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Scores of politicians jubilantly trotted out the
plan to restore Houston's first school for freed
slaves, portraying the project as a counter to
decades of neglect in Freedmen's Town.

The Gregory School building would house
Houston's first African-American museum and
affordable housing for the neighborhood's
traditional residents, whose wood-frame houses
are being replaced by prefabricated townhouses,
they said at an October 2000 news conference.

A year and a half later, the historic Fourth Ward
building still sits boarded up and vacant, its
grounds strewn with litter and its development
prospects unclear.

"4th ward wus here," reads graffiti scrawled on
the building in gray paint.

The project was stymied by the city of Houston's
efforts to plop an eight-story apartment building
atop the two-story brick structure, a plan kept
from City Council and others. The Texas
Historical Commission blocked the city from
going through with the project, saying increasing
the building's height and drilling holes through
the original structure were not in keeping with
its status as a state archaeological landmark.

Council members were shocked when they
recently learned of the plan, and a neighborhood
activist furious.

 
"They were trying to let their developer friends
knock down the building and build lofts there,"
said Gladys House, president of the Freedmen's
Town Neighborhood Association. "I'm sick and
tired of (Mayor Lee Brown's) lies and deception."

City officials denied any proposal to demolish
the building, but Brown and other officials
confirmed that they wanted to put apartments
on top of it.

"I don't think that stops it from being a historic
building," said Kevin Davis, a spokesman for the
city's Housing and Community Development
Department.

Brown and Davis said the apartments would
have been affordable housing but, when pressed
for details, Davis referred the Chronicle to
developer John Guess, who submitted the
proposal as a consultant for Dundas Holding Co.

Guess said only 10 units would have been
affordable, with up to 60 apartments at market
rate. A large chunk of the company's profits was
to come from renting the apartments.

"I'm shocked that they actually considered doing
this," Councilwoman Annise Parker said, adding t
hat she never would have voted in favor of a
$900,000 deal to acquire the building from the
Houston Independent School District in 2000 had
she known the city wanted to destroy its historic
value.
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Brown has backed away from putting a museum
or housing in the building, instead saying the city
should develop an African-American museum in
the city's Museum District. Gregory School is now
slated to contain an archival center run by the
Houston Library Department, a community center
and possibly office space.

Dundas Holding Co. has submitted a new
proposal, but neither Guess nor city officials
would share the details. They did say that the
historic designation prevents any changes to the
exterior of the building.

Brown said in a recent interview that the plan
for the Gregory School was always for an archival
center, not a museum, and that he simply
misspoke in 2000.

When City Council approved the purchase,
proponents - including Brown - argued that it
was important to put the African-American
museum in Freedmen's Town because of the
area's historical importance as a settlement for
freed slaves. They also said affordable housing
was vital to keep blacks from being driven out of
the neighborhood.

Guess' proposal did contain a museum.

"My dream was to make it a museum that told
the African-American story in the Houston area,
and I could think of no better place than where
these folks originated their culture in Houston,"
he said.
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