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CHARLES KELLY P a g2e 8262023

Today is August 26, 2023. My name is Karl
Baumgartner, and I'm doing an oral history
interview with Chuck Kelly in Rosenberg, Texas.
This is being conducted on behalf of Fort Bend Rp, -t "q‘,
County Historical Commission Oral History Project. Bt 1
Chuck is former president of the Fort Bend <5
Historical Commission and has been involved in

much of the Commi ssionuwys f  hi

data.

This wil|l be the first co huck
history. It will consi st | i f e
childhood through his college experience and will /

be followed by a subsequent separate manuscript. -

The second portion will focus on the Fort Bend el | W

Hi storical Commission an Chuck and his fagem
the commission including his position as president A&M campus in s

of the commission.

Chuck, what is your full legal name?

KELLY: My name is Charles Herbert Kelly. My parents gave me the first names of
my grandfathers. So, Charles is from my paternal grandfather, and Herbert from my
maternal grandfather. Bruce, my younger brother, has first names of two great
grandfathers, one from each side of the family, Bruce Alonzo Salter (paternal) and
Phillip William Adams (maternal).

FAMILY BACKGROUND

| was born in 1950, January 9, in Bryan, Texas at St. JosephHospital. I'm a
honeymoon baby. | was conceived on Mom an:
days later | was born.

My parents joked about it. On the first night of their honeymoon, they went to the
Shamrock Hilton in Houston, which had just opened the month before , the big hotel
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on SouthMain. ltwas brand new. Anyway, Dad al way
named you Hilton or Conrad or something like that to commemorate the big event! v

| began life at Texas A&M, in the married quarters at the North Gate area of the
campus. My mot her always jJokingly referre:
veterans had come back from the war and many of them had infant children. Mother

said the quarters were very rudimentary like Army barracks. A baby would start

crying in one apartment, then another baby would start crying. It was like being in a

big maternity ward.

My father was born in 1925. He enlisted in World War Il in 1943 when he was

eighteen years old after a first semester at Texas A & M. His schooling was

interrupted by the war. He essentially had to start over when he left the US Navy in
1946. Things didnyt r eal | yiskish (fréshntan) yeanine r y
the fall of 1942. He said, hewyd rather f
whipped by all those jackasses in the Corps. (laughter). Anyway , after the war he got

out of the Navy and met my mother, and they married in 1949.

BAUMGARTNER: Were your parents from this
area?

KELLY: Dad was born in Sugar Land. His
parents moved to this area from Rusk, Texas. A
surprising number of old Sugar Land families
trace their roots to Rusk, due often to relocation
of personnel in the Texas Department of Prisons.
Employees would transfer from the Rusk prisons
(including the state hospital for mentally ill and
criminally insane) to Fort Bend County prison

farms. v

/
A\

BAUMGARTNER: Where is Rusk located?

Sally Rachuig and
Weddi ntgurPe con Apr il
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KELLY: Rusk is in Cherokee County, east of Palestine in East Texas. And | have roots
in Fairfield, too : that whole area is where my father's family came from. And ,
Mother's family are from Clifton and Chilton , just a little further west . Those are
really small towns near Waco. That's where my roots are.

BAUMGARTNER: Several years ago, you relocated from Sugar Land and moved
back to the little town of Clifton. | guess your decision to move back was
connected to your family history.

KELLY: Yeah, it was. That was one of the options | had - go back to my father's

side of the family in Rusk or return to C!
Clifton was my prime choice. | had liked it from early childhood, visiting there as

early as a three- year old and returning for family reunions and other gatherings. |

decided probably 30 years ago that's where | was going to retire. It has hills! | live on

one at the edge of Clifton.

It's a small town of about 3,400 people. The entire county has only about 17,500
residents; it's kind of the mirror opposite of Fort Bend County, and I like living in a
small town. It's very comfortable for me. | wish | still had a good number of relatives
there, but | don't; there are just a handful, and they're distant relatives.

BAUMGARTNER: Did you know many relatives when you moved back to Clifton ?

