didn’t want to set a precedent of getting that 
involved. The only involvement I wanted with the hospital was trying to solve their 
financial problems and my thought was is that we needed to sell it. Well, I couldn’t ever 
get the commissioners court to go along with me on that. I wanted to look for a buyer. 
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And the only thing that you sell, back then, and I don’t know what the law is now, but the 
only thing you sell is what’s called a certificate of need. You had to have a certificate of 
need from some department in the federal government to even put in a hospital. Well, 
that’s what Dan Jones, who followed me, he got it sold. And all they sold…they didn’t 
sell the building, they didn’t sell the equipment, they didn’t see anything. All they sold 
was the certificate of need that allowed them to go and build a new hospital and call it 
Woodland Heights Hospital, and the only thing they got from the county was a certificate 
of need. The county still owned the property. The county still owned the building, and all 
the equipment in it, and all that stuff. Just one piece of paper. Sort of like a license that 
they got that uh…Hospital Corporation of America was the company that bought it from 
Angelina County. And built the new Woodland Heights Hospital. 
 
JG: Kind of touching on openness of government, you know, restoring the court back to 
the people, talk a little bit about…I know you made a concentrated effort to go out into 
the community. One, two, maybe three speaking engagements a week. [CW: 
Absolutely.] Civic clubs. Hunting clubs. (chuckles) Any gathering of people.  
 
CW: Yes.  
 
JG: Talk about that. And why you felt that was important. 
 
CW: Because I had to go through the experience of running a political campaign with 
zero money. The only way I was getting anything done towards getting elected as a judge 
was going out and being at Zavalla at seven o’clock in the morning when you’ve got 
fifteen old heads sitting around there drinking coffee. And you go in, and after you go 
three or four times, you know who they are and they see you coming. ‘Hey, come on in, 
judge.’ You know, I…that experience of three or four months of having to…the only way 
I could campaign was to find a small group to get together with, or knock on the door and 
talk to mom and dad, or talk to somebody mowing their yard. I like that. I like that 
contact. And I wanted to keep the doors open with those people because I genuinely felt 
it wasn’t any political phrase for me, I represented the people there. And I wanted those 
people to know that I represented them, and I wanted to know what those people had to 
say. I picked up good information from people in Zavalla, and Diboll, and Burke, and all 
around, just going and talking to people. I enjoyed it. I enjoyed it, so, uh, yes, I never 
passed up an opportunity. I was on the agenda at every club in town. Lions Club, Kiwanis 
Club. Luncheon meetings, Chamber of Commerce, whatever. I was there. And I just went 
to give them an update of what we were doing, and it helped because sometimes I would 
float an issue in some discussion with the Lufkin News and next thing, I knew I’m getting 
calls from county commissioners, like ‘What are you doing again? Here you go again 
getting ready to run us off.’ 
 Well, there would be letters to the editor from people supporting those things. 
There would be telephone calls to county commissioners, ‘Hey, man. Get behind the 
judge on this.’  
 So, getting out and getting that contact, and having that relationship with the 
public, I just…How can you not do that if you’re an elected official? I mean if I was an 
elected official today, I’d be doing it. Because that’s what you’re up there for. 
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JG: You mentioned the newspapers, talk about Lynn Dunlap in particular, but anybody 
else in your relationship with the paper. Joe Murray— 
 
CW: Joe Murray. Lynn Dunlap. Kristi Harland. Those are the ones that readily come to 
mind. If you think it’s time, I’ll discuss the biggest issue I faced when I was county 
judge. The one that was the most difficult. The one that had me working until two or 
three o’clock in the morning to get it done.  
 
JG: Was that the outside audit or the DETCOG? 
 
CW: No, it was the county budget.  
 
JG: Ok. 
 
CW: When I got there, the county budget— 
 
JG:  Talk a little bit about…I know you’ve told me this before. I’m trying to get it for the 
recording, but uh, the story that you had with Lynn Dunlap. A relationship you had with 
him. You gave him something. For the recording, I’m helping you refresh your memory. 
Uh, you gave him the keys to your office, you told me. 
 
CW: The second thing I did after John Hannah and I moved those benches down, Lynn 
was still hanging around, talking to everybody and making notes about everything, and I 
handed him a set of keys to my office. And I said, ‘You can go in any time you want to. 
Anything in that, anything in my office, feel free to take a look at. I don’t have any 
personal stuff. I don’t keep any personal stuff. Everything in there belongs to the people 
of Angelina County. Go in.’ 
 I’ve come in before, after I did that, I’d come in and get there a little late…eight-
thirty…and he’s sitting at my desk, with his feet up on my desk, reading all the papers on 
my desk. So, that was just another way of trying to be as open and direct as I could in 
communicating with the people. It wasn’t for Lynn Dunlap. Lynn Dunlap was a good 
guy, but I didn’t do that for him. I did that for what he might impart to the people that I’m 
up there representing, and making sure that there’s not any indication that I’m trying to 
hide anything, or I’m trying to pull something off or this. If you’re in a public office, it 
doesn’t belong to you. It belongs to the public, and who best represents the interest of the 
public other than elected officials? The news media. Now, I’ll have to admit, things have 
changed a little bit, but I just…it was just like me going out to all of these places to meet 
with people all the time, Jonathan. It’s just I felt like I had an obligation, and maybe some 
say I went a little far giving him a key to my office, but the point of it is ‘Here it is, Lynn. 
I don’t have anything to hide. If you’ve got any questions about anything you run across 
in there, we’ll talk about it.’ 
 
JG: Before we get to the budget, I want to reference back to…I actually have an article 
that you and I had looked at in the past. But Lynn had written an article, July 4th, 1975, 
and it was looking back at your first six months in office, and he quoted you as saying 
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that the most disappointing thing in your six months progress was that you could not get 
the county to join the Deep East Texas Council of Governments. Not yet anyways. So, 
and then your second biggest disappointment was the independent outside audit, and you 
were going to work…try to work that into the upcoming budget. That would be your first 
budget. So, will that be an introduction into you talking about the budget, if we talk about 
these two things? 
 
CW: Yes, I think so. 
 
JG: So, talk about DETCOG. Angelina County wasn’t a member of that. 
 
CW: They were not a member of DETCOG, and it was unanimous. The county judge at 
the time and the four county commissioners didn’t want to have anything to do with the 
federal government. They’re the type of people that wouldn’t be wearing a mask today. 
Somebody telling them what to do. Didn’t trust the federal government. Very, very 
conservative people. And my argument was is that we send money to Washington. 
Everybody in this room is paying federal taxes, and there’s a way to get some of it back. 
Now some comes back automatically for other things, but to really get meaningful 
refunds from the federal government to help with local problems and local projects. 
There’s no such thing as getting a grant from the federal government except through the 
Deep East Texas Council of Governments. Not for us. There was no direct route. That’s 
the reason the congress established those councils of government. They’re all over the 
state. I assume they’re still operating like ours is. I don’t know exactly what their role is 
now, but I assume they play a big role in allocating funds for various projects.  

What…one of the main reasons I was interested in it was a name I hate to drop 
this guy’s name too much but Arthur Temple. He and his attorney, Ward Burke, wanted 
to build a mental health facility here. And Mr. Temple and Ward Burke knew that there 
was a ton of federal funds available to do that. The county couldn’t afford it. Mr. Temple 
could’ve afforded to do it. He ended up giving them a whole bunch of money, but it was 
going to cost a lot of money to build a facility like that, and to staff it. There was a 
possibility of getting significant financial grants. Again, I had a long talk with Mr. 
Temple about why it was needed and how important it was to have a facility like that. 
Drug addictions, alcohol addictions, all kinds of other problems related to mental health. 
The only way we were going to get it accomplished was with DETCOG. And I said, 
‘Well, Mr. Temple, can you call some county commissioners for me?’  

And he said, ‘I already have.’ (CW laughs) And he says, ‘I think I got a couple of 
them, Claude, that might go with you on it.’ 

So, Mr. Temple and Ward Burke were really the forces behind getting DETCOG 
for the Burke Center. Once we joined it, uh…I got an appointment in a short time on the 
board of directors of DETCOG. Filled an unexpired term. I was only on for about six 
months. But with Mr. Temple and Ward Burke’s help with the county commissioners, we 
had a unanimous vote to join DETCOG. And it was less than a year after we joined that 
the funds started rolling in for the Burke Center. 

