Breaking the Racial Barrier:

One Man’sInfluence on a Community
By Bo Weathersbee

Inasmal town in West Texas there was abig hero. He might not have been as
famous as Martin Luther King, Jr. or Jackie Robinson, but he definitely helped break the
color barrier in asmdl town named Rotan. His name was William Henry Govan, but
everyone that knew him called him “Mr. H.”* Today racism continues to be a problem
just likeit was in the past century. However, Henry Govan helped pioneer the way for
many blacks in the surrounding area of Rotan, Texas.

His parents, Mr. and Mrs. Dave Govan, gave birth to William Henry Govan on
November 27, 1897, in Crockett, Texas. On November 27, 1919, he married Teresa
King.> He cameto Rotan by train in 1918 to work at a cottonseed oil mill for five dollars
to six dollars aweek.> When hefinaly arrived from the four-day train ride to Rotan, &l
he had was fifty cents and apair of overals.# Even though his resources were few, he

began hisjourney in this smdl town that would evertudly impact many people slives.
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Govan lived during atime of greet racid tendon. This was definitely the casein Rotan.
Whites were very prejudice againgt blacks during the early years of hislifein Rotan. For
example, in restaurants blacks had to gt in a section in the back away from the whites.
They aso had to drink from a separate water fountain and st in the back of the bus. By
the way Govan lived hislife he helped change the image of the black man during atime
when blacks had no respect.

Govan was ahard working man. He could have retired a the age of fifty-five, but
instead kept working until he died of a the age of ninety-one.®> He worked many
different jobs such as shining shoes, farming, and doing janitorid work for severd
busnesses. He dso raised pigs and at one time owned a jukebox chain around Fisher
County. However, the most important thing that he did until he died was hisjob as the
trainer/waterboy for the Rotan High School football team.® For sixty-six years, he

continued to do thisjob that impacted the youth of Rotan.

Fig. 1 Ficture of H. Govan in letter jacket, Persond photograph by Norvelle Kennedy,
- 30 September 1986.
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Govan had severd different sayings that he would use with the footbd| players.
One of hisfavoriteswas, "Hey here, my man, what you know good?' If someone beet
him to saying this, he woud say, "I don't know nothin’ bad; everything | know is good.”
Another favorite saying of “Mr. H'S” was, "Everything's gonna be dright.”

Govan meant alot to the community of Rotan. That iswhat put himin such a
great position to ease racid tension between blacks and whites there. Throughout his
gxty-Sx years asatrainer, “Mr. H.” meant the most to the players on the Rotan High
School football team. It was atradition for him to shake hands with the entire team
before the opening kickoff of every game.” Govan and the footbal| playersformed a
coseindividua relaionship. They cared about him, and he cared about them. Whenever
someone would get hurt, “Mr. H” would run onto the field and tell the injured player,
"Everything's gonnabe dl right" even if they broke every boneiin their body.2 Onetime
when a boy on the footbal | team had broken his leg during a team practice, Govan put a
gplint on the boy's leg before making any attempt to go to the hospitd. It was later
reported that the doctors said that they had never seen a better job with asplint.

Through the years, every single team that played for Rotan High School thought

of Govan not just as their trainer but aso as a persond friend. He never told the kids, “do
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this’ or “do that.” He dways told them what they were doing right instead of criticizing
them.™©

Thefootball team was behind “Mr. H” even in the mogt hotile racid
environments.  One incident wasin 1953 when Rotan visted Throckmorton High.
Govan needed a police escort to the stadium because of this smal town’s hatred for
blacks. An example of racia tension in this town was aroad sign that said, “N----- don't
let the sun set on you in thistown.”*! In another incident the team was edting a pre-game
medl at arestaurant when the café owner told Govan that he wasn't alowed to come
indde. Asareault, the whole team got up and left the restaurant leaving severd dozen
steaming steaks for the café owner to egt. In both of these incidents, Govan's response
was to ignore the situation. He did not redly care that he was black. He thought that
every man should be treated equa.*? That is how he treated every man. Ted Posey, one
of the coaches at Rotan from 1976 to 1990, observed, "That racial stuff never bothered
him. Hedd just say, ‘ Everything's fine. There's no problem.’”*3