KELLY: Yeah, | knew a few from reunions. There are regulars that show up all the

time, and | was acquainted with them. | meet people on the street, and | sometimes

| e a r rconhegted to them in some way. Most often they are very distant relations,

and it may be they're in-laws, and our families are loosely intermingled. | discovered

a cousin when | went down to the food bank to donate some funds. He was sitting

behind the desk, and | recognized him from long -ago reunions. | asked, V' Mw, who

are you2rAnd he told me his name, and | said, \Wike, | know that I'm your distant
cousinvCO and it was great meeting him again o
you rediscover people that you don't really know and make connections. But anyway,

| do have a few relatives in town.
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We recently had a reunion ; we always do them in July. Mother had just one sibling,

my Aunt Mayme Bass Hause; and my father was an only child.  So,when it gets to

me and my brother Bruce, weanlytreedfirstcausins: s ma
Bob Bass and Becky Bass Gallimore and Bridget Bass McWilliams. who live in

Richmond, Rosenberg, and Fulshear, respectively. So, we are a small group.

BAUMGARTNER: Now, wasn't that a little
unusual in those days for families to be so
small, like your father not having any
siblings?

KELLY: It was often due to the Depression.
He was born in 1925, and when The Great
Depression hit he was four years old. I'm
sure life was pretty tough, or at least, very
uncertain. They weren't rich people by any
means, they were working class people, so

they may have thought : Ffor
too many more children. Now, my ChristmahubX5andt Bt

grandpar ents on both sides came from big " 'grandmot hewiytsh htohmeei r Ba
families; but family size scaled down cousins: Bob, Becky,

abruptly. | think this pattern was common
with many families in that era.

| was talking with some friends about this just last night. Bruce and | grew up in an
adult - dominated family. We spent a lot of time with our great aunts, great uncles,

and grandparents. So, we matured faster, | think, because we were around adults a
lot, and they didn't coddle us. For example, they played games with us. They wanted
us to learn how to play, and to play to win. My parents took us to good restaurants at
a very early age, too. We enjoyed a variety of experiences with our adult relatives.

It was a good environment, a big asset for me and Bruce. For one thing, it spurred a
strong interest in history for both of us, because we asked our grandparents about
what life was like when they were children. They did things with us and took us
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pl aces that spurred our curiosity. | doub
attention as we did. Thatys a shame i n m

BAUMGARTNER: You were fortunate to have that kind of relationship with your
grandparents. My granddad never talked to me about his life growing up. He taught
me how to garden, how to fish, how to watch birds and so forth, but | never talked to
him at all about his childhood.

KELLY: | remember asking my
paternal grandmother if she ever
saw Babe Ruth play baseball.
(Both sides of my family were big
sports fans.) She said, no, they
didn't, but they were big Houston
Buff fans. They saw Dizzy Dean
pitch several times when he was a
Buff. Rice football games were
another big attraction. It was the
only big-time football available in
Houston back then. My family
loved sports. One great- uncle

| oved to go to Gal

down with a group of other Sugar Chuck and Brucewiptl myi mgi

Land people and drink and play grandmother and great aunt
the slots or roulette at the Balinese vacation in 1964
Room.

Editor ywhiNet eoereparing this transcr.i
remembered their maternal grandmother, Mamie Adams Rachuig, told him
she saw Charles Lindbergh fly over Denton, Texas when she was a college
student there in September 1927. He was on a barn- storming tour after his
historic solo flight across the Atlantic a few months earlier.  Click here to read a
newspaper article about Lindber
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Their life was very interesting to me. The rate of

change in day- to- day life was not nearly as rapid asiit

is today. The 1950s andthe @ 0 ' s wer enyt
di fferent than t hiesorhedvays.sQr
maybe vestiges of those ea
qguickly as they do now. I
cite examples from our summer vacations in Galveston.
Camp Wallace and the large blimp hanger were still

visible as we drove down Highway 6 in Hitchcock. Of
course, Galveston was filled with remnants of the US
Army camps dating from WW |. Bunkers for large

cannons were scattered across various parts of town .
Mur dochwys brebuilhaften ¢tha &5 hurricane,
was still standing over the s eawall and out into the

surf. I'F was a favorite family spot until Carla blew it Chuckysg rga redapt a

away in 1961. | have photos of my great grandparents gy yce and Sal |
walkingonthe beach besi de Murdoc at Murdochwys [
vacation in 1926 on roughly the same spot where we Galveston in 19
romped in the 1950s.

There seemed to be a cont i reusttodgy. Ssmepbople he
think t hat ys good; some think i1t 1Isnyt.

BAUMGARTNER: What about your paternal gr.

