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To some in Freedman's Town, the new life
revealed recently for an old, shuttered African-
American school was welcoming news.

But for others living in this vanishing historic
black neighborhood - essentially getting
squeezed out by the flurry of new housing
developments - it was just more frustration.

Last week, officials for the first time presented
Fourth Ward residents with the completed
architectural drawings and plans for the
restoration of the Gregory School - just days
before the city's bigwigs will hold a
groundbreaking ceremony there Monday.

``The people don't get to see it until they're
ready to do the groundbreaking ceremony - now
what does that tell you," said Lenwood Johnson,
a community activist and longtime Fourth Ward
resident.

"Why wait this late to bring it to the community
where the Gregory School exists?"

Meetings took place

 
Rhea Lawson, director of the Houston Public
Library, said there were several community
meetings that took place leading up to the
physical plans.

"My charge was to bring this on as an archival
library and that's what we've been doing,"
Lawson said.

It was business as usual, contended several
residents who attended an emotionally charged
gathering Wednesday that included several
council members, including Wanda Adams and
Jolanda Jones.

Hosted by Councilman James Rodriguez, the
town hall-style gathering was held at the Allen P
arkway Village, where residents criticized,
among other things, plans to add a contemporary
glass and metal wing that will serve as the
entrance and lobby to the new space, named the
African American Library at the Gregory School.

The architect, Terry Smith of Smith & Company
Architects, said the 1926 brick structure does not
have adequate space for a lobby for the research
center, which will be run by the Houston Public
Library.

Texas Historical Commission rules stipulate new
additions such as the lobby cannot mirror the
style of the original brick building, a designated
state landmark, Smith said.
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 Onlookers must be able to distinguish old from
the new.

"The building has to be brought back to its
original character," Smith said. "That's all we
were allowed to do is to bring it back to the way
it was in 1926, and the images that you see are
exactly that."

Smith, who said he was presenting the
renderings for the long-planned library for the
first time in the neighborhood, said the wooden
interior has rotted from water damage and will
have to be gutted.

Proposals came, went

The Gregory School was built in 1870 to educate
black children in Houston. The current structure
on Victor Street, however, was built in 1926 and
was closed by the Houston school district in the
1980s.

Several plans have been earmarked for the
abandoned space since it was shuttered. But the
projects have stalled several times with the
community protesting each time.

The idea to turn the school into an African-
American archival center originated under
former Mayor Lee Brown. The first architect,
James Walker was paid more than $475,000 to
create the designs. Smith took over in 2006 and
will be paid $1.3 million for the project. A total
of $9.2 million has been budgeted for
construction-related costs. Construction begins
this week.

Still, some people said they have felt left out of
the process.

"You don't know, you don't relate, and you didn't

 listen to us," said Njeri Shakur, a former Fourth
Ward resident.

"That building is sacred."
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