Everyone that lived in Rotan knew how great of aman Henry Govan was'* Even
the famous NFL Hal of Fame Inductee, Sammy Baugh, respected him. After being

asked what kind of aman Govan was, Baugh noted, "He was afine man."™> Everyone

es2in Rotan dso showed Govan ther gppreciation. They gave him severd different
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honors, plagues, and aletter jacket for every year he served asthe trainer for the football
team. At his home the letter jackets started to pile up and filled one whole clost.
However, the ultimate honor “Mr. H” received was when the team gave him the game
bal when Rotan won their only state footbal championship in 1962. Unfortunately,
Govan's home caught on fire and he lost every bit of this*®

On one occasion when Rotan honored Govan, he was told to go home, dress up,
and come to the high school gym a 2:00 P.M. When he entered the gym, therewas a
roar of applause from the adults, students, players, and coaches of Rotan. The head
coach a the time gave Govan acommemorative wall plaque and then made a speech
about how much Govan meant to the community of Rotan.'” In another occasion, Govan
was honored at hdftime at a Rotan Y elowhammer footbdl game. Footbal wasaman
interest of many smal townsin Texas and because of thisthere was alarge crowd at the
game dready.’® Since“Mr. H” meant alot to the town of Rotan the rest of the town was
there to cheer for him.>® It must have been an unusud fedling for Govan for Rotan to be
cheering for him instead of him cheering for Rotan. For the second time, Govan was

honored at haftime at Rotan's homecoming on November 10, 1961. Footbdl players
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from four decades were there to honor him. To top it dl off, Rotan's football team won
their game 45-0.%°

Govan was on the siddlines for Rotan's very first football gamein 1923.2* From
then on he went to every single game during his sixty-Sx years of training the team,
except for six that he missed because he had to work and due to hedth problems® That
means he was at 99.4% of Rotan's football games when he was the trainer. Even when he
was ninety-one years old he was gl traveling with the team and standing and cheering a
the games® This shows that Govan committed his heart to the welfare of the Rotan
community. If everyone were as committed to treating dl colors of people as equdly and
as respectfully as Govan did there would not be as much racid discrimination or conflict
between blacks and whites as there was**

There are dill some racid issuestoday that have caused numerous people to file
lawsuits againgt companies that have not dlowed blacks to have the same privileges as
whites® Hopefully, we will not have to face the racia problems of Govan'sera. Today
blacks do not have to worry about not being able to eat in arestaurant or buy something
as smple as chewing gum. Inthe mid 1900's, the Civil Rights Movement began to form

new frontiers of equaity for African- Americans. More and more people started to protest
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againgt racia segregation.?® On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing
to move to the Negro section of abusin Montgomery. Parks refusa awakened the nation
to the need for change. From then on, more people became aware of the problems of
segregation. Martin Luther King, Jr. stepped up to lead a huge movement against
segregation. By 1955 more and more states started to make laws concerning segregation,
but the Deep South remained opposed to equality.

In 1964 Lyndon B. Johnson passed the Civil Rights Act, which prohibited
Segregation in public accommodations and threatened to withhold federa funds from
communities that perssted in maintaining segregated schools. The Civil Rights Act was
followed by the Voting Rights Act in 1965. This act led to drastic increasesin the
numbers of black registered votersin the South. Then in April of 1968 Martin Luther
King, Jr. was assassinated. This event caused riots to break out between people who
were for or againgt segregation. During the late 1980's, the civil rights movement began
to calm down, but to this day it is still persevering.?” While the civil rights movement
was going on, in his own quiet way Govan was showing the community of Rotan that
blacks should be treated as equals to whites. People in Rotan respected Govan so much
that they did not care if he ate at the same restaurant as they did. They would have
probably welcomed it. People in Rotan dso desired his friendship and wanted his

influence on their children.?®
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Govan taught Rotan in his own way that every man should be treated equa. He
once said, "Treat others as you would have them treat you and whatever you do, don't
hate anybody."?® Thisiswhy he pioneered the way for the black race in the community
of Rotan. Even though there are till someracia issues going on these days, it is nothing
like what Govan had to endure. He did not let dl of the racid discrimination get to
him2° Thisiswhy people redly respected Govan for enduring al of the many trials of
being ablack man when racid discrimination was common. He showed others that
blacks could be respected just as much as whites. William Henry Govan might not have
influenced as many people as Martin Luther King, J. or Jackie Robinson, but he
certainly did pioneer the way for African- Americansin the area surrounding Rotan,
Texas. “Mr. H” showed all people to care, value, and appreciate one another regardless
of skin color. Hislife shows how one person’s influence on a community could advance
the frontier of equdity and race relations by changing hearts and minds, one person a a

time
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