 
JG: Alright, that’s good. Let’s see, and then the outside audit. I know that was a little 
frustrating to you. Of course, you’ve already talked about how the auditor at the time was 



© Copyright 2022 THE HISTORY CENTER            Claude Welch              Interview 299a 

 
14 of 39  

almost like the acting judge. We know I think from the historic record that it was Maurice 
Hicks at the time. 
 
CW: That’s correct. 
 
JG: Anyway, so six months in, you were wanting to do an independent or outside audit. 
 
CW: Well, as you noted earlier, I campaigned on that. And for no reason other than, 
again, to have some method whereby John Q. Public gets to take a look. And I wanted to 
take a look. I wanted to see somebody come in, some professional come in and go around 
all of these departments and discuss what their needs were, and how they were spending 
their money. I mean, how more basic can you get in government with the people, by 
letting them know how you’re spending their money. To me, that’s the most important 
part. The thing that hacks me off about my government more than anything else is how 
they do spend some of the money. And I think when you get right down to it talking to 
anybody that has any interest in these kind of things at all, that’s our major concerns. 
Taxes that we pay, number one, and number two, how they’re spending it. And that was 
very heavy on my mind, and the first start to take a look at, it was to hire somebody to 
come in and do an audit. I can’t remember, I swear I don’t remember the details of how I 
finally got that done. I think it was just like everywhere else, I finally just wore them 
down on it. And Axley & Rode— 
 
JG: You had to get it in the budget though, right? You had to get the funds first or— 
 
CW: Yeah. I had to get the funds first, yes. That was in the battle royal over the budget 
 
JG: What we’re building up to. Yeah? 
 
CW: Right.  
 
JG: You mention Axley-Rode. 
 
CW: That was the least controversial part of the new budget format that I proposed. 
There were so many other big issues that they had, they just never got around to griping 
about that one. It was just the overall deal. 
 
JG: Did the county auditor, did he oppose that? Or just— 
 
CW:  Well, he never opposed it to me. And, I can’t swear to this because I wasn’t in the 
room, but I know he was talking to the commissioners about it. And telling them that it 
probably wasn’t a good thing. Because I went through three scheduled meetings with the 
commissioners’ court and couldn’t even get a motion. Couldn’t get any consideration for 
it. 
 
JG: How long were the commissioners there? You know you’re the new judge, so 
were…did any new commissioners come on with you?  
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CW: Yes.  

JG: Were they firmly established? 

CW: We had one commissioner that resigned because of his criminal conduct as it 
related to his job as county commissioner. 
 
JG: Some things never change, huh? 
 
CW: Right. He took a bribe from a heavy equipment manufacturer sales rep, and uh…we 
found out about it. And when I found out about it, my first thing to do was go down and 
talk with the district attorney, Gerald Goodwin. John Hannah had left by then and gone 
back to Austin. Gerald Goodwin had gone from assistant to being D.A. And I gave him a 
name of a guy in Longview that knew all about it. He left that afternoon for Longview. 
Didn’t get back until midnight and came to my house, knocking on my door at midnight, 
and had a signed affidavit by this guy about how it went down. Called Louis in—Louis 
Parise was the commissioner—and asked him for some explanation. Of course, he said, 
‘That’s a lie. That didn’t happen.’ And all that. Gerald, in effect, told him, ‘Look, you can 
make this easy or make it difficult.’  
 ‘Well, I’m not—’ you know. So, he got indicted. He went and took it to the grand 
jury, and got him indicted. The head of the big law firm out close to the loop there at the 
time was his attorney. 

 
JG: Zeleskey? 
 
CW: Ralph Zeleskey was his attorney. And Ralph Zeleskey looked everything over and 
knew that it couldn’t have a good ending, so he went to Gerald and cut a deal. That if 
he’d resign from office, and make some restitution—I think the amount of the bribe 
which was $500 or something like that—and uh, that they’d drop the case. And Gerald 
came down after Ralph left, came down and asked me what I thought about it, and I said 
the main thing I want to do is get rid of him. I don’t care whether, I don’t want him go to 
jail. His wife was one of the sweetest persons in the world. Her brother was president of 
Diboll bank at the time, who loaned me money when I was overdue on other notes. 
(chuckles) So, we cut the deal. Mr. Zeleskey and Mr. Parise came up, and went before the 
judge. Now the judge dismissed the case. He offered his resignation, and I got to appoint 
his successor. 
 
JG: Who’d you appoint? 
 
CW: Jig Smith. Jig Smith was an older man. Longtime Democratic party stalwart. Very 
wise man. Liked by lots of people. Disliked by some people. And I appointed him, and 
you don’t get a full year term. You just get to serve until the next term and the election 
came up like a year and a half later. A guy that lived out in Allentown beat him. So, Jig’s 
didn’t…even though he got to serve for a year and a half, he ran for the office. But 
DeWitt Henson was the county commissioner. Or the man that ran and beat him for 
county commissioner. And DeWitt was a great…good guy too. 
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JG: So, the independent audit, you got that to go through. 
 
CW: When I got the budget passed. Which is a whole ‘nother story. 
 
JG: Let’s talk about the budget. 
 
CW: Can I go back? You were asking about conditions at the jail. So, can I double back 
on that before we get to the budget? 
 
JG: Sure. 
 
CW: Another thing that Gerald and I determined about the jail was some of the conduct 
of the sheriff. The sheriff was using some of the inmates to work on his ranch and 
skimming on the…a little bit on the money we paid him to feed the prisoners. There 
weren’t any charges filed, or any threats to do it. We just had a conversation with him 
and told him it had to stop. And it stopped immediately. He quit putting five or six guys 
in the back of a truck and take them out to work on his ranch, building fence, mowing, 
and baling hay. Over in Trinity County.  
 So that was probably the biggest problem with the sheriff was he was mis-mis- 
mis—And it had been being done. It was almost like hey, it’s been going on so long, how 
can anybody find any fault with that? Hell, what would you rather have them do? Just sit 
around up there doing nothing? At least they’re out there working.  
 Well, yeah, ok. But they’re working on your private property, Pete. That’s not 
supposed to happen. And so, we got that stopped. And we changed the way we purchased 
meals for the jail. We took that away from the sheriff. 
 
JG: So, the budget…I’m looking back here at some notes, and uh, you didn’t pass the 
budget until December 22. Of ’75. So, you know, they’re going through the budget right 
now. I think they passed it what—yesterday or something. 
 
CW: Uh, yes. 
 
JG: Why did it take all the way until December? 
 
CW: The court—The commissioners, first of all-- That was just at the end of my first 
year. I hadn’t established the trusting relationship with them that I eventually 
accomplished at maybe the end of the second, the start of the third year. Where they 
knew I was up there trying to do a job, rather than personally benefitting from it some 
way or another. It took a while to get that established. So, they were leery, and here I 
was, Boy Judge to them. Thirty-four years old and acting like I know everything, you 
know, and that kind of stuff. And these old guys have been around forever. And they just 
were pretty much averse to anything new. And that’s not unusual. That’s been a problem 
for centuries. Anything new is threatening. And plus, they could see that I was starting to 
benefit politically from some of the things I was doing. I was getting some pretty popular 
press. I was getting a little praise from some of the people around town. Me always 
coming out and speaking to them, letting them know what was going. And I think they 
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were a little concerned that I was about to get the big hammer on them, I guess. And 
that’s why it was so difficult to get anything done. And I’ll explain to you how that all 
went down and how I got that passed. If you want me to. 
 
JG: Go ahead. 
 
