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working together for a common cause. Texas’s size shaped its politics from its earliest 
days, as the Patrons of Husbandry, more commonly known as the Grange, formed in 
1867, largely to escape rural isolation and address the educational and social needs 
of the farmers who found themselves widely dispersed across the Texas plains. Over 
time, the Grange became more engaged in economic matters and farmer protests. By 
1875, the Grange had more than 1,000 lodges in Texas, claiming over 40,000 members 
in a state with about 250,000 voters.4 When the Grange faded, it was replaced by the 
Farmers’ Alliance, which got its start in 1877 as an attempt by farmers to sell their 
goods without intermediaries. While modern Texans may not be as isolated as their 
ancestors, they may still join a group to make new friends, find a little romance, or 
simply enjoy the sense of connection that is gained when working alongside others 
with similar interests.

The advantage of organizing political interests on preexisting social networks is 
evident today. In modern Texas, churches, already homes to groups of people connected 
through religious communion, are particularly effective at mobilizing their members 
for political action. The large impact of conservative Christians on the state stems from 

The Highway Lobby

You don’t have to live long in Texas to 
understand how the state’s transportation 
needs can physically transform the state. The 
new roads needed to sustain the rapid growth 
in areas like Frisco cut through a landscape 
that was recently relatively untouched. And 
most Texans have some experience with 
the traffic that results when infrastructure 
doesn’t keep up with growth. Despite all the 
visible ways that transportation touches our 
lives every day, we often see very little of the 
organized interests behind our highways. 
That was not always true. For years the 
“Highway Lobby” was one of the most 
influential forces in Texas politics.

The Highway Lobby emerged as the 
state accelerated its transition from rural 
to urban. The Constitution of 1876 had been 
written for a slow-moving state that was 
about 8 percent urban. The importance of 

lobbying is evident when you realize that 
highway construction was one of the few 
industries that is completely dependent 
on government funding. And Texas needs 
lots of roads. Farmers and ranchers needed 
a system of farm-to-market roads to allow 
them to bring their products to market. 
Sprawling cities and suburbs need city 
highways to whisk workers to and from work. 
The large, open spaces of Texas meant that 
lots of residents needed roads to get them to 
friends and family.

The Texas Good Roads Association 
(TGRA), initially founded in 1903, played a 
critical role in the legislation that created 
the Texas Highway Department in 1917 
and has been an important player in Texas 
politics since then. The success of TGRA 
did not rely on spending money. Much of 
their success grew naturally from Texans’ 

need for and love for the cars and trucks 
that moved them around the state. The 
TGRA often chose leaders with no direct 
connection to the companies that built 
highways and instead looked to respected 
members of communities that relied on 
highways. In this regard, the Highway 
Lobby is one of the state’s first examples of 
grasstop lobbying.

The success of the TGRA is clear. By the 
1940s, improvements in Texas roads pulled 
farmers and ranchers out of the mud roads 
and gave them a way to bring their products 
to markets. The Texas highway system was 
the largest and, considered by many, the 
best in the nation. While the TGRA may 
have been overshadowed by other groups in 
recent years, their impact is still evident in 
the state’s commitment to it transportation 
infrastructure.

 