KELLY: My grandfather got out of the US. Navy in 1923 and married my
grandmother who was four years younger. (He was born in 1899. She was born in
1903.) He had to find a job. People in Rusk were finding employment in Sugar Land,
so he followed their path. He got a job with Imperial Sugar, so my grandparents
moved to Sugar Land. This was right after World War | when the US economy was
in a recession. He brought my grandmother down and they lived in Sugar Land for
the rest of their lives.

BAUMGARTNER: He got a job with Imperial Sugar?
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KELLY: Yes. And then my father was born in 1925 there in Sugar Land. Although
Sugar Land had a hospital, my father was
birth at home. My grandfather told us that when our dad was clearly on his way, he
had to trot to the other side of town to
telephone!

My Momys father, my mat erg
worked for Humble Pipeline. He had worked for
Humble up in Clifton, was transferred around to
several towns in Central Texas, and was

eventually transferred to Sugar Land. My mother
wasnwyt born right here in
born in Waco), but my grandparents moved to

Sugar Land when she was just a few months old .

She was very nearly a genuine Sugar Land native.

She grew up at what was known as the Humble
Camp south of Sugar Land where First Colony is
now located. Her dad was the chief engineer in
charge of the pumping station there. That is
where my mother grew up, although she went to Chuckys paternal
Sugar Land schools. The Humble camp was sort their Sugar Lani
of a small version of Sugar Land. It was an

isolated community between Sugar Land and the Brazos River bottom. (At most, just
a couple hundred people lived at the camp.) Every family had a company home.
Humble was very careful about fostering family life in their permanent camps. They
had community gardens and recreational facilities , community organizations, and
activities for kids. They had a small swimming pool and community meeting hall.
Mother and Aunt Mayme thought it was an ideal place to grow up.

BAUMGARTNER: Where was it located?

KELLY: It was on Oilfield Road , but more specifically near the current northwest
corner of Sweetwater and Commonwealth Boulevards in First Colony. | barely

©2042Fort Bend County Historical Commi ss




CHARLES KELLY P a g% 8262023

remember it. Humble closed it down and sold the property in 1955. | remember

going with my grandmother and my mother to take one last look at their house

before they moved it off. It was sold to someone who moved it to Stafford, to the west
side Avenue E just south of Highway 90A.

BAUMGARTNER: You
mean they relocated the
house?

KELLY: Yeah, they sold
those houses. People
would buy anything and
repurpose it. The area
where the camp originally
stood is now covered with
private residences.

My dad was a Sugar Land
townie because his father

worked for Imperial, and Visiting the past
! Before the Sugar Land Telephone Company converted to a modern dial system
my grandfather did pretty in 1959, its calls were connected through a switchboard housed in Imperial
) Sugar’s Engineering Building. Local historians Bruce Kelly (far left) and Chuck
well in the blue - collar Kelly (far right) miraculously join the 1950s switchboard team. Left to right are
. chief telephone Mildred Rozelle (standing), Etna Schindler, Nora Hughes
ranks. He di dn Yt | and Vi Kelly, grandmother of Bruce and Chuck. For more, see OPINION.

much of an education, but
he loved machinery and
making things work. You
might think of him as the
mechani cal equivalent of todayws computer
chief mechanic in Imperial's packing department.

Chuck and Bruce use the WVway
paternal grandmot her at wor k i
ThEort Hermal d)

My grandmother was a telephone operator. That was quite a connection in town
because It meant she was keyed into all t
manually operated, so most everyone knew the operators who responded with
Vnumber please,v whenever a town phone wa:
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| can recall picking up the phone and asking the operator if | could speak with
YMamaw. y She said, VYes, yWewrv Amnpldl guttir
that one Sugar Land woman used her phone as an early baby monitor when she

visited a neighbor. Shewd tell the operat:
would | eave the phone i n her I|eal thgngighba,r i b.
and shewd go strai ght-townvifae . Now thatwys s

CHI LDHOOD I N SUGAR LANDywS LATE COMPAN

BAUMGARTNER: Yeah, you have told me stories like that on several occasions.

KELLY: There were lots of hilarious stories about town life during the company town
days. For instance, | recall one about the town constable. Curtis Hall was the

constable, the chief of security, during the last decade of the company town era.
Curtis was famous for being the f aknbwar of
football star. He was a nice guy, but big and quiet, so he could be very intimidating.