CW: We’d had—you say it didn’t get approved until December.  I think I first submitted 
it to the court for their consideration in August, if I remember correctly. And it was the 
result of literally hundreds of hours of interviewing every department head, going over 
how much money they needed for postage, how much they needed for stationary, how 
much they needed for telephone. Getting down to the nitty gritty. And interviewing 
everyone and getting all that information, and then writing the thing. And that’s why I 
was probably a little late getting it out the first time. 
 Well, I sent a copy of it out to them well in advance. Took one to the county 
auditor well in advance. Told them it was going to be on the agenda for whatever that 
meeting was. August, I guess. If they had any concerns or questions about it, be prepared 
for a full discussion about it when we have the court meeting. Well, one came to see me 
and said, ‘Judge, you need to be careful with this now. There ain’t nobody around town 
supports all this stuff you putting in there. Personal stuff about how much this costing 
here, costing there, and everywhere.’ 
 So, I just kind of waved him off, and said let’s talk about it. You’ve got some 
complaints about it, let’s talk about it in the open courtroom. And hopefully everybody 
will see. So, couldn’t get a motion to approve it. None at all. It was in the third meeting, 
and that may have been—No. (Pauses) It was the third meeting when I finally said, after 
all the arguments we’d had about approving that budget, and they never would bring me 
any information about this department or that department, why we don’t need that or why 
you spending this money over there. It was always just a blanket denial of the process. 
So, one day it came to mind, I asked one of the commissioners, ‘Don’t you think that the 
people of Angelina County need to know how we’re spending their money down here?’ 
 Then the miracle happened. Louis Parise said, ‘They don’t give a damn.’ 
 The next day in the Lufkin Daily News they had headlines—you may have a 
copy, I don’t know—had headlines only reserved for the end of World War II or 
something like that. ‘THEY DON’T GIVE A DAMN’ was the headline and Lynn wrote 
the story. He’d already had some stories about the budget, and Joe Murray even wrote a 
column that said it was a good idea. It was about time we had a full accounting of how 
our money was being spent. And at the next meeting when I had it on the agenda, 
courtroom was packed. There was a line going all the way out the courtroom, down the 
hall, out the front door, out on the street. People holding signs: ‘I give a damn. I give a 
damn.’ And I didn’t have anything to do with organizing that. I should have, but I didn’t.  
 When we got in there and they saw that, and I asked for a motion, got a motion, 
got a second, and it passed. Immediately. Never had any problems from that point 
forward with the budget. Not with the county commissioners anyway. I had problems 
with individual departments that were wanting some things that I’d had a difference of 
opinion about whether they should have it or whether they needed it. And what I would 
do on every occasion, when I had a disagreement with somebody, I’d say go talk to the 
commissioner about it. They can make a motion, and if they can get enough votes for it, 
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then you can get it. But I’m not going to approve it. And that happened on a few 
occasions. 
 
JG: This is December 18th, Free Press. The Diboll paper, and the headlines here was the 
four commissioners filed their own budget. (laughs) They went around you and came up 
with their own budget. And then this must be the meeting where the people were there. It 
said that sixty people were at Monday’s hearing, and there’s a man in the back and you 
can see the sign he’s holding that says ‘We do care.’ Then the headline here by Mike 
Crim, Free Press writer, says ‘Citizens uphold judge in county budget fight.’ 
 
CW: Right. I’m surprised that they said it was only sixty. Of course, our courtroom only 
held about thirty people. 
 
JG: (laughs) Yeah, well, and they’re packed. The sixty are packed in on top of each 
other. 
 
CW: Let me see.  
 
(Papers rustle) 
 
JG: But anyway, to go along with what you were saying. You can see the bottom line, 
‘We do care’ right there. Anyways, there were multiple articles on the front page. I think 
it said you left the courtroom a few times, and came back finally before it was voted. 
 
CW: The first time that I brought it to the court and I couldn’t even get a discussion on it. 
I mean they just… just blank stares. I left the office when we adjourned the court and I 
went and put a sign on the front door to the county judge’s office: ‘Closed. County judge 
is nauseated.’ Lynn Dunlap took a picture of it and they put it in the paper. That didn’t— 
 
JG: Now were you grandstanding by doing that sign? 
 
CW: Little bit. (laughs) Yeah, a little bit. 
 
JG: I want to ask you about, now this would be six months later, it was apparently a little 
controversy about the county masterplan. You were having trouble getting that to go 
through. You got twenty-five people from the county to serve on a masterplan committee, 
and it goes along with what you were saying about DETCOG, where several people were 
saying that it was basically having this local masterplan was insurance against the threat 
of the federal government regulating future plans for land use and other projects. ‘The 
federal government is at our doorstep. If we do not act on this now, then within five years 
this commissioners court will not be governing itself.’ John Pounds, the county 
administrative assistant told the commissioners. And it goes on and on, saying ‘if we 
don’t’ move on this thing now, the court will not be able to direct the destiny of this 
county.’ And that was Pounds. Someone went along with it. Louis Parise went along with 
it, just saying, ‘Well, the only good I can possibly see is it’s a small shot in the dark that 
we might get some of these community development grants.’  
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 And then it says Judge Welch disagreed, saying that the county long-range 
planning is crucial to the development of the area. And you went on to talk about mineral 
deposits and other things. But basically, do you remember that? How big an issue was 
that? It made the front page of the Diboll paper anyways. But trying to get a…was that 
part of DETCOG? Was DETCOG before? I know just a year before… 
 
CW: When is this dated? 
 
JG: This would have been June of ’76. 
 
CW: Second year. Been there a year and a half. 
 
JG: Yeah, a year and a half. And after six months, you were disheartened that DETCOG 
hadn’t come through. Or the county hadn’t joined it. And it doesn’t specifically say 
DETCOG here, but it sounds like some of the same issues. Some people were actually 
trying to embrace it, thinking they would have some say so in the government’s direction 
of the moneys, I guess. 
 
CW: I hate to admit it, man, but I don’t have any recollection of that. I’m… So, I’m 
promoting…based on the news story, I’m promoting putting a group together to work on 
 
JG: To help funnel and decide the funds for projects. 
 
CW: Well, that sounds like something that I would have been interested in doing, but as I 
sit here, I don’t have any recollection of the nuances of it.  
 
JG: You were trying to get a grant, and if it was approved in Washington, the county 
would hire the Austin firm of Research Planning Associates to begin a study of the 
county’s land use and housing situation. Local engineers Everett Griffith and Associates 
which would work with the Austin firm concerning any engineering aspects. 
 
CW: Is this before we were a member of DETCOG? 
 
JG: I don’t know. It must be before. 
 
CW: Well, I don’t know. It would be important to know if it was before or after, because 
if we were in DETCOG, that’s what they were doing. 
 
JG: It says here Pat Burke. I’m not sure who Pat Burke was. But he was stressing we’ve 
got to get this masterplan in before the beginning of 1977 or the federal government can 
come in and do our county’s planning. Anyways—it isn’t ringing a bell. 
 
CW: I’m sorry. 
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JG: You’re also talking about the hospital and everything still here. This would be June 
of 1976. And you’re just saying that we’ve got to do planning. ‘In my opinion, planning 
is the most important thing that a government can do,’ concluded Welch. 
 
CW: I still agree with that. 
 
JG: And y’all were still trying to work, trying to get another hospital district established. 
For Woodland Heights. You were calling the whole hospital situation, ‘a political 
football.’ 
 
CW: (chuckles under his breath) That it was. 
 
JG: ‘It cannot be maintained strictly on patients. So, you need funds from taxes, whether 
it be a hospital district tax or the county’s general fund, but you would rather it be a 
separate agency that ran it. But anyways, we’ll move on. One of the other things I wanted 
to ask a little bit about, I think at one time you had told me this lawsuit was filed earlier 
than your time but the newspaper here is saying that it was actually—maybe it was a 
different lawsuit—but it was a black, local black citizens group about redistricting, and 
uh, of course William Wayne Justice was involved. It was filed in Tyler, but it was about 
the redistricting of the county. I think the city had a lawsuit for the city precincts and then 
the county as well. I think you were quoted. You were trying to encourage the 
commissioners to go ahead and do the redistricting because it…because 
 
CW: Of the commissioners’ precincts? 
 
JG: Yes. Because…you just said to refuse so would cause…would be a big mistake, a 
big mistake and would be extremely expensive. To fight a federal lawsuit. 
 
CW: Well, that lawsuit, as you say, had been filed…was filed before I got there. 
 
JG: Well, you had told me that earlier, I had thought, but this article is September of ’75, 
and I think this particular lawsuit was filed that summer. So, it was during your time as 
judge, I believe. 
 
CW: Well, yes, it would have been. Well, that’s two separate suits then, because there 
was one pending when I got there. 
 
JG: Mac Parm, David Kirkley, and D.C. Richards were the plaintiffs in a class-action 
lawsuit. On behalf of the black citizens group. 
 
CW: The one that just got filed? 
 
