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"Father, are you interested in sociology?" I looked up to greet for the

first time a young man who had just entered my room at Creighton University one

September afternoon in 1946. Noticing my hesitation in replying, he added: "I

mean interracial work" and introduced himself as Denny Holland. "O!" I said,

"that's different. Sit down.

We sat and discussed the race problem for several hours. That meeting was

the first in a chain of conferences which eventually led to the founding of the

Omaha De Porres Club.

During the following days so many other students came in to see me about

—the same problem that it was suggested to Denny that he invite any students in-

terested in the problem to meet in one of the parlor rooms at Creighton on the

following Monday evening for a general discussion. Before this first meeting

ended, the dozen or more students present had organized the Club and Denny Hol-

land was first President. Meetings have been held regularly on Monday nights

ever since.

As time went on and social workers, public-minded citizens and students

from other schools joined the group, it was decided that the general objective

of the Club would be to promote the practice of interracial justice and charity.

A set of basic principles and a few simple regulations were adopted. MembershiP

would be open to all, regardless of race, creed, or color. We would be a civic

group with no particular religious affiliation. This done, we were faced with

the big question: what were we to do now?

Obviously, the first thing to do was to study the racial problem with all

its ramifications. So an educational program was inaugurated and has been car-

ried on ever since. A bibliography of books, pamphlets, and magazines bearing

on the problem was prepared. Many of these were obtained, read, and discussed.

Qualified leaders of the local branches of the National Urban League, the NAACP

of the C.I.O. and A.F. of L labor organizations, of the National Brotherhood and

various other social groups—-anyone who had some worthwhile information to offer--

were invited to address the group at its weekly meetings, now being held in one of

the larger classrooms at Creighton University. In this way much useful informa-

tion on the various aspects of the problem was obtained, interest was aroused, and

valuable contacts were made.

While continuing the educational phase of the problem, we decided before

long to get some active work under way—to combine practice with theory. First

of all the problem was discussed in a friendly manner by members of the Club who

made personal calls on various pastors of churches and principals of schools in

the city. A few of these resented what they considered to be an intrusion into

their own private business. But the problem began to be talked about. Questions

began to be asked. What is this De Porres Club anyway? What do they stand for?

What are they after? Calls began to come in inquiring about the nature of the

Club and its activities.

In other words, Omaha was just like any other Northern city with a sizable

Negro population. As long as the Negro minority group remained in its place of

compulsory segregation, peaceful and satisfied with the crumbs that fell from

the white majority's table in the way of jobs, homes, and educational opportun-

ities, all was well. But, as soon as any individual or group attempted to re-

medy a bad situation by changing the social pattern, a flutter of excitement

followed.

At this point, the Club began to experience what seems to be an inescapable

difficulty in work of this kind. Anything done to disturb the status quo is in-

evitably resented by a noisy few. Parents of some of the younger members of the

group objected to their association with the movement. A few College professors

and citizens found fault with the program. The Club began to be accused of being

radical, a group of crack-pots, disturbers of the peace. Because it was inter¬

racial in character, it was accused of fostering interracial "dating" designed

to culminate in interracial marriage.

Fortunately this unfavorable reaotion had been anticipated and was more than

offset by the many who knew better. Far from being discouraged by this false gos-

sip and rumor, the Club felt encouraged. It was evident that they had at leasT
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Thus heartened, we decided to call on the local captains of industry to see

what could be done about providing equal job opportunities for qualified Negroes.

More telephone calls of inquiry and talk resulted. The City began to be alerted

to the unsavory social conditions existing within its borders. Other civic and

religious groups with bridgeheads already established in the interracial field



were stimulated into greater action by these efforts of the De Porres Club.

This led to cooperative action by several such groups. As a result a suc¬

cessful Human Relations Institute, sponsored by the Omaha Urban League, was con-

ducted for one day in a leading hotel of the city. The Moderator of the De Por-

res Club was privileged to give the keynote address opening this Institute. The

program aimed to bring about the establishment of an official and permanent Human

Relations Committee. The newly elected Mayrhimself attended the opening session

and, in due time, did establish such a Committee which has been functioning ever

since.

