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A Note on the Text

––––––––

The following text was written originally in 2000-2001to fulfill the requirements to complete a dissertation in American History at the University of North Texas. The dissertation is available through UNT, free to the public. During Covid, late in the summer of 2020, with a bit more time on my hands and no place to go, I revisited the manuscript and made an effort to update some information based on the movement of the late 2010s to 2020 to topple Confederate monuments, including those in Texas. I wanted to bring in information about some of the actions by activists who were working to rewrite cultural memory once again but in this case, doing so to counter the memories created by the UDC between the 1890s and roughly 1960. While some Confederate monuments have been removed from their public venues, significant work remains to be done to abolish the ideas of the Lost Cause in the state, throughout the South, and further afield. 

In revising my dissertation, I had a chance to reflect on my original thesis and while I believe my argument to be fundamentally sound, I noted a shortage of race, racism, and racial themes in the original manuscript. Twenty years later, it seems impossible that I could have glossed over these elements of the UDC. I can offer excuses as to why this might have been, but I think that by 2020, I (and the world) was much more attuned to these issues, and I was less focused on the “female” element of the UDC and more on the racial biases these women held. This rewrite attempts to pull in more information about the UDC and race and racism. As a side note, I have capitalized the words Black and White when referring to race. Since racism is inherently systemic in the US, capitalizing these descriptors gives weight to the injustices Blacks have faced while also noting that there is nothing normative about being White. 

The reader will note that a majority of the sources used in the manuscript date from the time of the original dissertation. I did a literature review in 2020 and pulled in new materials, especially in regard to anti-Confederate activism and race. Still, in many ways, this manuscript is a product of my thinking circa 2000. I offer it here, published online, to make the information more widely available to those historians, sociologists, journalist, and activists working currently to bring an end to the myths of the Lost Cause.  

Kelly McMichael

Texas, 2022
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“Shall our influence . . . be for the upbuilding or the pulling down?”

Mildred Lewis Rutherford, historian, National Division of the UCD, 1916

#
[image: image]


In April 1996, one hundred years after the city of Sherman originally dedicated its Confederate monument, seventy-five people, members of the local Sons and Daughters of the Confederate Veterans, gathered on the grounds of the courthouse to re-dedicate the statue. With the men attired in gray wool uniforms and the women in hoop skirts, they directed a ceremony meant to create in pageantry a liminal moment, which was tied to an idea they held about the past and what they considered as their “heritage.” After the brief ceremony, the small group left peacefully and few in the city seemed to take notice of the event. The newspaper reported it, offering a fairly unbiased retelling of the activities, not weighing in one way or the other about the Confederate culture on display.​[1] 

Twenty-four years later in the summer of 2020, activities surrounding the monument in Sherman were not as peaceful. A local barber began an online petition, which quickly grew to 4,600 signatures, demanding that the monument be removed. Local attorney David Kennedy made the same argument in front of the Grayson County Commissioners stating that, “the monument stands for a losing cause and a treasonous one at that. More importantly, it represents a reverence for a cause that sought to continue the subjugation of one race to another.” He continued, arguing that systemic racism still prevails in Grayson County and that its roots reach back, past the monument’s creation, to the Civil War.​[2] 

Kennedy told the commissioners a story about how a little over thirty years after the statue was erected, in 1930, a mob burned down the courthouse after a Black man, George Hughes, was accused of raping a White woman. The riot that ensued led to the lynching of Hughes and the total destruction of the Black business community, a vibrant part of Sherman that had been called the “Athens of Texas” because of its affluence and culture. Kennedy drew a straight line from slavery, through the erection of Sherman’s Confederate monument and Hughes’s lynching, to the Confederate flags on display on people’s porches and on their trucks in the summer of 2020. He argued to the commissioners that Confederate symbols were meant to intimidate and assert White supremacy in the north Texas county in the past and in the present.​[3] 