JG: Yeah, in Tyler. Anyway, so talk about what was going on, redistricting and the 
African-American community. 
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CW: Well, the way they had the commissioners’ precincts drawn, it was not possible for 
there to be a viable black candidate for county commissioner. They took…had north 
Lufkin split right down the middle. One in Precinct One and one in Precinct Three, I 
think.  
 
JG: This is the county? 
 
CW: In the county, yes. 
 
JG: And apparently, it’s suggesting here the city was doing the same thing. 
 
CW: Yes. I think they probably were. And I don’t remember if that was the same lawsuit 
when that case got settled, but I…when I got there and that lawsuit was pending, it was 
time for a redrawing of the districts, and I made the drawing and gave north Lufkin… 
pretty much, they had enough people in north Lufkin to qualify just one precinct. I think 
they…the north Lufkin precinct now, where most of the black people live, has twenty 
miles of county road where the rest of them got over a hundred. But you don’t go by 
county roads and make a determination. You go by population. And I was instrumental in 
seeing that there was a commissioner’s precinct drawn that almost assured that there 
would be a black candidate that would win. 
 
JG: Let’s see, another interesting issue, the unit road system. That’s been in the news. 
Another issue that’s been in the news lately. But you were telling me earlier that its 
history goes back more than forty years ago. So, talk about your involvement the first 
time. You were involved with both of these efforts. So, talk about it as county judge and 
then a little bit after you were judge. 
 
CW: Well, when I was county judge, I decided to get the issue on the ballot at the next 
election. I can’t remember the timing but…and the only way you could get it on the 
ballot is if the county commissioners court votes to put it on the ballot. Or if you get a 
required number of petition signers and that gets it on the ballot. Well, I knew it wasn’t 
going to get…the commissioners court wasn’t going to approve the unit road system. So, 
I talked, and been interviewed about getting a petition together. And, uh, one of the finest 
men I ever knew was a county commissioner named Robert Colwell from Zavalla, Texas. 
Great guy, great commissioner. 
 
JG: C-O-L-W-E-L-L? 
 
CW: Yes, Colwell. And I can’t remember which one of the issues it was that he wanted 
to make a swap with me. That he would support me on it, if I’d… 
 
JG: Was it the auditor issue? 
 
CW: The outside audit issue? Maybe. I don’t remember exactly, I’m sorry.  
 
JG: Ok. It’s ok. 
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CW: But he wanted to make a deal with me that if I’d get off that unit road system, he’d 
support me on this other deal. And… 
 
JG: I’m not positive, but I think you may have told me earlier it was the auditor issue. 
But I’m… just for the records…  
 
CW: It may have been, but I don’t have a specific recollection. And I made a deal with 
him and I dropped it. So, what do I do the first day I’m out of the county judge’s office? I 
start the petition again. Because I didn’t have any further obligation to Commissioner 
Colwell. So, I started it again. We had a place in my office where people could come in 
and sign it and I got the needed signatures and put it on the ballot. 
 
JG: And Bob Flournoy helped you. 
 
CW: A bunch. Yes, a bunch. 
 
JG: On both of them? 
 
CW: On both of them. Well, he… 
 
JG: When I say both, for the record we’re talking about ’79, I think. ’79 the first one and 
now 2020, 2021. 
 
CW: That’s forty-something years later. When I put together the framework to… 
 
JG: Now, you had like a committee, didn’t you? It was like four…you had four people 
and Bob had four. 
 
CW: Well, yes, we did. But it wasn’t a formal committee or anything like that. It was just 
people that we were working with. 
 
JG: To show that it was non-political. 
 
CW: But Jerry Burrous was one of my guys that was helping me, and he and Flournoy 
were real good friends. And he went and talked to Flournoy to see if he would be 
interested in helping me with it. He was, and that’s how that came about. As a matter of 
fact, the emphasis on the leadership actually shifted from me to Bob then. Because we 
started having all of our meetings at Bob’s office, and we got beat bad. Really bad. We 
didn’t get…I don’t know what the outcome was, like forty percent. I doubt we even got 
forty percent of the vote. 
 
JG: Why do you think that was? 
 



© Copyright 2022 THE HISTORY CENTER            Claude Welch              Interview 299a 

 
23 of 39  

CW: Well, the commissioners were able to convince their constituents back in the 
different precincts that it was going to wipe out their most direct route to a connection to 
government. 
 
JG: And nobody knows your needs better than me. 
 
CW: That’s right. And how they were able to sign that with the condition of our county 
roads at the time, and still worse now than then, I don’t know. But they did a good job of 
getting out and convincing their people that it wasn’t a good thing to do, and they 
whooped our butt is what they did. Big time. And I didn’t have anything to do with this 
last one getting started. Bob had that going before he called in and wanted me. He’s the 
one that set up the committees. He had four people, I had four people. We would meet in 
his office. We didn’t do that in the one on ’79. We didn’t have committees that met. We 
just had groups of people that got together and decided what we were going to do. But we 
were more organized, and the difference, the big difference is social media. We had a 
Facebook presence with thousands of people that were supporting it, and sending in 
pictures. We asked people to send in pictures of the potholes in their deal. We ended up 
running a hundred pictures of roads that were almost impassable. And we also had…got 
out and worked the streets, just like you do in any deal, and we got like, what… seventy-
five percent? And they still don’t have it implemented. It ain’t happened yet. We’re 
turning the corner here pretty soon to a year since it passed. 
 
JG: Fiefdoms are hard to let go of. 
 
CW: I mean. I mean. They really are. 
 
JG: I’m just looking over some quick notes. Was there anything else with the county 
judge era? I know I want to kind of back up a bit and talk about Diboll, growing up here. 
So, we start at one place and then go backwards. For the record, he’s looking over some 
notes that he had. 
 
CW: All of the major points that I felt like we needed to discuss on the county 
government, I just checked them all off. You covered them all. 
 
JG: We pretty much got them all? 
 
CW: Yes. Yes. 
 
JG: Ok. Let’s talk about you’re a native Dibollian, talk about that. 
 
CW: Alright. 
 
JG: What are some of your earliest memories? Tell me who your mother and father were, 
and your family, and that kind of thing. 
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CW: First of all, I was born in Diboll, Texas, in the first subdivision of Diboll, Texas 
called Copestown. And I was born at my grandmother’s house. 
 
JG: And who was that? 
 
CW: Willie Lou Love Kelley. K-E-L-L-E-Y. Her husband was Hobbs, Edward Hobbs 
Kelley. Edward Hobbs Kelley ran the hardwood flooring unit for Southern Pine Lumber 
Company, and died a sudden death changing a tire in his driveway at age…early sixties. 
But he’d worked for Southern Pine Lumber Company for a long time.  
 
JG: And that was the hardwood flooring plant here in Diboll. 
 
CW: Right. They later moved to Pineland. As a matter of fact… 
 
JG: They consolidated everything in Pineland, because Pineland had hardwood flooring 
too. They shut this one down. 
 
CW: Well, my grandparents, Hobbs and Willie Lou had thirteen children. And she bore 
her first child when she was fifteen years old. There’s only one of the thirteen remaining 
and that’s my aunt, Frances Kelley Parrish. She’ll be 96 in February. She’s the only one 
of the thirteen left. My father was C.C., Carl Claude Welch. He has done an oral history 
with you here. He worked for Temple…Southern Pine Lumber Company and all the 
things that followed from there. 
 
JG: Railroad. 
 
CW: For well…no, he never worked for T.S.E. His grandf…his daddy…his daddy, Tom 
Welch ran the T.S.E. Railroad from the maintenance side. But Daddy never worked for 
the railroad. His jobs were labor jobs, until they trained him how to operate a crane, 
which he did for a long time. 
 
JG: When you say labor, you mean his own muscles? 
 
CW: Yes, right. My father was illiterate. He could neither read nor write, and my mother 
tried to convince him that she could teach him to read, and he wouldn’t do it. 
 
JG: Where did he grow up? 
 
CW: He grew up at Peavy Switch. Out in the western part of the county. 
 
JG: Of course, his dad did work for the railroad and so he…I guess wherever his dad was 
was where he was. 
 
CW:  No, no, there’s a story there.  
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JG: My granddad was illiterate also, and there’s a story there, too. So go ahead and tell 
yours. 
 
