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No story better reflects the eccentric politics 
created by the rules of the Texas Legislature 
than the story of the Killer Bees. The Bees 
emerged in May 1970 during a battle over 
whether Texas should have a separate presi-
dential primary in 1980. One side, supported 
by former lieutenant governor Bill Hobby, 
favored a separate primary so that con-
servative Democrats could cast a vote in a 
Republican presidential primary for Ronald 
Reagan or former Texas governor John 
Connally on March 11 and then return to the 
Democratic Party in May to outvote the liber-
als in the primary for other offices. The other 
side wanted a single primary that would 
force conservative Democrats to choose a 
party. Hobby nicknamed some of the liberal 
legislators who resisted his agenda in the 
legislature the “Killer Bees,” because he said 
he never knew where they would strike next. 
Opponents of the separate primary were 
worked into a frenzy when Hobby slipped 

the primary into an innocuous election bill 
that had already passed the Texas House and 
was coming before the Texas Senate. This 
would have allowed him to get around the 
two-thirds vote required to pass most bills. 
With ten days left in the legislative session, 
the Bees had grown to twelve members, but 
they knew that they lacked the two-thirds 
majority required to block passage. However, 
they also realized that the Senate would lack 
a quorum and couldn’t pass any more bills if 
all twelve of them refused to attend.

The Killer Bees took flight and disap-
peared from the legislature. Law enforcement 
was sent to round them up while the rest of 
the senators found themselves unable to 
leave the Senate as Hobby kept them in the 
capitol building. For five days the Bees evaded 
authorities, although nine of them were hid-
ing in an apartment just over two miles from 
the capitol building. The Texas Rangers nearly 
caught Senator Gene Jones after he left the 

Austin hideout because of claustrophobia. 
When lawmen arrived at Jones’s new hideout, 
they mistakenly arrested his brother when 
he answered the door while Senator Jones 
jumped the back fence.

Although Texans might not have usu-
ally sided with the liberal-leaning Bees, there 
was little sympathy for the political interests 
behind the bill for a separate primary, and 
Texans and the nation found themselves 
caught up in the spectacle of the small band 
of Bees eluding a statewide manhunt and 
foiling the powerful forces aligned against 
them. Eventually, Hobby relented, inviting 
the Bees back to the Senate after abandon-
ing his maneuvers on behalf of the bill. While 
the saga of the Killer Bees reads like a surreal 
adventure, it highlights the problem with 
the Texas Senate’s requirement that a bill be 
passed with two-thirds of the vote, a thresh-
old that is high enough to allow a determined 
and creative minority to resist change.

The Killer Bees

to influence legislation. Legislation favored by the majority may be more easily passed, 
even when ill considered, while bills and amendments with support from the minority 
party may be killed quickly, either in committee or on the floor of the chamber. Here 
the legislative process rewards the majority party.

Because we are witnessing a period of transition in the workings of the legislature, 
these changes may prove incomplete and additional change is likely. As a result, some 
aspects remain constant. The legislative process remains essentially intact in terms 
of the formal steps for a bill to become a law. The committee structure of the Texas 
Legislature remains consistent with the past. Tradition trumps transition in much of 
this aspect of legislative process. The winners are the supporters of the existing state of 
affairs in the Texas Legislature.

Service in the Texas Legislature in Austin is sometimes a precursor to later 
service in the U.S. House of Representatives in Washington, D.C.; thus, the tradition 
of bipartisan cooperation in the state legislature had historically translated into a 