Today many Americans harbor a cult-like interest in the Civil war, and especially in the defeated Confederate South. The emotions engendered by Confederate monuments only begins to touch the surface of a phenomenon that began in the 1880s with the creation of the myth of the Lost Cause. A nostalgic celebration, the Lost Cause ritualized a largely invented past and honored an invented “civilized” culture. “Patriotism, duty, endurance, valor” became the central issues of the remembrance, not military might or slavery. The southern cause became just and legal. The Lost Cause argument states that Confederates fought for constitutional rights, the principle of self-determination, and the preservation of their homeland. The Lost Cause declares that the Confederacy lost the war because of overwhelming northern numbers, not southern shortcomings.​[4]

A host of organizations such as the United Confederate Veterans, the Sons of Confederate Veterans, and the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) supported this growing Lost Cause mythology. The UDC became the largest and most influential of the groups, forming in 1895 and attracting members from all fifty states. Within one year of its founding, Texas women sought to join the national UDC in an effort to commemorate, remember, and culturally create their version of the Civil War experience. 

Texans embraced a leading role in the Lost Cause myth-making. By 1901 there were an estimated 18,000 to 27,000 living Confederate veterans in Texas, and of those veterans, more than 9,000 joined the 255 United Confederate Veterans camps active in the state. Their wives, daughters, sisters, and mothers flocked to the UDC in even larger numbers. In fact, Texas consistently registered more chapters and members than any other state division in the UDC. The Confederate Veteran magazine, the official organ for all the veteran organizations, claimed that Texas represented about one-sixth of all organizations for Confederates nationwide.​[5]

This study examines the role that White Texas women, through their membership in the United Daughters of the Confederacy, played in constructing a cultural memory of the Civil War. I argue that the women who belonged to and actively worked in the Texas UDC attempted to create an alternate vision of what post-war Texas society should be. That vision was two part: the first aligned with the principles of the Lost Cause, stressing the South’s rightness in the war, which included White Supremacy. The second part was an attempt to “feminize” society using these same principles, harkening back to an invented ideal of the Old South.

With the first part, the Texas UDC was successful, though the organization was only one of several others in southern society promoting the Lost Cause. In the second, the UDC failed. Texas UDC members offered the state’s citizens an alternate set of values as compared with those put forward by their male peers. In place of the preoccupation with material interests and the decline of personalism so evident in the male-dominated society, the Texas UDC preached benevolence, self-sacrifice, obedience, and honor. Though these women did not hold elective offices, own businesses, or even vote during most of the organization’s peak years, they believed that they could shape Texas culture. As Viola Bivins, president and life member of the Texas UDC, explained, “There’s nothing like the uplifting influence of a noble life filled with unselfish devotion to the public welfare.”​[6]

These women grew to believe that their fathers, husbands, and brothers were abandoning the principles and culture they associated with the Old South and were embracing the overpowering forces of modernism, commercialism, and urbanism that they linked with the North. The Texas UDC was convinced that if White women did not unite in a concerted manner, all the values, decency, and chivalry inherent in the Old South would be lost to the material interests of the new. Mildred Lewis Rutherford, historian general of the national UDC, explained this process to a Dallas audience in 1916 and expressed why it was necessary for women to unite to “remedy the evil if possible.” She claimed that “organizations for women by women were not needed before the war,” but “are now badly needed to meet present conditions. The women in club work have met and are still meeting fearful needs today.” “Remember,” she said, “this civilization that has replaced the old civilization rests with you and me whether it shall be a better civilization or not.” “Upon the individual man and woman in this country rests a fearful responsibility. Shall our influence . . . be for the upbuilding or the pulling down?”​[7]  

The desire to uplift society led these women to sentimentalize the past, particularly a past they associated with the antebellum and Civil War South, through the rhetoric and symbols of the Lost Cause. As an organization, Texas UDC members did not demand equal political rights for women nor were they radicals; they believed their strength lay in their femininity. They never attempted to grasp the reins of government or rise in mass protest. Instead, they exerted their “influence” as socially prominent upper-class and middle-class southern ladies in an attempt to counter the traditionally male-dominated definition of southern society. Though they never referred to their actions as a form of “feminization,” the values that they proffered—obedience, self-sacrifice, and benevolence, as practiced in their memory of the Old South—were at the time considered to be female characteristics. The special role that members of the Texas UDC believed they held in life as wives and mothers demanded that they act as an agency of morals and virtue. 

