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A slew of public officials turned out Monday for
the formal announcement of a $1 million federal
grant for an African-American museum and
affordable housing in Houston's historic
Freedmen's Town neighborhood.

Officials could not say where the $500,000 in
housing will be built in the land-strapped, 80-s
quare-block neighborhood just west of
downtown.

"All the details have not been worked out,"
Mayor Lee Brown said. The city will take
proposals from developers and nonprofit groups
interested in working on the project.

The Fourth Ward neighborhood, originally
founded by freed slaves, has been controversial
in recent decades. First a victim of neglect, the a
rea was further torn apart when rising property
values forced many longtime residents out.

The museum likely will tell the story of
Freedmen's Town. Brown said he hopes it also
will serve as a library and archives of blacks'
contributions to the city of Houston and as an
economic development center.

The museum will be located in the old Gregory
School building, which the city acquired from the
Houston Independent School District earlier this

 year.

"The museum can be the center of not only
cultural heritage of this area but also hopefully a
community meeting place," said U.S. Sen. Kay
Bailey Hutchison, who secured money for the
project from Congress.

The Texas Republican said the affordable-
housing aspect of the project is intended to help k
eep longtime residents in Freedmen's Town.

Skeptics question whether the neighborhood's
traditional residents will be able to afford the
houses, which are expected to cost around
$80,000. Hutchison said the use of a revolving
fund and loans will bring the houses into
residents' price ranges.

A diverse group of politicians spoke at the news
conference Monday. While all applauded
revitalization in Freedmen's Town, some had
their own ideas outside of the $1 million project.

Brown said he wants an African-American art
museum in the city's Museum District.

U.S. Rep. Sheila Jackson Lee, D-Houston, said
she is inviting federal Department of the Interior
officials to look into designing park space in the
Fourth Ward.

Gladys House, president of the Freedmen's Town
neighborhood association, said she supports the
ideas.
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"I'm just glad something's happening after 20
years," she said.

The Rev. Elmo Johnson, with Rose of Sharon
Baptist Church, said he will submit a proposal to
develop the affordable housing. His church is
already involved in building about 30 houses
near the church.

"We want to make sure some of the people that
lived out here will be able to move back,"
Johnson said. "We want to keep them in the
community."

But Councilwoman Annise Parker raised
questions about the proposal. She pointed out
that when the city acquired Gregory School last
spring, council members could not agree on the
best use of the property. She wanted the private
sector and nonprofit groups to generate ideas
and submit proposals.

Parker also thinks the city should be
cooperating with what is already being done by
the private sector, including the Rutherford B.H.
Yates museum that is being developed just a few
blocks from the Gregory School.

Catherine Roberts, co-founder of the Yates
museum, has asked the city's help in securing
land around the restored house for a historic
park and gardens. The mayor told her no land
was available.
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