CW: Well, my dad’s mother died not at childbirth, but not long after that. I don’t know 
exactly. Within a month or so. And my dad’s father, Tom Welch married his deceased 
wife’s first cousin about a month or so after she passed away. Well, that just…my dad’s 
grandmother just thought that was the most horrible thing he could do, to lose your wife 
and get married to her first cousin a month later. So, she went and got my daddy and his 
older brother, A.G. Welch, and took them away from Tom Welch. Forbid him to see 
them. And she lived out in Peavy Switch. She died when my daddy was eleven years old. 
And Daddy, having no relationship with Tom, and not wanting one, ended up hiring out 
to different farms and ranches around and working. But when it got wintertime, the 
people he worked for didn’t want him to work for them anymore because they didn’t 
have anything to do. So, he and two or three other families lived in a tent on the Neches 
River during the winter. And according to him, they caught fish, killed game, for meat 
and for skins, and brought it into town and swapped it for staples. Flour, sugar, whiskey, 
whatever. But that’s where he lived for five winters. With the Crager family. 
 
JG: And so, the bottom line is he never attended school with any regularity. 
 
CW: Never went to school. I ran into an old buddy of his one time that knew Daddy back 
in those days, and he said he used to lie and say he went to first grade, but he never went 
to school a day in his life. I’ll tell you from an intellect standpoint. Arthur Temple and 
Joe Carter Denman put my daddy on an airplane—the only time he ever flew in his life—
and flew him to Crossett, Arkansas where they had installed a debarker at one of the 
sawmills up there. Not one of Temple’s but just somebody he knew… 
 
JG: Probably Crossett Lumber Company. 
 
CW: I don’t remember. I don’t know, I never knew. They took Daddy up there and spent 
three days with him. Daddy just walking around looking at it. Then they brought a 
debarker in and Daddy installed it. He couldn’t read a blueprint. He would say, ‘I can’t 
write my name, but I can draw it.’ That’s what he would say. But he supervised the 
installation of a pretty sophisticated installation of a debarker, just from looking at one 
being installed for two or three days. And how Mr. Temple and Joe Carter Denman 
realized that my father had that… 
 
JG: Talent. 
 
CW:  …that possibility or that talent, to be able to do that, I’m not sure. But my dad got 
promotions. He ended up being over a certain part of the mill for a long time. Had a good 
job. My mother, instead, she also born in Angelina County. She was born in Burke, and 
she did finish high school. 
 
JG: What was her maiden name? 
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CW: Kelley. K-E-L-L-E-Y. You’re not a real Kelley if it doesn’t have an E in it. So, they 
say. And mother was born in 1920. My dad was born in 1913. And she was 20 years old 
when I was born, and then had my brother 13 months later, then my sister five years later. 
Three of us. My mother and father divorced, and my dad remarried, and my mother 
remarried. And I think they were happier apart, I think.  
 
JG: Who did you live with? Did they divorce while you were young? 
 
CW: No, they got a divorce…mother wrote me a letter. I was in Korea. Nineteen years 
old. 
 
JG: So, you grew up with your… 
 
CW: I grew up with both in the family. In a company rent house about two blocks from 
here, that had been moved from the other side of the highway. When Arthur Temple 
came… 
 
JG: …in ’48. That would have been ’48. 
 
CW: He was… It was like a tornado hit this town the way he started changing things. All 
of those company rent houses over there, right up next to the mill, a possibility for fire 
and all kinds of problems, and he wanted to expand the sawmill and didn’t have room to 
do that. So, he got…they picked up all the rent houses and moved them over across the 
highway. All the houses you see over there those old houses were once over there right 
the other side of the railroad tracks. And he moved them. Mr. Temple, and Joe Carter 
Denman again, knew that there had not been a relationship between my dad and his dad. 
Even though we call my grandpa Papa Tom, the one that ran T.S.E. Railroad. We’d go 
by, we’d walk right by the house and they’d be sitting on the front porch and just wave 
and that would be it. My grandpa would come to our house on Christmas and hang a bag 
of fruit and candy on the gate post and leave. That was the only relationship we had with 
them. But, when they moved all the houses, including ours and Papa Tom’s house, guess 
what? They set them side by side. On purpose. And it wasn’t long until I’d have to go up 
to my grandfather’s house and tell my dad for the third time that supper was ready, 
because he was up there, sitting on the porch talking to his daddy. And did until he died. 
And Arthur and Joe Carter are responsible for getting that done. Knowing that…of 
course, everybody in town knew that there was no relationship between them whatsoever. 
 
JG: No previous… 
 
CW: No previous relationship. But when he came home from work, he went in and threw 
his hat down, walked right out the back door, and went up and sit on the front porch in a 
rocking chair and talked to his daddy until mother sent me up there to get him for supper. 
 
JG: What year…when were you born? 
 
CW: 1940. 



© Copyright 2022 THE HISTORY CENTER            Claude Welch              Interview 299a 

 
27 of 39  

 
JG: And what was your birthday? 
 
CW: May 23rd, 1940. 
 
JG: You’ve alluded to Diboll in those days, but describe the town. Obviously changes 
came socially and everything when Mr. Temple came. Arthur Temple, Jr. But talk about 
schools, the streets, friendships, cub scouts. 
 
CW: I can do that. The only paved street in Diboll when I was growing up was Highway 
59, coming through. And it was the old highway. Had a stop sign in front of The Antlers 
Hotel.  
 
JG: 35. State 35. 
 
CW: State 35. Then they built what everybody called the new highway, and that was 59. 
 
JG: U.S. 59 
 
CW: U.S. 59 
 
JG: Fixing to be Interstate 59. 
 
CW: Or 69.  
 
JG: See, we’re going to get them all mixed up. 
 
CW: And that was the only paved street in Diboll. All the roads were sand roads. 
 
JG: Like in that picture there of that boy riding a tricycle. Just dirt, sandy roads. 
 
CW: That sand would get so hot— 
 
JG: Did people have picket fences? 
 
CW: Some people did, yes.  
 
JG: Were there hogs running around? 
 
CW: As a matter of fact, we had a fence in the back. It wasn’t a picket fence, but we had 
hogs. And chickens. In the company rent house, you could throw a rock from my house 
and hit the handle factory, we were so close to it. But… 
 
JG: You were talking about the sand being so hot. 
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CW: Of course, nobody wore any shoes during the summertime, unless you were going 
to church or going to town, Lufkin. But you went barefooted all summer long. And it 
was…the bad part about it was to get off the sand and out on a little of the grass, there 
was cockle-burrs everywhere. You’d get those in your feet and you were always… So, 
you very seldom walked on the sand roads, you’d run. Because it would be so hot, you’d 
want to get on down the road. 
 
JG: Get in a shady spot. 
 
CW: Get in a shady spot. And the center of everything was e Commissary. I guess one of 
the most disappointing things to me about the overall picture of Diboll is all of a sudden, 
the Commissary was down. There was no warning about it. There was no discussion 
about it. What a great museum or…or…that could have turned out to be. It was solidly 
built. 
 
JG: I mentioned that before we decided to do this and everybody that I shared it with 
said that it would have cost so much more money to shore that one up, that we could have 
started from scratch and been more economical. 
 
CW: I don’t doubt that. I don’t doubt that. 
 
JG: Now I never saw any evidence of it, but I was told it was eat up and infested with 
termites. 
 
CW: Well, that was the case with The Antler Hotel. 
 
JG: One thing and then another. And so, I dropped it. I didn’t push it, but I did share it. 
The other thing that was against it, and it was one that I identified and you know, kind of 
a compromise, was I did want the locomotive. See the locomotive was over there by that 
time. It was moved in the early ’90s, but I was thinking well, if the old commissary was 
The History Center and we had the locomotive there, and we knew we would have a lot 
of school kids. And as you know from living here, there’s been a lot of deaths on those 
railroad tracks. 
 
CW: My mother had a brother—twelve years, no fourteen years old—that was hopping a 
freight into town, to Lufkin, fell through, and was killed. 
 
JG: Yeah, there was a lot, a lot. I think Sandra Pouland’s father. But anyways, so that 
was identified, you know, those railroad tracks… 
 
CW: Mr. Powell? Got killed on the railroad tracks? 
 