But for the Daughters, these morals were, tied to White supremacy, another social structure that the UDC linked with the past and wanted preserved in the present and future. The Daughters rewrote history, celebrating faithful slaves and happy mammies who the Daughters claimed were part of the “master’s family.” Their efforts at publicizing former slaves who attended Confederate reunions reveals the ways in which the Daughters romanticized a past, projecting it onto the present as a means of justifying and maintaining the rigid social structures established during the Jim Crow era. 

Every aspect of southern life became aligned with preserving this racial hierarchy, and the UDC soon realized that it could play a leading role in the indoctrination of the South’s youth, especially in regard to what they believed was the “correct” racial and social order. But continuing White superiority came with a cost to women, which was the maintenance of White masculinity. 

White cultural domination, linked to the Confederacy through the Lost Cause, was based on White men maintaining their social position, which meant that any other group, such as White women or former enslaved peoples, could not be allowed to gain a measure of political, social, or economic equality. The Daughters initially navigated this construct carefully, relying only on persuasion but before long, the projects they desired to complete, such as the opening of a home for indigent women, ran up against male indifference. Though Texas UDC members never indicated in any fashion that they were disappointed with the war effort that their men had conducted, proudly hailing their fathers, husbands, and sons as true American patriots and heroes, the women did assume increasingly a more prominent role in public activities in the postwar years, doing so by developing a system of complementary power, taking care of what they considered to be “womanly issues.”​[8] 

Over time, the Texas Daughters began questioning the decisions of their male peers in areas such as charity and city beautification, and they concluded that in regard to certain issues, men lacked sound judgment. The previous pattern of public deference toward men relaxed and, in turn, so did the monopolization of positions of authority and prominence in society. UDC members began taking on more public roles. Despite this, Texas men did not appear to feel threatened as a group by the UDC’s activities, perhaps because in public the Daughters continued to praise them loudly and wholly supported the racial order that kept the White male at the top of the social structure. Because of this, UDC members stated publicly that cooperation reigned between the sexes, and men left the Daughters alone largely to accomplish their goals.​[9]

The White women who made up the Texas Division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy dreamed of creating a community in post-war Texas that was an expression of their own interests and values, values they linked to proper moral conduct and White superiority. At first unconsciously articulated, and then as women became more certain of their rightness, expressed with greater force and confidence, these women applied these ideals to their communities. 

Texas UDC members were not unusual in taking on the role of cultural shapers. Anthropologists and sociologists have documented this conception of women as cultural “kinkeepers” in widely diverse groups of people over broad periods of time. Women in many different circumstances have taken on the role of creating, shaping, and reminding their communities of the values they deemed worthy. This view of women as the custodians of their culture’s morality became for many women an integral aspect of their notion of themselves as female—nurturing, caring, spiritual, life-giving creatures. Many historians have illustrated the ways in which women, particularly through organizations that originated at the turn of the twentieth century, used their influence to modify the direction society was moving socially.​[10]

Daniel Scott Smith coined the phrase “Domestic Feminism” in 1974 to describe this concept, but Karen Blair in Clubwoman as Feminist would greatly expand its use. For Blair, the term described women who justified leaving their homes to exert their influence on the male sphere. Blair argues that women believed that they could invoke their “natural” talents as women to reform or reshape society. In doing so, women redefined the female sphere that had been limited to caring for their husbands, children, and homes to include engaging themselves in public work for the betterment of their fellow citizens. Sociologist Margaret Nell Price, in her study of southern women, “The Development of Leadership by Southern Women Through Clubs and Organizations,” found that such activities might have taken a woman out of the home, but not the home out of the woman. The typical woman engaged in shaping her culture “remained a ‘home woman’ who had broadened her interests and spread her talents to a larger group.”​[11] 

To spread their talents, Texas women created a “woman’s culture,” or a network of close friendships, whereby they could enter a traditionally male public life to effect change. The “woman’s culture” was defined by a broad-based commonality of “values, institutions, relationships, and methods of communication that focused on domesticity and morality,” and the United Daughters of the Confederacy was only one organization of many that made up this network. Some historians have argued that such a “culture” maintained the inferior position women have occupied in society, but as Gerda Lerner has explained, a separate woman’s culture did not imply that women lived in a “subculture.” Women lived within the general culture but when confined, transformed this restraint into a complementary role.​[12]