One day he got a call from a crusty widow who
lived roughly where the Windstream office is today
on Highway 90A. She was German - American and
all business. She said,
alligator under my house, and | want you to take
car e o f house wag a giee and- beam
structure, as were most company homes. Curtis
soon drove up, met the woman, and looked under
the house with his flashlight. Sure enough, he saw

the reflection of t hthissg a h e
He turned to the woman and said, VI wyl | t a® ) 5

. Curtis Hal/l at tr
It, but | gyl have to go the 1960s C

surprise she blew her stack and chewed him out.

She was insulted that he hadnwyt Dbrought h
say therewys an alligator under my house,
| ook |1 ke, | donyt | ielyv
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My dad went to Sugar Land High School. He went from 1 grade on to the 11" grade;
in those days students graduated in eleven years and his was one of the last classes
under that scheme. And then my mother also at tended Sugar Land schools. She went
through elementary grades to high school and graduated in 1949 . In total we y vhad
four generations of Kellys who have gone through Sugar Land schools. There are old
families that have more, but there are many more families who have fewer!

BAUMGARTNER: Wow.

KELLY: All of Bruce's grandchildren have gone to Sugar Land schools. Three of the
four graduated from Dulles. Bruce and | a
is a Kempner High grad.

BAUMGARTNER: You said Bruce is your brother.

KELLY: Yeah, he's nearly two and a half years
younger than | am.

BAUMGARTNER: He has two children?

KELLY: Yeah. He has a son (Ryan) and a daughter
(Lauren), and four grandchildren. His son has two
boys, and his daughter has a boy and a girl. Only
one granddaughter. And they're really my

surrogate family. | don't have any children.

| feel less and less attachment to Sugar Land as
time passes because the town that | lived in and
grew up in doesn't exist anymore. When my mother Br uce andawane
passed away in 2020, my last anchor was gone, and Jane grew u
| felt like | could leave.
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BAUMGARTNER: Now, did the remaining family stay in Sugar Land?

KELLY: Yeah. Bruce and wife Jane live across Brooks Lake from the Fluor complex.
And both his children |Iive in the Brooksi
they could |ive in a place | i ke Clifton.

But | like it because small town life is what | prefer, and | just have no interest in too
much bustle and frenetic activity. | want to enjoy retirement. One of my friends
asked me, what do | do? And | said, V Wll, | do a lot of nothing, but it keeps me
occupied.vMostly genealogical research, historical research, reading, writing ,
volunteering ®and household chores!

|l ym still doing work for the Fort Bend Co
volunteer work for the museums and other historical organizations up in Bosque

County, but it's real tough to find time right now. | do spend as much as | can with

the genealogical society because they're helping me research my family. And it's true

- you can spend all day working on family research without noticing.

RELOCATION TO CLIFTON, TEXAS

BAUMGARTNER: So, when you left Sugar Land your motivation was to get back to
a small town.

KELLY: Something that was not too different from Sugar Land during my childhood.
| didn't want it to be morethan2000 or 3000 peopl epopulatidmisil CIl i f
believe, 3,400. It's pretty small, and the county itself is very small. Just 17,500 people,

which is a fraction of Sugar Landwys popul .
that's the whole county. Probably the main attraction is low taxes. Bosque County is
notaWt al | coamnmtgnywy but as my paternal gr and mc

thorn with every rose. v
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BAUMGARTNER: Had you thought about moving back there for quite a while?

KELLY: Thirty years! | had made the decision in the 1990's and | had told Mother
about my decision, but | don't think she remembered it. And | didn't want to press it
because | think she wanted to keep roots in Sugar Land. And we still have roots in
SugarLand;l yvm not an i1I mmediate part of them.

BAUMGARTNER: That's where she grew up.

KELLY: Yeah, that's right. It was her hometown, and she was proud of it. She
adjusted better to the changes in Sugar Land than | did. She could live with the
differences and all that, it didn't bother her all that much. But for me, it was just too
different. Like | say, the town that | grew up in didn't exist anymore. It was in my
head, and | could take that anywhere with me.

BAUMGARTNER: It's long gone. The downtown area is enormous and looks like
every downtown suburb in the United States. It's not the same.

KELLY: Yeah, well, that was the deal. Sugar Land you know, it's covered with
concrete. I'm not complaining. Youngsters like Bruce's grandkids don't know any
different. So, | don't expect them to have the same frame of reference that | do, but |
do hope they will keep an interest in the past.

