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As city officials and Fourth Ward residents
gathered April 28 to launch construction of a
library to house local and regional black history
at Houston's first public school for black pupils, it
was the school's teachers who Paulette Williams
Grant remembered.

Grant, who attended Edgar M. Gregory School
from kindergarten through the sixth grade in the
1950s, said it is "a wonderful thing" for the
Houston Public Library to build The African
American Library at the former school, 1300
Victor in the heart of the Fourth Ward.

It's an appropriate way, she said, to honor
educators who wouldn't put up with bad grades
or behavior as they helped to shape young minds
- and, through them - an entire city. Grant said
she has donated all of her Gregory School report
cards to the library.

Another student who attended the Gregory
School in the 1950s, "Coach" Lorenza Phillips
Butler, said his son, who shares the same name
and is chairman of Freemen's Publishing Co., is
donating archival photos from the late 1800s to
the present of Freedmen's Town, the Fourth Ward
community built by Houston's freed slaves.

 The report cards and photos will join reference
and rare books, exhibits, histories, documents
and other materials as part of the future library's
collection - the newest of three special
collections operated by the public library system
and one of a few dedicated to documenting and
preserving black history and culture in the United
States.

"It's not often one gets the opportunity to bring
to fruition a community's dream," said Rhea
Brown Lawson, director of the Houston Public
Library System.

The library system took on the city's Gregory
School project in 2003, when then-Mayor Lee
Brown decided that the former school - built in
1926-27 to replace a three-story wood structure
built in the late 1800s that was destroyed by fire
- should be preserved. The 22,000-square-foot
school is listed by the Texas Historical
Commission as a State Archaeological Landmark.

The library's design, which calls for a glass-and-
metal exterior, is by Smith and Co. Architects,
5312 Almeda Road, and costs $1.16 million, said
Mayor Bill White.

It will be built for $8.5 million under the
supervision of the city's General Services
Department by Prime Contractors and will open
in late summer 2009.

A lot of people aren't aware that black slaves
were the people who cleared the bayou area to

Advertisement

advertisement

http://www.chron.com/fdcp?1263364178974

1 of 2 1/13/10 12:29 AM



 create Houston. The library and archival center
will fill a hole in Houston's history "and make us
complete as a community," White said.

He said that though the reasons for the
historical lapse are "shameful," the new facility
will be a city treasure from which all Houstonians
- and people throughout the country - can
benefit.

"When we catch up, boy, do we catch up," White
said. "Memories fade, but this building will be
here."

Although the library will include the history of
Freedmen's Town and Fourth Ward, it will be
wider in scope to include the African-American
diaspora and history, and for the education of
everyone, White said.

"When we see buses outside this school
building, they will be from all the schools," he
said. "We don't call it a success when there's a
groundbreaking. We call it a success when
people use it."

Said District I City Councilman James Rodriguez,
"One day, I hope to have children, and I want to
bring them here."

District D Councilwoman Wanda Adams said she
hopes space will be dedicated to the arts of the
Fourth Ward.

Jacqueline Bostic, great-granddaughter of
Freedmen's Town's recognized founder Jack
Yates, said it is appropriate that the city will
include a library and archives spotlighting black
history, since Houston is one of the largest and
most ethnically diverse cities in the country.

"The first Gregory School burned to the ground,"

 Bostic said. "That was the school my mother and
her brothers all attended. This school, I attended
first through the sixth grade, along with my
aunts who were teachers at this school."

People who attended Gregory "continued to
learn, to be productive and to contribute to
Houston's community, as well as communities
throughout this country," she added.

Many developers have eyed the Gregory School
land, which has been vacant for more than 20
years. But the decision to partially remodel and
preserve parts of the school "will provide
historians and scholars (the materials) to learn
about Fourth Ward, Texas and all of Houston,"
Bostic said.

"We are here, we are part of the community, and
we know we can make this the best archival
library in the United States of America."

Hellena Stokes, manager of the facility, said it
will house the stories of blacks who helped in
making Fourth Ward the community, and Houston
the city, what they are today.

"It will not only be a collection of books and
research materials, but will become a meeting
place of ideas, cultures, a place for community,"
Stokes said.
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