Texas UDC members never initiated reform that could in any way be construed as liberal, and yet, their vision of society is still worth engaging and should be taken as historically significant.​[13] The Texas UDC did not function in society as a contending political body or as an example of generosity toward all humankind. Its members were born into the same environment as were their male peers, and though they would disagree with these men about some of the aspects of the emerging New South, they were in complete agreement with them as to the nature of relations between the races and the differing socio-economic classes. To dismiss their validity as an organization because of these beliefs, though, would be to judge them only against our own standards of values and behavior.​[14] 

Reform can take many shapes. Suffrage was not the only goal of women activists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. To understand the full shape and substance of women’s lives, one must see the whole picture of institutions and goals that women championed through their work. Though the organization and the values they espoused were conservative, the UDC still did much to expand the female role in Texas society. In attempting to feminize the culture through moral reform, these women exerted great influence in a directed, collective, and organized manner. Women led and initiated this effort to control behavior, rewrite history in accordance with the Lost Cause, and change values.  They used their social position as a lever to influence others. Not only did they intend to curb the baser aspects of modernization, they sought to define and give direction to women who would follow in the future as cultural shapers.

The women who actively worked in the Texas United Daughters of the Confederacy believed not only that they controlled their own lives but also that they could determine how others lived and behaved. The Texas UDC exerted an influence in society that affected other institutions and organizations and also individuals and personal relationships. For these women understood, long before the phrase became popular in the 1970s, that the “personal was political.” They took their personal interests and goals, which sprang from their belief in the superiority of their femininity and their Whiteness and tried to make this the basis of their society. 

Who were these Texas women and how did they come together to become cultural memory creators? Organizational records, archived papers, obituaries, and census information reveal that they were socially prominent in their communities, though not always wealthy. They were women whose interest in the Confederacy had been nourished either by their own personal experiences or by their fathers’ and mothers’ stories of the war. Their social position lent them insight into the changing nature of their postbellum society and afforded them the means to effect change. Why and how they attempted to influence Texas society forms the core of this study. 

I have explored the projects they promoted that had the most impact on Texas society, and while the UDC engaged in all of these activities simultaneously, their emphasis evolved over time. In Chapter One, I discuss the founding of the Texas UDC and demonstrate how it worked primarily to aid and celebrate the living veteran. This effort included giving money, food, and clothing to poor Confederates. In Chapter Two, I discuss the Daughters as cultural memory makers who built and expanded on the message of the Lost Cause, developing an additional element to it beyond simply rewriting the war’s narrative. In Chapter Three, I provide a socio-economic profile of the Marshall #412 Chapter and the state UDC’s officers. I find that the officers in Texas are consistent with the types of women who held offices in other states and in the national organization, but the rank-and-file members were often different from their leaders, both socially and economically. 

In Chapter Four, I demonstrate how the organization gained recognition by sponsoring and promoting the many Confederate reunions that proved so popular. The UDC viewed the reunions as a way of sharing their vision of society with a large number of citizens. They were often disappointed that Texans not only did not want to hear their views but had an entirely different purpose in mind for the outing, a purpose that was in direct opposition to the Daughters’ goals. 

In Chapter Five, I argue that as more veterans passed away, the Texas UDC turned to constructing monuments to recognize and promote the values they associated with the Civil War. As monuments often do, they represented different things to different people. The Daughters intended the monuments to beautify public spaces and serve as a constant lesson in history and morals for future generations. In addition, the organization used the monuments as a means of claiming cultural power for women and marking women’s participation in the war and Reconstruction. 

In Chapter six, I discuss the Texas UDC’s attempt to furnish a constant source of charity through Confederate homes for veterans and their widows. The homes provided accommodation and medical care and proved a much-needed resource in a period when public assistance was scarce and highly stigmatized; however, the UDC imposed such a strict code of behavior on the homes’ inmates that many sought relief elsewhere. The Daughters based their ideal of Texas society on the imagined past behavior of the Civil War generation. When the very peoples they venerated failed to live up to the standard the UDC set, tempers flared. 