GENEALOGY

Bruce and | feel we're sort of the last repository of family lore. We both have detailed
knowledge about Sugar Land and our family history. I've got tons of boxes containing
memorabilia. You wouldn't believe how many boxes of photographs I've got, and a

lot of them don't have annotations on them. Bruce an d | are goingtotry Wf i x @l |
we have good memories of these things, and we can figure out descriptive

information and try to get it down as best we can. Even if it's justa general location

and a year,; if that'sthe bestwecando, t hen it ys b eWelléoritfotthea n
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kids because I think when we go, if we haven't written it down, it's going to be
forgotten. | think we owe it to the people that brought us here. Th e y yhowewe got
here. Good or bad, they were our people. They weren't perfect, but they're our family
and we ought to try to record their stories if we can. And that's why it's great to be
doing these oral histories. Every family ought to.

BAUMGARTNER: | really think it's a great benefit.

KELLY: Yeah, itis a big benefit.

The Kelly family in 2006

Well, | want to digress about genealogy with a few examples of family lore since | am
heavily involved in family research right
understand the general | ack of curiof6ity .
people who brought us into existence. | would jump at the opportunity to meet any of

my ancestors,e v e n just to Sed hgvs we compare superficially. For example, do

we look alike? Have similar mannerisms?

Back to the examples of my familywys | ore.
County Genealogical & Historical Society's library and looked through some reference
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books they have on Falls County, where Mo
surname is Adams and they lived in Chilton about 25 miles south of Waco. My

mother and my aunt talked fondly about summer vacations with the family there in

Chilton.

Usually, they would drive with my grandparents from Sugar Land to Chilton and

then on to Clifton during my grandfather y:
occasions, Mother and Aunt Mayme rode the train by themselves from Houston to

Bremond (not far from Chi Iton), where family picked them up. They did this when

they were young (preteen) girls. Generally speaking, summer visits with relatives

nearly always offered them some kind of excitement or adventure.

Afewt i mes they stayed with an aunt and unc]l
miles south of Chilton. Thereys some | mp
First, the Adams family of Chilton were teetotalers, or at least very discrete when

they took an occasional nip. The lone exception was the aunt and uncle in Lott. They

owned and operated the town café, which served beer. | supposed many people

considered it a beer joint ®&to the dismay of some family members. Consequently, its
clientelecoudbe a | i ttle Wroughy at ti mes. My ¢
imagine them letting their girls stay in Lott, even for just a few days, but | guess my
grandmot her wasnwyt going to ant agaoimvitdiea . h e
Furthermore, the aunt and uncle had a daughter several years older than my mother

and aunt, but she was fascinating and very kind to them. Another important factor

was the Wcharactery of Lott., It started a:
Antonio and Aransas Pass Railway abandoned their line through Lott , it was still a

rowdy place. Old habits die hard.

My mother and aunt remember ed that each Saturday night every summer, the Lott

town fathers would close off a few blocks of main street, string some outdoor lights,

and have a street fair. The high point of the festivities were the amateur boxing

matches for all comers. It was very different from Sugar Land and memorable to a

couple of young girls from a completely different environment . | never doubted

Mot her and Aunt Maymewys me maonfrmingbreferencesinva s
Falls County history bo oks. There was one photo of the boxing ring in Lott, and an

old photo of WYdowntowny Chilton in 1943,
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aunt regarded as the heyday of visiting their family in Falls County. | hope | can find
more.

Wehavesi mi | ar memories on my fatherwys side
of our family. My paternal grandparents often

talked with me and Bruce about visiting family

in East Texas, either Rusk in Cherokee County,

or Fairfield and Streetman in Freestone

County. My grandmotherwys family (the Salt.
was large, so they gathered at the family

homestead in Rusk at Thanksgiving or

Christmas. My f ather loved visiting his

grandparents.

My grandfather told me the drive to Rusk
could be an adventure. | suppose State
Highway 59 (or its precursor) was their route,

but it wasnwyt clear sailing |Iike today. A
people were poor and a few still drove old
ModelT-er a cars in the 1930s. Those ol dlowcar

fuel line fed gas to the engine. There were places where these cars had to reverse up a
hill to get over it. There were also remote
locations where bushwhackers would fell
trees across the road and waylay travelers.
| have a feeling those things happened when my grandfather was a boy just before
WW [, but they made great stories about life in the past .

Salters at i n Rusk at
father i s the smal

Al'l these are pleasant memories, budhouldi f e
be fair and honest and try to get a complete perspective on the past. Still, | was
privileged to grow up in the 1950s.

BAUMGARTNER: Well, the 80s were a tremendous era to grow up in. A
tremendous era.
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