JG: Yeah. Well… 
 
CW: I didn’t know that. 
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JG: There was one family. Maybe not, maybe not. Maybe it was one of her family 
relations. I’m sorry I mentioned that. Because now my memory is failing me. But there 
were a lot of –you know—accidents.  
 
CW: Sherrod Powell was a good man, too, by the way. 
 
JG: What was I getting at? Oh, the live tracks are so close, were so close to that building. 
It would have been too hard to say, ‘Ok, kids, you can climb on this one that’s on two 
rails, but don’t go over here.’ And that was true. It would have been a big liability. 
 
CW: Well, I never knew what the decision-making process was. I was just disappointed 
that the Commissary wasn’t there anymore because that was everything. 
 
JG: It was the center of town. Well, of course, really the depot pre-dated it, but the depot 
and commissary were right there together, and that was the center of any town. The 
comings and goings of the people with railroad tracks. And then when the highways 
came, like I said the highways followed the railroads, and the commissary was where 
everybody hung out. 
 
CW: Well, and you started at one end with the post office and the barber shop and the 
drug store all the way down to the ice factory and in between you had a dry goods store, 
grocery store, and you didn’t pay for anything. It went on your tab. My brother and I, 
when I was a small kid, their employees paid in cash, and go down on Fridays in cash, 
my brother and I would go down and get the little small brown envelope that had a rubber 
stamp on it with the hours worked, rate, and how much was taken out, and what the 
bottom line was. And my dad made a deal with us that we could have the loose change. 
So, we had a… 
 
JG: The coins. 
 
CW: Yep, and of course, we were always hoping for 99 cents. But usually it’d be twenty, 
thirty, forty cents. You could go by the drug store and get you a malt for that. Back in 
those days. So, we went and got his payday every week. Mr. Scoggins ran that 
department—payroll department. Dale Scoggins was his name. One of his daughters just 
passed away just recently. I saw it in the Lufkin paper. One of the most beautiful young 
girls I knew. Got a crush on her. She…they lived here until she got up in the 9 or 10, then 
they moved to Lufkin. But the commissary was…provided me with a pretty good living 
as a young kid, because the handle factory workers would send me to the commissary to 
pick up things for them. Milkshakes. Cokes. Food. Whatever. And I always got a little 
tip. And when I was six years old until ten or twelve years old, I was hotfooting it all the 
time down to the commissary to pick up stuff for the guys that was in the handle factory. 
 
JG: An errand boy and a courier. 
 
CW: That’s right, that’s right. Made a pretty good living doing it. My dad told me at a 
very early age that if you want any money, son, you’re going to have to work for it, 
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because I don’t have any to give you. And did I work. I shined shoes in a local barber 
shop for three years. I took care of women’s beauty shop, as far as keeping it clean, 
taking all the trash out. I popped popcorn at the Timberland Theater. I always had 
something. I mowed yards and raked leaves. I always had a job. I always had a little 
money in my pocket. 
 
JG: Did you ever work at the handle factory? 
 
CW: No, never did. I knew every inch in it, my brother and I did. I mean, we knew 
every…we played games…at night, we were up in those bowels of the handle factory, 
man, just playing, you know. And didn’t know too much about the mill because they 
really discouraged kids from coming over there. My senior year in high school, I worked 
at the mill. 
 
JG: Are you talking about the sawmill? 
 
CW: The sawmill. After football season, I got a job. Started at five o’clock, and got off at 
two-thirty in the morning. And I’d go home and I had to be at school by eight. And work 
forty-five hours a week for about three or four months or so. They had started a new 
business called Love Wood Products. And Love Wood Products was buying… 
 
JG: They’re going to tear down that building, by the way, too. Go ahead. 
 
CW: Love Wood Products, Mr. Love—they came from Louisiana—came here and… 
 
JG: Jim and May, I believe. 
 
CW: Right. Their son is one of my very best friends. Jim. I knew Mr. and Mrs. Love 
fairly well, but Jim and I have been real good buddies. They live in San Francisco now. 
We had a little memorial service for Marjorie a while back and they came in from San 
Francisco to be here with us. But how they…how the sawmill was working with Love 
Products was, you know when they put the log up in the sawmill, the first thing they do is 
cut it on both sides. Flip it over and cut it, and make it square. 
 
JG: Cut the slabs off. 
 
CW: Then you’ve got all the cut offs going on a chain that went out to the burner. All the 
way out to the burner. They installed what they call a hog right below where I was seated. 
My job was to pull those cut offs off, throw them in a hog, pulverize them, and that was 
shooted out to Love Wood Products that they used for whatever it was they were making 
out of pulp. I don’t know. I’m still amazed that you can make paper and… 
 
JG: Wood flour. 
 
CW: Wood flour. Yep. That was my job. 
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JG: Molded toilet seats. Everything. 
 
CW: And I was working. My uncle was Ray Rector. He was married to my daddy’s half-
sister, and Ray Rector was one of the honchos out at the sawmill. And I worked for him 
on that night job. You can imagine that I wasn’t getting much sleep, getting off of work 
at two-thirty in the morning. Having to be in class by eight o’clock. I fell asleep on the 
job and my uncle Ray caught me and fired me. He was worried I was going to get hurt. 
Fall off into that hog. And when I came out of the Army and started school over at Sam 
Houston, the first summer semester, John Hannah and I came back looking for a job with 
the company. Went in to see Vernon Burkhalter and the first thing he said was, “Claude, 
you know we had to fire you way back there.” (laughs) 
 
JG: And he still remembered. 
 
CW: He still remembered. I said, ‘Yeah, Vernon, I know it. I know it. But now I need a 
job.’ And he said, ‘Well, I’ll see if I can find you something.’ And I said, “Look, don’t 
put me down in the mill. I just finished two courses of accounting and made A’s in both 
of them. Find me a job in the office.’ Well, he did, and I worked all summer up in the 
company office, up there going through invoices, and adding them up, putting them in 
folders, and all of that stuff. He, and I can’t believe he’s still living, well, he’s got to be 
getting close to a hundred. How old is Vernon? 
 
JG: I don’t know, but he’s still around. 
 
CW: He’s gotta be in his nineties. But he…that was the only time I got fired from a job. 
Going to sleep on the job. 
 
JG: Talk about the Boy Scouts. 
 
CW: I was active in Cub Scouts and Mrs. Webber was the den mother and we didn’t go 
to jamborees. I mean there wasn’t any money for anybody to do that. Like all the other 
deals. And when I got to Boy Scouts, I couldn’t afford a uniform. So, the only places we 
ever went for camp out would be to Ratcliff Lake. And the lake outside of Colmesneil.  
 
JG: To Boykin Springs? 
 
CW: No, we never went to Boykin Springs. We camped out at Ratcliff, and the one over 
by Colmesneil. I can’t remember the name of it. But we only did that three or four times. 
So, we…scouting activity wasn’t all that active. And it was because of the kids, we 
just…our families couldn’t afford for us to be involved in things. You know, go to camp? 
What are you talking about, man? So, the scouting wasn’t limited because of our leaders, 
it’s just they didn’t have the money to finance trips for us and that kind of stuff. And 
none of our parents did, so. 
 
JG: Did the company help out any? 
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CW: Not that I know of. They may have, but I’m not aware of it if they did. 
 
JG: I remember reading some of the newspaper articles. You were a pretty good sack-
race…sack-racer. (laughter) 
 
CW: Yeah, and a greased pole climber. Well, when they first started the company picnic, 
it was up about round where the creosote plant is now. That’s where it was. That was just 
raw woods up there. And then they later moved it to the scout house. 
 
JG: Over here, right? 
 
CW: Yeah. And then they turned it into Diboll Day.  
 
JG: So, do you remember some of the early Diboll Days? 
 
CW: Oh, yeah. Sure. 
 
JG: What do you remember about them? What are the things that stand out? The 
parades? 
 
CW: The parades. Yes, that’s what stood out the most. And, uh, I was the stringer, the 
photographer for the Diboll Free Press. And I photographed the parades when I was in 
high school. They, uh, Mike Crim was uh… 
 
JG: Yeah, he was the one who wrote some of these articles. 
 
CW: Cheap, cheap. Mike Crim taught me how to process, run a wet process dark room. 
Matter of fact, I named my dark room ‘The Mike Crim Memorial.’ I was in the hospital 
in Houston when my father called and told me that Mike had died. Did you ever know 
Mike? 
 