In Chapter Seven, I analyze how as time passed and the South increasingly embraced the modernizing influences the UDC associated with the North, the organization turned its attention to educating White children in the “truth of southern history.” The women of the Texas UDC believed it was their duty to ensure that all White school children were exposed to the values and beliefs the organization associated with the Confederacy. By starting with young, malleable minds, the Daughters encouraged future Texans to “behave properly.” 

In Chapter Eight, I document how Southern women were supposedly irreconcilable after the war—a myth often retold at the time by men in public speeches as a means of praising the women of the South. In fact, Texas UDC members never avoided reconciliation with the North; they just demanded that it occur according to their terms and on their schedule. To be reconciled, the UDC demanded vindication for the men and women who had fought for the Confederacy. By the Spanish-American War, such an absolution appeared well on its way. World War I and the federal government’s new stand on race relations after Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) prompted many UDC women to declare that indeed, the South had been absolved and that it was obvious to the world that the best example of an American was a “southern American.” 

The UDC’s activities were an extension of what they understood a woman’s role in society to be. Their own understanding of femininity (for example, their belief that women were more caring and nurturing simply because of their sex) formed the basis of their attempt to feminize Texas society. Despite increased access to the public arena and to a greater informal presence in the political process, Texas UDC members’ activities and interests remained, by and large, “gender appropriate.” In addition to adhering to their understanding of the nature of womanhood, Texas Daughters retained a racial bias and most believed in White supremacy. 

This study has emerged from my sense of who these women were in their particular time and place. In attempting to understand their collective mission, I have read widely in their organizational records and the papers and books they wrote. To judge their effect on society, I have explored contemporary newspaper and magazine accounts and the journals, reminiscences, personal accounts, and photographs of Texans who felt the UDC’s presence in society. This evidence makes it clear that the United Daughters of the Confederacy in Texas began and remained a conservative—and sometimes, backward-looking—organization. The organization included some of the most influential and prominent women in their communities. Many held joint membership in more progressive clubs and some even fought for suffrage, yet these women seemed oblivious to the apparent contradictions in their lives as defenders of a largely imagined past against an inevitable future, a future that they embraced in some ways but not in others. Many of these women, especially the state division officers, were highly privileged by race and class, and the influence they exerted gave them real opportunity to shape society. The Texas UDC believed it had a mission: to use the Lost Cause as a vehicle in the effort to redefine society along lines they considered more suitable for the descendants of the mythical Old South and Confederacy. Over the long term, their efforts resulted in the continuation of a patriarchal culture that was provincial and narrow-minded and that embraced racism and separatism between Whites and Blacks. 
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The Texas Division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy
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“I love the U. D. C. because they have demonstrated that Southern women may organize themselves into a nation-wide body without losing womanly dignity, sweetness or graciousness.”  UDC Member

#
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Leaving the train at the southwest entrance to the fair, Katie Cabell Currie Muse entered the World’s Columbian Exposition and Fair in Chicago. The large administration building loomed ahead, flanked by the Court of Honor. Currie Muse, petite, dark-haired, and thirty-two years old, ran through the exhibits—there was much to see and little time. She was traveling with her father, and they had come to Chicago primarily to see the unveiling of a Confederate monument at the nearby former site of Camp Douglas, the “eighty acres of hell” where more than six thousand Confederates died, imprisoned in a ring of starvation and disease. The venture to the Exposition was an aside, but one that Currie Muse refused to miss. After all, almost one third of the entire population of the United States attended the fair during its brief six-month duration, and the young woman was determined to be one of the lucky Americans to see the wonders.​[15]

The 633 acres of fairgrounds encompassed hundreds of buildings and represented an entirely planned community with a unified architectural theme. The stucco exhibition halls created a “white city,” awash with electrical lights at night. The landscape proved a vision of man-made perfection. Currie Muse was intrigued by the idea that men could plan such a community, but she was especially interested when she discovered that women could do such planning, too. Visiting the Texas Building, Currie Muse learned that the Woman’s Fair Association of Texas had funded the structure, demanding that the state be represented at the Exposition, even after the men refused to finance a building. The knowledge inspired Currie Muse, as did the Woman’s Building not far away, west of the Wooded Island. The 80,000 square foot space, designed by Sophia Hayden of Boston, housed women’s works, including a manuscript of Jane Eyre in Bronte’s handwriting and murals by Mary Cassatt. A new world opened to Currie Muse in Chicago, full of possibility. She returned home to Dallas with her father, excited by the prospect that she could make positive changes in her community, her head filled with images of the Confederate monument raised at Camp Douglas and the knowledge that women could join together to better their community.​[16] 

