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Some dates of events in my life I recall with ease. For some reason I have always been able to retain telephone numbers of family, friends and business associates. Remembering my social security number has become a necessity. As a political activist, I maintain certain dates in my memory for special reasons. One of those dates is November 8, 1978. The headline of Conroe’s DAILY COURIER read: “Republicans Score First County Victory in a Century”.
I was sadly reminded of this date by the passing from this earth of Mrs. Pat Ruffin on March 31st. She became the first Republican elected to office in Montgomery County in 102 years, to be exact.  Republicans had been around the County since Eisenhower’s election in 1952, but there was really no viable organization until the first Republican Primary election was held in 1962. The first Republican local candidate in over a century appeared on the General election ballot in 1964. Upon assuming the chairmanship of the Party in 1964, I quickly recognized that the Party needed to be built from the bottom up, not the top down. An enthusiastic band of Party faithful began this journey, a seemingly insurmountable task. Local candidates were the first order of business if there was to be a viable two-party system in the County. Multiple local Republican candidates would appear on the ballot beginning in 1966 but all were unsuccessful. Montgomery County was a one-party County, controlled at every level by the Democrat Party, but Democrats were different in those days.
Pat Ruffin stepped forward in 1978 as a candidate for Justice of the Peace in Precinct #3. Her campaign slogan was: “Precinct #3 is Ruffin Ready”. Her Democrat opponent, Lynn Tipton, survived the Democrat Primary election by defeating nine other Democrats. In 1978, Precinct #3 Justice of the Peace boundaries included the Oak Ridge North area, The Woodlands area and the area west to Magnolia. All of The Woodlands voted in one location, Faith United Methodist Church on Sawdust Road, now the site of a large HEB store. Early returns gave Tipton a solid majority vote, but when The Woodlands box reported that Ruffin had won with 66% of the vote, Republican Ruffin declared victory with 3,158 votes to Tipton’s 2,884. A reporter noted that County Chairman Walter Wilkerson was excited when he said: “I feel like I just delivered my first baby”.

She earned a reputation for settling disputes among school children while serving as a bus driver that delivered them safely to and from the area’s first elementary school in South County. In 1974, she had been elected the first City Marshall in Shenandoah. My good friend, Randy Woods of The Woodlands, remembered that “Pat had to buy her own badge and gun and use her own car until Shenandoah could afford to buy her one. Records show that the town paid her 15 cents a mile in expenses.” She earned a reputation for quiet effectiveness.
Woods reminded me of an example of Pat’s quiet but forceful demeanor: A fight broke out at a local tavern in the area called Big Al’s. The Marshall was called and upon arrival with a 12 gauge shotgun, cradled over her arm, she snapped the gun closed. One witness recalled that the fighters stopped in “mid-jabs” and just looked at each other. In a quiet but forceful tone she instructed the fighters to “pick up those chairs and line them up and sit down in them right here, while we sort out this mess.” Randy described her action as “disarmingly effective”. She carried the same demeanor with her to the bench as Justice of the Peace. Pat was 75 years old at her passing in Arkansas. The City of Shenandoah honored her with a memorial service in late April.
Ruffin’s election ushered in a new political era in Texas and Montgomery County. William P. Clements of Dallas was also elected the first Republican Governor of Texas since Reconstruction. Montgomery County Republicans could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. No longer would the argument center around whether a Republican could be elected in the County. Now, more than ever, the Party was obligated to find qualified, competent candidates.  Many stepped forward and by 1988, the tide had turned when the Republican Primary election vote total topped the Democrat Primary election vote total for the first time ever. Aided by Party switchers, Republicans took control of County government in 1995, when the last Democrat officeholder, a County Commissioner, became a Republican. He said: “It is either Republican or retire”.
The years between 1962 and 1978 were marked by intimidation, humiliation and disappointing election defeats. In 1964 I appeared before Commissioner’s Court to request rental of ballot boxes for the Primary election. The Courtroom was filled with anything but well-wishers. When I stood before the Court and stated my request, I was met with laughter and jeers. The County Judge asked: “Doctor, do you want the little bitty boxes?” Later I learned I could have simply requested the ballot boxes from the County Clerk. One officeholder in the Court House once loudly proclaimed to a group in my presence: “I can’t even spell Republican!” Later he displayed Democrat campaign signs in his office. Such actions only served to inspire the Party faithful. In 1966 I suggested that the Party open a fulltime Headquarters. Some questioned the need and noted the Democrats had no Headquarters. I responded: “Yes they do. It is called the County Courthouse.”
The Party did secure a small office just south of the Courthouse Square in the old State Hotel (circa 1931) at 308 Metcalf (formerly Collins) Street adjacent to the present Headquarters. We were determined to hang a Republican Party sign visible to all over the door. Much to our surprise, we were unable to find a sign painter willing to paint a “Republican” sign. Finally, we located one who offered to provide us with a sign if we swore to never tell anyone that he had painted the sign. That sign now holds a prominent place in our present Headquarters as a reminder of those difficult days between 1962 and 1978. 
Republicans in the early years never dreamed they would ever become the majority Party in Montgomery County. They just wanted a competitive two-party system. I still strongly believe that our political system works best when Party competition exists.
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