JG: No. 
 
CW: Great guy. Great guy. Such a horrible way for him to go. 
 
JG: Did you have much of a relationship with Paul? Paul Durham? 
 
CW: Yes, I did. Sure. Just, not anything…of course he was running the newspaper. And 
he let me...I got to go when Diboll went to the state championship in high school 
basketball. I had a press pass too from the Diboll Free Press. And we lost by one point, 
and the headline after that game was ‘Dimmit Damn it.’ (laughs) I understand we’re 
getting the Free Press back. 
 
JG: Yeah, yeah, I was just talking with…I know the recorder’s going but…Zach 
Maxwell, who used to be a reporter for the Lufkin paper back in the ’90s. You may 
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remember his byline. He moved off, and anyways, he’s back now and is going to try to 
head up Hicks Media Group for Mark Hicks, who bought it. 
 
CW: Alright. 
 
JG: So, he told me they’re shooting for November the 1st. 
 
CW: Same building? 
 
JG: No, well, I think he’s at the former corporate office. You know Mark and Mr. Sloan 
bought that building. Uh, the Commissary. I mean, not the old commissary. The 
corporate office. 
 
CW: Of? 
 
JG: Temple-Inland. 
 
CW: Temple-Inland. Ok. 
 
JG: Temple-Inland’s old corporate office. But anyways, yeah, yeah. 
 
CW: But, back to my youth, I graduated from Diboll High School in 1958. I was 
president of my senior class. We also had an organization that the parents put together 
that was called Teen Town. Have you ever heard of that? (JG: Yeah.) Well, I got elected 
president of Teen Town, also. It was where kids could go and dance, and… 
 
JG: That was kind of next to the Timberland, wasn’t it? 
 
CW: No. No, it was in the old scout house. 
 
JG: What was next to the theater? 
 
CW: The Tonk. 
 
JG: The Tonk. Yeah, that’s it. 
 
CW: The Tonk was a uh, yeah— 
 
JG: But you’re talking about Teen Town. 
 
CW: Yeah, Teen Town. The Tonk was uh, Mr. Jackson. Mr. Jackson owned The Tonk, 
and I worked at The Tonk. I bussed tables at The Tonk for a while. And when you went 
in the movie, after you got in and they had taken your ticket, there was a door open to 
The Tonk. You could go over to the door and order something from The Tonk and take it 
in the movie with you. You didn’t have to go in The Tonk. There was a special window 
there in the movie theater that you could buy something from The Tonk. Best, best hot 
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dogs, hamburgers ever at The Tonk. Really good. Shirley Daniels owned that. Lufkin guy 
running a…having a Diboll theater. He never lived here that I knew of. I don’t know…I 
don’t know if he even owned that building or not. But that movie was open for a long, 
long time, and for a long time, we had the Saturday morning kiddie shows. Nine cents to 
get in, and they had all kinds of cartoons, and trailers, and then some kind of movie that 
would be interesting to kids. And that was every Saturday morning. That was a big deal. 
Big deal for everybody.  
 
JG: Did you save up your delivery change or paycheck change and go to the movies. 
 
CW: That’s right. Pay my own way. Pay my brother’s way too sometimes. We, when I 
was a kid, we went to Lufkin a lot. 
 
JG: How’d you get to Lufkin? 
 
CW: Well, we didn’t get a car until I was fourteen years old, and when we went to 
Lufkin, we rode the train. We’d get off at the station there in Lufkin that they tore down, 
like everything else. And when we did that, and that wasn’t…maybe once a month, 
maybe. Something like that that we’d do that. And if we did that, when we got off the 
train, we got a quarter. Daddy’d give us a quarter each. And we could go to Holcombe’s 
Sandwich Shop, and get a hot dog and a drink, and still have enough money left over to 
go to the kiddie show in Lufkin at the Pines Theater. They had the same type of deal we 
had in Diboll, the same price, nine cents to get in.  
 
JG: So, you’d get a meal and a movie for twenty-five cents. 
 
CW: For a quarter, yep. And that was about the only time we ever got an allowance is 
when we’d get enough money to go to Lufkin. The only vacation we ever had, a real 
vacation, was when we got our first car. My dad had two weeks off and we went to New 
Mexico and Arizona.  
 
JG: I bet that was a pretty good trip. 
 
CW: It was a great trip. It really was. We went to the Grand Canyon, Painted Desert, and 
he wanted to go back out there because he had driven a truck out there and just wanted to 
go back and see what it looked like a few years later. 
 
JG: Driven a truck for the company? 
 
CW: No, for somebody else before he went to work. I’m not sure when. But going to 
Lufkin was a big deal. We had relatives there, and after we got a car, we’d go see them 
pretty regularly. 
 
JG: So, when you’d go to Lufkin, you’d just walk around? Or would your friends meet 
you there? Or your relatives, did they have a car? I mean…did you just do everything 
kind of around the depot? Whatever town was or how far did you walk? 
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CW: No, when we went up with our mom and dad and we got the quarter, we went to eat 
and go to a movie. And then meet them back there at an appointed time, get on a train 
and go back. But after we got a car, we’d go…we had three families of kinfolk up there 
that we’d go visit with them. And they’d have food. I’d help sometimes my pa help mow 
the yard. He had several pecan trees in his yard. I’d help him pick up pecans. He’d give 
me a bag to take home with me. 
 
JG: So, your dad would get Saturdays off? 
 
CW: Yes. Yes, he did.  
 
JG: I know sometimes some of those jobs were six days a week. 
 
CW: Well, he had a side job. There was somebody that was buying what they called fuel 
poles. Skinny trees. Uh, hardwood. And Mr. Temple had made a deal with somebody to 
sell it to them. And the guy hired Daddy to load them on their trucks so they could haul 
them off. So, Daddy worked on those jobs on Saturday. Sometimes after work during the 
week, but always on a Saturday. Not every Saturday. If you had some what they called 
fuel poles, that’s all I ever heard him describe them as. And I never knew who the guy 
was, but Daddy made almost as much in a day and a half working for that guy than he did 
working all week for Temple. So that…that was the only time we ever had a little 
spending money. Was when he got the fuel pole job. Because he knew how to run a 
crane. 
 
JG: Any teachers stand out in your memory? 
 
CW: Oh, yeah. We…I’ll guarantee you, by the time I graduated from the sixth grade into 
junior high, I knew as much about government and history and art as most kids do 
graduating from high school today. The reason for that is the quality of the teachers that 
we had, and the reason for having such quality of teachers was because in the 1940s, the 
only vocations that were open to women were nursing and secretaries. There weren’t any 
doctors, or lawyers, or judges, or anything like that. So, the crème de la crème were 
school teachers. We had the best, man. I mean the very best. I could name you every 
damn one of them and something about them all. Lois Adams was my first-grade teacher. 
Love her to this day. Miss Clifton was my second grade. Miss Jennings was my third 
grade. Fourth grade was Miss Stansom. Fifth grade…I don’t remember that name, gone 
too far. But anyway, my fifth-grade teacher was teaching us some American literature. 
And she wanted to read us Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. And she’s reading it to us 
and I notice that she’s not looking at the book. She knew it by heart. She had it laid on 
her deal. It stunned me. I kept looking, ‘Well, when are you going to look at the thing?’ I 
remember watching her, and her reading that to me, and I just got transfixed on the fact 
that she had it memorized. In the fifth grade. I was given a project to do in the seventh 
grade by Coach Carrington, who taught us Texas History. And my assignment was to 
write a first-person account of being a member of Sam Houston’s army at the battle of 
San Jacinto. And based on what I had learned from him, that was the final exam, and he 
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gave everybody a unique deal to write on. There were only twelve or thirteen of us in the 
class. And I wrote a first-person account of sitting there, taking my backpack off, getting 
out my canteen. Having a swig of water. Getting my rifle out, making sure it was all 
cleaned up and everything. Because all of the Mexicans had got lost out there in a swamp 
and there were hundreds of them out there. You could see them from the waist up. And 
they shot and killed them all. Just took target practice on them, and killed them all. And 
of course, some of them made it to the back of the deal and got away. But writing about 
that and making it come alive. I wished I had my copy of that that I wrote. I’d give 
anything for it. Because I got an A on it. And because I’d been taught so well, and that 
history had been made personal, you know. That I understood it well enough to be able 
enough to sit down and write a five- or six-page account of being a damn soldier in Sam 
Houston’s army. But you could not have got a better education that was afforded to us. In 
those days. Now when you got up to eighth, ninth grades, after that it kind of peeled off a 
little bit. Too many coaches teaching. 
 