A few weeks later in October, Currie Muse attended a “Woman’s Congress” that convened every afternoon during the Texas State Fair. Texas’s clubwomen, representing organizations as diverse as mother’s clubs, the Eastern Star, the Masonic Woman’s Auxiliary, the Texas Woman’s Press Association, and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, gathered and lectured. The club representatives argued that women could affect real change and had a profound moral obligation to influence society. Bride Neil Taylor, reporting on the meetings, wrote in the Dallas Morning News that the Woman’s Congress “would awaken Texas women to an understanding of their potential influence.” She acknowledged that some people thought that the “Southern woman is too painfully conservative, but I find she is up with the procession.” Dallas’s women flocked to the fair and it is likely that Currie Muse attended the Congress every afternoon, especially given that her home was nearby. Her immediate actions proved that at least one southern woman was “up with the procession.”​[17] 

Currie Muse’s family claimed that she had an iron will and a temperament “more suited to a man.” It was a sense of determination that propelled her into women’s club work and, most especially, to founding the first local chapter of the UDC in Texas and eventually establishing the state-wide organization. The oldest daughter of General William L. Cabell, a businessman and politician (twice elected mayor of Dallas), Currie Muse led a privileged life, attending Ursuline Academy, an exclusive private female school, and enjoying an active and elite social set. Her mother’s early death cemented an already close relationship with her father, who became the single most important force in her life. Despite his misgivings, Currie Muse married a stranger, J. R. Currie—a handsome, and so the rumors stated, known gambler from El Paso—who swept her off her feet in 1889. The sweeping must have been short lived because she remained living in her family’s home, her new husband frequently gone on long business trips. Within ten years, the two divorced, but those years proved pivotal for Currie Muse because it was during that period that she attended the Chicago and Texas fairs, witnessed the unveiling of a large Confederate monument (in Chicago), and became active in the United Confederate Veterans organization (UCV), helping her father who had been elected commander of the Trans-Mississippi Department of the UCV in 1894.​[18]

Building from the knowledge that women could and should make society a better place, Currie Muse asked a few of her friends to meet at her home, a modest two-story house on Ervay Street, within walking distance of downtown Dallas, on March 1, 1894. These women formed the first Confederate woman’s club in the state, calling themselves the Daughters of the Confederacy, after the nickname some of the old soldiers had been applying to Winnie Davis, daughter of Jefferson Davis. Similar clubs had formed in other states, beginning in 1890 in St. Louis, Missouri. The St. Louis club, the first known to call itself the “Daughters of the Confederacy,” organized to assist the local Ex-Confederate Association to build a home for disabled veterans. Currie Muse had likely seen information or heard about these clubs through her father’s work with the UCV. 

In Dallas, the new members determined that their first goal would be to purchase and maintain a burial plot for needy Confederates since none existed in the city. Within a few months, they fulfilled their objective and expanded their work to include marking other Confederates’ graves, decorating these graves on Decoration Day in May, supplying food and clothing to ex-Confederates and their families, and funding three beds in the St. Paul’s Sanitarium in Dallas for sick and needy veterans. Word of the group spread and within a short time there were three hundred members.​[19]

As president of Dallas’s Daughters of the Confederacy, Currie Muse led members to believe that they could create a club that could agitate for the moral uplift of their fellow citizens. Other women around Texas held similar convictions and two months later, in May 1894, a move was made to join these isolated groups into one state organization. A few women from Houston met, organized themselves as the Winnie Davis Camp of the Daughters of the Confederacy and pledged that they would serve as hostesses for the social affairs that were to be held in conjunction with the general Confederate reunion scheduled in the city the next year. The “Camp” advertised in newspapers across the state, saying that they were holding a meeting during the reunion for all women who were interested in forming a state organization.​[20]

