
Duke, Dan   - 1 - 

Southwesterner In Focus 
POLITICAL ELDER STATESMAN 

RECALLS EARLY DAYS, HIS YEARS 
IN CITY HALL 
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By Art Leibson 

 
Daniel Lunday Payne Duke, one of El 
Paso’s dwindling number of political elder 
statesmen, is a man who has worn many 
occupational hats, starting out as a barber in 
New Boston, Tex., while still in high school. 
He began as a shoeshine boy and from 
observation quickly caught onto the trade of 
giving a shave and a haircut. 
 
That was 57 years ago. He barbered all over 
that part of Texas, in Naples, DeKalb, and 
Paris, before the job became too dull and 
Duke began looking for something more 
challenging. He had married the former 
Bertha Haley on Nov. 8, 1908, a date that 
happens to be his birthday. That is how he 
manages to remember it, just as he 
remembers her birthday because it falls on 
the Mexican national holiday, the 16th of 
September. 
 
An older brother, Sidney B. Duke, had gone 
to El Paso earlier along with Wychie Greer, 
who was to become editor of The El Paso 
Times, then located in the building now 
occupied by the Labor Advocate. Sidney 
had been hired as circulation manager. From 
El Paso came letters telling of excitement 
just across the Rio Grande in Juarez, brought 
on by the Mexican revolution. That was 
more to Duke’s liking. He talked it over 
with his wife, and she agreed to live with 
relatives in Arkansas until he could be 
settled on the border. 
 
It was back to barbering again when Duke 
arrived here, but not for long. Two weeks 
later he went to work for the Galveston, 
Harrisburg and San Antonio Railroad, part 

of the Southern Pacific system. The pay was 
low but the Dukes had learned how to live 
on his $12.50 weekly salary back in East 
Texas. They had furnished a five-room 
house for less than $400 and were paying $6 
a month rent at the time. Duke was 
instrumental in organizing the barbers there 
into a union, becoming corresponding 
secretary, but once, the owners had 
recognized the union he was disgusted and 
quit. That helped him in his decision to have 
a fling at El Paso.  

DAN DUKE 
BACK TO BARBERING  
A younger brother, David (Stumpie), a 
nickname given by his father because of 
admiration for a noted political orator, 
“Stump” Ashby, was 16 when he headed 
west to join Dan and Sidney. Dan was night 
clerk on the railroad and “Stumpie” started 
out as a “mud hop” or “number grabber” in 
the freight yard. The revolution had quieted 
in Juarez and Stumpie decided to go west. 
There he found the grass to be no greener 
and he returned as yardmaster at Valentine, 
later moving up to brakeman and eventually 
to conductor. When Dan Duke made his last 
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run for the SP, on the then plush Sunset 
Limited, brother Stumpie was the conductor 
in charge of the train. 
 
In between those years, Dan en served four 
terms as alderman and one as mayor, his 10 
years with the City Council posting a record 
that still holds. His younger brother had 
taken a leave of absence from railroading to 
get elected county-district clerk in Terrell 
County where he also served five terms. 
When the brothers made their climactic run 
together it was announced that never before 
in railroad history had any luxury train been 
operated by brothers as an engineer-
conductor team, brothers who also had a 
long political record in each of their 
communities. 
 
Each produced a railroading son. Dan Jr. 
recently retired as an engineer, out of El 
Paso, while David Jr. is a fireman, pulling 
out of San Antonio. Stumpie died a year 
ago, leaving a younger sister as the only 
survivor of the family Dan Duke grew up 
with. 
 
Duke’s first El Paso political effort was on 
behalf of the late Tom Lea, when Lea was 
elected mayor in 1915. He proved his ability 
at giving what U.S. District Judge (ret.) R.E. 
Thomason always called the “rousement” 
speech for a candidate. The railroader also 
took the stump for the judge when 
Thomason followed his law partner, Lea, as 
mayor. Today Judge Thomason is the only 
former mayor still in El Paso older than 
Duke. 
 
By 1939 the political worker behind the 
scene was ready to take the plunge himself. 
He was elected alderman on the ticket of the 
late Mayor Ed Anderson and was reelected 
three times. When Anderson became ill he 
was replaced by Duke who had become 
mayor pro tem when the late Harris Walthall 

left to become customs collector. Duke 
served out the rest of the term when 
Anderson died in office and in 1949 he was 
elected to a full two-year term marked by 
some smouldering City Hall infighting that 
led to Duke considering a recall election for 
three of his four aldermen. 
 