JG: So how about what you remember about segregation. 
 
CW: Ok. Well, that’s a subject that I can talk about because I knew what was going on. 
 
JG: When would you see a person of color? 
 
CW: Every day. 
 
JG: Where would you see them? 
 
CW: I lived next door to them. This was before we moved into a company rent house. 
We didn’t always live in a company rent house. We didn’t move into a company rent 
house until I was like maybe ten or eleven. You had to get on a waiting list, and get the 
company rent house. We lived in a house that was right next to the railroad track. 
 
JG: In Copestown? 
 
CW: In Copestown. And… 
 
JG: Until you got in company housing? 
 
CW: Until we got in company housing. And next door to us was the King family. Mr. 
King was named Charlie, and his wife was named Florence, and they had seven children. 
We knew them as well as we knew anybody.  
 
JG: Was one of them named Queen? There was a Queen King. 
 
CW: Well, if her last name was King—she would have been an older daughter, I think. I 
didn’t have much to do with the older daughters. They had daughters first. But I knew 
Jerry, Jerry Roy. Clifford, and a couple of other guys. Wallace, and Wallace had polio. If 
you wanted to find Wallace, you’d just go around to some of these sand streets and you’d 
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see where he’d drug himself. He couldn’t walk so he had these deals, and he’d just drag 
himself all over town. You’d want to find Wallace, just… 
 
JG: Like little crutches? You were making a motion for crutches. 
 
CW: Crutches, yes. Side story on Wallace and my brother. Wallace and my brother were 
down, oh, two or three hundred yards down in the woods from where they lived and 
where we lived. And my brother took Wallace’s crutches away from him, and left him 
down there. And they were like maybe eight or nine. Here comes Mrs. King, up the road, 
hollering, Mrs. (inaudible), my mother. Told her what had happened. Mother got Kelley, 
my brother, by the ear, took him down there and made him kiss Wallace and apologize to 
him. Had to kiss him. Being…working in the barber shop, I was in on all the political 
gossip, personal gossip. All the men coming in, that’s where it all happened. And I heard 
all the reactions first hand from the Brown vs. the Board of Education decision in--what 
was it ’54? 
 
JG: ’54. 
 
CW: Yes. I was fourteen years old. A shoe shine boy in there. I heard one man that I 
knew and respected—up until this—'I’ll kill every god damn nigger in this town before 
my boy goes to school with them.’ And I heard similar comments, not any quite that bad, 
but that was the feeling, generally speaking. I first learned of the vast difference way 
before ’54. This is back when I’m still nine, ten, eleven years old, and I go to…try to go 
to the movie with a couple of my King family friends, and get there and for the first time 
I realize they can’t sit downstairs with me and I can’t go upstairs with them. I left and 
went home crying to my mother because I couldn’t go to the movie with Clifford. What 
do you mean? You know. So, I got hit with these stark examples at an early age. And I 
took on to profess my dislike about it to some people. I lost some friends, and got some 
threats. I was maybe too forward with what I thought was the right thing to do, and that’s 
treat them like human beings. My favorite thing to say is ‘cut them and they bleed like 
you do.’ And I, for years, have—not been a champion, that’s not the proper word to 
say—but I have advocated for civil rights of black people all my life. And Diboll was not 
a good town to do it in. I don’t know how it is now, because I’m not down here, but I can 
imagine, because something that is so part of a community doesn’t just—you don’t breed 
it out. I don’t think. I don’t know. 
 But there were no such thing as civil rights. That was a bad thing to say, civil 
rights. 
 
JG: Well, I see we’ve gone right at two hours, and I didn’t really want to go much over 
two. So maybe we could wrap it up. I know you’ve got a lot there. 
 
CW:  No, no, we’ve gone over everything. I just wanted to say one thing about—could I 
finish up? 
 
JG: Sure, sure, sure. Yeah, I just wanted to…I was trying to watch it. I kind of went long 
on a few other things, but yeah. 
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CW: Well, I retired—and I’m going to look at this because I want to be very careful 
about it—I retired from the active practice of law on December the 31st of 2011. The 
twelve years prior to that time I had a very different kind of law practice which was 
primarily in federal court involving patent litigation. 
 
JG: What kind of litigation? 
 
CW: Patent. 
 
JG: For patents. 
 
CW: Patent litigation. The chief judge of the eastern district of Texas at the time was a 
guy named Robert Parker, and the U.S. magistrate judge named Judith Guthrie drafted 
and put in place what they called the expense and delay reduction plan. It was for how 
cases filed in the eastern district of Texas would be handled and scheduled. What was so 
important about it is that cases were quickly scheduled for trial right after they were filed. 
And they set you a trial date (bangs fist on table) as soon as the answer was filed, you got 
a trial date, and it was poured in cement. Alright, you can get off if someone in your 
immediate family dies, but not for grandparent deaths. (bangs again) Set in cement for 
that trial date. Some of them less than a year. Well, if you wanted to litigate a patent case 
in the northern district of California, where most of them come out of, because of all 
those tech firms out there, you’re looking at five years to get a trial. 
 
JG: Technology has changed ten times in that time. 
 
CW: That’s right. And the news made it around. I went to a western district bar 
association one year because a friend had invited me to. And when I got over there, one 
of the persons that was in charge of the conference found out that I was there from the 
Eastern District of Texas and he came over and he said, ‘Tell me about that ‘rocket 
docket’ y’all got going on over there.’ And I explained it to him, and he said, ‘Would you 
mind, I’ve got a spot loose on the program this afternoon, would you mind coming in and 
explaining to people sitting out here what y’all got going on over there?’ And I did. And 
word got out. So here comes huge law firms from all over the country to the Eastern 
District of Texas with their patent litigation. And of course, by that time John Hannah 
had gotten to be a federal district judge. Well, everybody knew my relationship with John 
Hannah. I mean, hell, we’d been best man at one another’s weddings. We got drunk 
together, chased women together. I mean, we were very best of friends. So here they 
come because anytime you come into an area, I’ve done it, when you go into an area that 
you’re not familiar with, you hire local counsel so you can find out some things about the 
judge. Well, here they come. And the first thing I wanted to make sure that each and 
every one of them understood they were coming to hire me because they thought they 
were going to get some advantage of my friendship with John Hannah, they were in the 
wrong place. Because John Hannah didn’t play those games, and I wouldn’t have 
respected him if he had of done it. So, some of them said, ‘Ok, we’ll see about getting 
somebody else.’ I didn’t want to deal with those people anyway. But I got a tremendous 
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amount of major, major cases—billion-dollar cases—all over the Eastern District of 
Texas. And that’s all I did for the last twelve years. 
 
JG: Before ’11. 
 
CW: Yeah, before I retired. Yes. And it, uh…so, I have to thank, in retrospect, my good 
friend, John Hannah. 
 
JG: Well, you mentioned Judith Guthrie, his widow. 
 
CW: Yes, his widow. Still one of my very, very best friends. Her husband is having some 
very serious health issues now. But I talk to her at least once every couple of weeks. But I 
did want to get that part in about having an opportunity to work with some of the best law 
firms in the country. And after working with some of them as local counsel, I got hired 
by some of them to come to their states and try cases. So, my friendship with Hannah 
rewarded me handsomely. 
 
JG: From first to last, almost. 
 
CW: That’s right. Absolutely. 
 
JG: Again, I’m sorry if we didn’t cover everything… 
 
CW: We did. 
 
JG: But we got a good bit. 
 
CW: We covered everything, and I’m happy with the way it’s gotten done. I’ve not 
trashed anybody, or… 
 
JG: He’s alluding to an earlier attempt. 
 
CW: Or myself, for that matter. And I’ve looked forward to it. This last week it’s been a 
major concern of mine that I’d come and have a good discussion with you, Jonathan. I 
appreciate the opportunity. Thank you. Thank you. 
 
JG: We thank you, too. And with that I will stop 
 
RECORDING STOPPED / END OF INTERVIEW 
 
 