The national UDC formed in September 1894 in Tennessee (four months after the first attempts in Texas), organized by Mrs. Lucian Hamilton Raines of Savannah and Mrs. Caroline Meriwether Goodlett of Nashville. Mrs. J. C. Myers of Dallas was visiting friends in Nashville when she noticed a newspaper advertisement calling all southern women “interested in perpetuating the memories of the South” to meet at the Frank Cheatham Bivouac. Myers attended the first meeting, one of only a handful of women and the only other non-Tennessean besides Mrs. Raines. She put forward Currie Muse’s name for vice-president, and Currie Muse was elected to the position. Raines’s chance reading in a newspaper propelled Texans into the forefront of the national organization.​[21]

Representing the national UDC, Currie Muse met with women at the Houston Confederate Reunion who were interested in creating state chapters, explaining to attendees the purpose of the UDC and the procedure by which individual groups could form a state organization and seek federation with the national club. The women in attendance voted to create the Texas Division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, and Currie Muse became the organization’s first president. The women elected five vice-presidents, “emblematic of the five points of the Texas star,” a treasurer, and a secretary. They then planned to meet again the next year in a convention. 

A year later on May 26, 1896, a “small group of splendid Southern ladies” gathered at the Hauschild Opera House in Victoria and wrote a constitution. For some reason Currie Muse was absent from the meeting, but Belle Martin, first vice-president of the William P. Rogers Chapter, Victoria, acted in her place. Kate Beatty Wheeler, also of Victoria, welcomed the women and spoke about how unusual it was for women to gather for a convention. She asked for the ladies’ “sympathy” in her “weak efforts or faltering steps” because “to most of us ‘conventions’ are something known only in name, but while pleading our inexperience in such matters we can truly say we are sufficiently mature to appreciate all the choice kernels of thought and fruits of knowledge which this occasion will undoubtedly offer.”​[22]

Despite the plea of inexperience, the women proceeded efficiently, nominated chairs, and divided themselves into committees of Credentials, Organization, and Constitution and By-Laws. The Credentials Committee reported that there were five chapters represented at the convention by proxy and two by delegates. The organized chapters were entitled to the following votes based on chapter membership: five votes were awarded to the Dallas, Victoria, and Galveston chapters and one vote to the chapters in Waco, Alvin, Ennis, and Sherman. The Committee on Constitution and By-Laws recommended that the constitution and by-laws of the Georgia Division, UDC, be adopted with an amendment on fees and dues. The state organization charged three dollars to each chapter for its charter and fifty application blanks, and each chapter would be charged two dollars per year to cover state expenses and ten cents for every member on its rolls in good standing for the national UDC.​[23]

The Victoria convention concluded with the reading and adoption of the Committee on Organization’s recommendations for state officers. Attendees re-elected Katie Cabell Currie Muse as president, and Mrs. Sterling Price Willis of Alvin first vice-president, Mrs. F. R. Pridhum of Victoria second vice-president, Katie Daffan of Ennis third vice-president, and Mrs. W. C. Brown of Sherman fourth vice-president. Ruth Phelps nominated Galveston as the host city for the next annual meeting of the Texas UDC, the minutes were read and adopted, and the convention adjourned with no other proposed plans than to meet in Galveston in October 1897.​[24] 

The newly formed Texas Division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy pledged that its objectives were to be “memorial, benevolent, historical, and social” and that the group proposed to “fulfill duties of sacred charity toward Confederate Veterans and their descendants,” a need considered “pressing” by these women. Membership was based on heredity: the widows, wives, mothers, sisters, nieces, and lineal descendants of those who served or gave material aid could join, as could women and their lineal descendants who gave proof of aid during the war. Membership increased rapidly during the early years, although always with an eye on the “character and lineage” of the applicant. Katie Cabell Currie Muse was responsible for much of the early interest. She traveled thousands of miles, organizing women into local chapters, but there were other women, and some men, who proved pivotal in growing the new the Texas UDC.​[25] 

Mollie Macgill Rosenberg, wife of philanthropist Henry Rosenberg, instigated the Veuve Jefferson Davis Chapter in Galveston, Texas, in 1895. Within three years the chapter had more than one hundred members who aided veterans and raised money to assist the Confederate home in Austin. Also in Galveston, Ruth Martin Phelps organized a Daughters of the Confederacy auxiliary to Camp Magruder, United Confederate Veterans (UCV). Fifteen members who were drawn together by their “love of the lost cause” entertained and raised money for Camp Magruder.​[26]