His trouble stemmed from his staunch 
support of police Capt. H.S. Bernhardt, 
moved up by Duke to assistant chief and 
slated to head the department. The aldermen, 
including one who had ridden into office on 
Duke’s coattails, then ordered Bernhardt 
demoted to captain. The demotion was 
vetoed but the feud was on. Duke had 
appointed W.C. (Billy) Woolverton as chief 
but then accused him of spending too much 
time playing politics with the mayor's 
courthouse adversaries, instead of running 
the department. 
 
COMES TO HEAD  
The political impasse came to a head in 
1950. The late W.H. Fryer had been attorney 
for the aldermen at hearings instituted before 
the Civil Service Commission and Duke 
refused to authorize payment of a $1,585 
fee. He also attempted to stop payment on 
the voucher when he learned it had been 
presented over the signature of the mayor 
pro tem. Duke then lambasted the aldermen, 
demanding they put in the minimum of six 
hours a day on City business, as provided in 
the charter. He charged that the council, in 
their conspiracy, never gave him a 
“Chinaman’s chance” but Duke was used to 
political rough-and-tumble. After suggesting 
the recall election he issued a statement: 
 
“I don’t believe in peace at any price. The 
aldermen didn’t have the guts to run again. I 
have, and I’ll leave it to the people.” He had 
dug up a few skeletons in the closet and the 
quarrel simmered down. 
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Duke was defeated in 1951 by Fred Hervey, 
and again in 1955 when he lost to Mike 
Misenhimer who never served a day in City 
Hall, giving way from a hospital bed to Tom 
Rogers. 
 
In 1947, Southern Pacific Engineer Dan 
Duke, on leave and wearing his other hat as 
mayor, began negotiating with the SP to 
depress the downtown railroad tracks, a 
traffic hazard as population growth began to 
the northwest. Dealing with his other boss 
was successful and he signed a contract for 
the Bataan Trainway April 10, 1947. Harlan 
Hugg came to El Paso as project engineer, to 
get the work started, and when the trainway 
was completed it was only fitting that the 
engineer, back wearing his striped hat, 
should be Mayor Dan Duke. 
 
After an unsuccessful attempt at a political 
comeback, Duke succeeded his daughter 
Johnnie (Mrs. Earl Hedrick) as deputy state 
labor commissioner, when she was 
physically unable to continue. The 
retirement age for the state job was 70 and 
Duke was well past that age when he took 
over, at 77. When the state decided to 
enforce its retirement regulation Duke gave 
way to his son-in-law, Hedrick, a retired 
police captain who died shortly after taking 
on the labor post. 
 
RUNS IN 1954  
Duke decided to run in 1954 for a place on a 
commission named to rewrite the City’s 
antiquated charter, a quaint document that 
.included such provisions as a requirement 
for installation of spittoons in churches. He 
staged a one-man fight against the city 
manager plan that would be in the new 
charter, with no alternative the people could 
vote on, believing they had the right to elect 
their own administrators. He went out 
speaking against the charter and it was 
defeated. 

 
Eleven years ago, before the railroads began 
seriously sloughing off their passenger 
travel, Duke became a minor prophet after 
seeing the handwriting on the roundhouse 
wall. In a published interview he predicted 
the disappearance from the U.S. scene of the 
fine passenger trains, along with a shift in 
short haul freight moving from railroads to 
trucks. 
 
When Capt. Hedrick died, daughter Johnnie 
moved in with Duke and his wife. They 
decided their home was too crowded for the 
three adults, and occasional overnight 
guests, so recently they bought a five-
bedroom home at 5724 Bonneville. There 
Duke keeps an eye on the yard and on 
politics, settling into retirement for good and 
babying his arthritis with a fancy hand-
carved crutch given him a few years ago. 
Reluctantly he admits he is through as an 
active political campaigner, although there 
have been times when he felt he could do a 
better job than the men in City Hall. Most of 
all he regrets that in 10 years no candidate 
saw fit to enlist his support in a political 
battle. 
 
In retirement Duke has given up one vanity 
that had become a trademark, written up in a 
national magazine, two diamond pins—or at 
least simulated diamonds—that he wore on 
his shirt collar throughout his years in City 
Hall. 
 

* * * 
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