The natural, normal integration of various racial groups, being diametrically

opposed to compulsory segregation of the races, always strikes a telling blow at

the heart of the race problem. For this reason, members of the Club frequently as-

sociated together in public, outside of meeting hours. Sometimes refreshments

would be sought by a mixed group after a meeting. On several such occasions service

was refused. A friendly discussion would then follow and, where this failed, the

proprietor would be gently reminded that Nebraska had a State Law forbidding such

discrimination. When this failed to bring the desired result, a member of the Club

would have a warrant sworn out for the arrest and prosecution of the offending pro-

prietor. The few court cases that result ed were all won by the Club. But in one

interesting case the tables were turned. The proprietor had two Club members ar-

rested when they protested the serving of a Negro member with a dirty paper plate

and oup and a wooden spoon while the white members of the group were served with

chinaware and silver spoons. The Court found the accused members of the Club not

guilty and lectured the offending proprietor.

While continuing its educational program among the increasing membership of

the Club itself, carrying on its business meetings, taking advantage of every op-

portunity to undermine and dislodge Jim Crow, the Club voted to expand its activi-

ties by opening the Omaha De Porres Center in the most blighted part of the Negro

district. A suitable building was obtained and staffed by volunteer workers from

the Club. The weekly business meetings are now held at the Center, a lending library

has been established, clothing amd food are distributed to the needy, a few of the

run-down homes in the neighborhood have been painted, jobs are obtained for the un-

employed wherever possible, programs are held at stated times for the children, at

other times for adults, a discussion group meets on certain evenings and every Fri-

day night is reserved for a public forum, at which qualified leaders in the relig-

ious social, political, educational and eoonomic fields have presented their view-

points on the racial problem and on proposed solutions.

In keeping with this material expansion, the Club is always seeking opportun-

ities for extending its educational and cultural influence. The American Brother-

hood provided many splendid opportunities for Club members to speak before various

religious and civio groups. Denny Holland, still the Club President, was recently

invited to address a sociology club at the University of Nebraska. Shortly after

opening its Center the Club sponsored three very successful lectures by the Baroness

Catherine de Hueck, of Friendship House fame. On another occasion, when Mrs. Clare

Booth Luce visited the City, the Club supplied her with information on the local

race situation that she used with great effect during several radio interviews. In

the musio and dramatic field, the Club presented, on September 9th, 1949, in her

first public recital in Omaha a very talented Negro pianist and, on December 9th of

the same year, staged with phenomenal success, with the cooperation of the Chevalier':

Club, the Reverend George H. Dunne's powerful anti-discrimination play, "Trial by Fire".

Efforts of this kind are more effective in arousing attention than was, for instance,

the getting of thousands of signatures for a petition addressed and presented to the

Omaha and Council Bluffs' Railway Company urging them to consider the employment of

Negro motormen and bus drivers, as was done some time ago. A Christmas party at the

Center ended the Club's activities for the past year. Greatly encouraged by the pro¬

gress being made all along the interracial front throughout the length and breadth of

the land, the Omaha De Porres Club is already off to a good start on another success-

ful year. It is watching developments in Kansas City, Mo., Sioux City, Ia., and Den-

ver, Colo., where present and former members of the Club are in the process of organ-

izing their own local De Porres Clubs. One member has gone off to join the Trappists

another is pursuing social studies at Grailville and several have joined the staffs of

Friendship Houses in other cities.

The Club has always been convinced that basically the race problem is a moral

one and that to compromise in cases of discrimination where principles of justice and

charity are involved would not only be wrong in itself but would immediately cause the

Club to lose the respect and confidence of all minority groups. The leader in the

field of interracial relations is pretty much like an acrobat walking the tight-rope

of justice supported by charity. His only safe course is a straight line. Let him

lean too far towards either side and he loses his balance and falls.
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