Many of these early members were the wives or daughters of local United Confederate Veteran Camp members. The UCV, formed in New Orleans, Louisiana, in June 1889, was attempting to create auxiliaries for its camps by 1894 because the men needed women’s aid and cooperation to raise money, host socials, and perform other “appropriate works” for the camps. The veterans’ sons formed a national group in 1896 similar to the Daughters, but the old soldiers looked to the UDC, not the Sons of Confederate Veterans (SCV), for assistance. 

For example, Dr. T. J. Wilson, commander of Mildred Lee Camp UCV of Sherman, organized what would become the Dixie Chapter UDC in September 1894. Other UCV commanders followed Wilson’s lead and, like him, issued notices in their local newspapers that a United Daughters of the Confederacy chapter was to be formed in their community. Captain J. F. Harrard issued a call to the ladies of Huntsville to meet at the Baptist Church to organize, and thirty-five women attended the first meeting. The Fort Worth Register carried an advertisement in September 1897 by K. M. Van Zandt, commander of the R. E. Lee Camp UCV. Some seventy women attended the initial meeting—many of them had already been helping the camp by serving refreshments and hosting musical and cultural programs for the veterans. Van Zandt and other leaders of the camp believed that an organized group of women could do more for them than just make tea and cookies. They wanted the women to “carry on the work the camp was doing inadequately, namely helping indigent veterans.”​[27]

The attitude of Van Zandt and the R. E. Lee Camp in Fort Worth may appear unusual, particularly since UCV historians have claimed that the UDC simply lavished love upon the old men and “added charm and grace to the veterans’ affairs.” Though many of these local chapters were organized in response to the needs of the UCV, the women did not long remain auxiliaries to the veterans. The UCV gave impulse, structure, and support to the emerging organization, but the UDC soon surpassed it in membership and objectives.​[28]

Texas UDC membership increased yearly: 31 chapters with 2,047 members in 1898, 56 chapters with 3,381 members in 1902, 105 chapters with 5,046 members in 1904, 146 chapters with 6,242 members in 1907, 154 chapters with 7,641 members in 1913. Chapters like Galveston’s Veuve Jefferson Davis peaked with more than five hundred members, while small communities like Forney or Somerville had only seven members, the minimum required to create a chapter. The organization continued to grow well into the 1920s, surpassing almost every other state in the number of members and chapters.​[29]

With so many women seeking membership, chapters organized across the state, though most were in the more urban areas. The major Texas cities of Dallas, Fort Worth, Austin, San Antonio, Galveston, and Houston all had memberships in triple digits, but so did cities like El Paso, a gateway to Mexico, and Bryan, located in the center of the state and near Texas’s Agricultural and Mechanical College. Since only seven members were required to form a chapter, even the smallest of Texas’s towns might sponsor a local UDC. For example, Stamford, north of Abilene, and Memphis, southeast of Amarillo, both in west Texas, organized with eight members each.​[30]

The Texas association grew into one of the largest state divisions of the UDC. Membership figures fluctuated from year to year, but a Daughter estimated in the Confederate Veteran in 1902 that twenty-five thousand women actively belonged to the national UDC, and of those, five thousand were from Texas. Though this was an exaggeration of the actual national figures, Texas women, at least in the organization’s early years, constituted one of the largest state divisions. Actual membership figures for comparison are generally unreliable. A report in 1906 claimed that Texas had 3,490 active members, second in number to Virginia, which had 3,590 members, and well ahead of Mississippi, which ranked third, with 2,195 members. Though these figures were estimates, they fell short of the state organization’s report for 1907, which reported more than 6,000 members. Even allowing for these discrepancies, the Texas organization ranked at or near the top for membership totals well into the 1920s.​[31]

Wherever they gathered, in large chapters and small, the women who joined the UDC identified needs and set specific goals for their clubs. As one Daughter explained at a UDC convention, “I love the U. D. C. because they have demonstrated that Southern women may organize themselves into a nation-wide body
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