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Before he leaves office Mayor Lee Brown is
committed to seeing two pet projects get under
way - an African-American museum and the
restoration of the historic Gregory School in
Houston's Fourth Ward.

Some council members contend the projects'
funding seemed to come out of nowhere in this
year's Capital Improvement Plan. While other
private groups say their ventures, similar in
scope, have been ignored.

"These are not new projects. They have a long
history," Brown said. "The only difference is, I
was the only one to make it happen."

Brown, Houston's first black mayor, who is also
term-limited, has four months left in office. And
among other special projects, including rail and
downtown construction, these are things he
wants started before he goes.

"It's almost like this is his exit piece,"
community activist Cleo Glenn-Johnson said.
"He's trying to do it now to make sure it happens,
but he has so little time."

Of the $4.23 billion worth of projects in the
city's five-year Capital Improvement Plan, the

 museum and Gregory School are the only projects
catching heat.

There is $2 million to acquire land for the
museum and an additional $3.4 million to begin
design and construction of the Gregory School
this fiscal year. Council will vote on the CIP on
Wednesday.

Councilman Bruce Tatro has offered two
amendments to the document - one deleting
general fund money for the museum project and
the other removing library bond funding for the
Gregory School. He also wants to issue proposals
for the lease, renovation and operation of the
school using grant and private money.

There are also racial undertones to the projects.
While several people refused to publicly take it
there, Councilwoman Ada Edwards did.

"Whenever there is an African-American issue,
this council says no," she said. "The perception is
if it's black that someone is going to try and
block it or hold it to a different standard."

When Brown took office in 1998, he made
commitments to get certain things done, Stephen
Tinnermon, Brown's chief of staff, said.

Among them was creating some sort of
historical record of the contributions black
people have made to Houston.

Three years ago, the plan was to house
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 Houston's first African-American museum and
affordable housing at the Gregory School.

But that soon got nixed when the Texas
Historical Commission blocked the city from
plopping an eight-story apartment building atop
the two-story brick structure, saying it was not
in keeping with the building's status as a state
archaeological landmark.

Brown soon redirected another group, under the
leadership of some of the city's heavy hitters -
investment banker and businessman Gerald
Smith, developer Ed Wulfe, the Rev. William
Lawson and former Houston Rockets player Clyde
Drexler - to pursue creating a museum in the
city's museum district.

But that still left competing plans for the
Gregory School, one of the first schools for black
children in Fourth Ward's historic Freedmen's
Town.

Under the city's plan, the school would be
transformed into an archival center and Internet
cafe with auditoriums for meetings and
performances.

The Rutherford B.H. Yates Museum group has
similar intentions - restoring the school as an
archival and research center and home for an
African-American performing arts organization.

The difference is, the nonprofit group would
charge people to access the facility, in an effort
to pay for itself. The city plans to provide most of
its services for free.

"I would think the city would want all their
institutions to be able to pay the bills," said
Catherine Roberts, the group's co-founder,
adding that if a non-profit organization runs the

 center it will help protect it from the whims of
different mayors.

Roberts has been pursuing her plan since 1996.
The group has already purchased the Yates home
on Andrews Street and wants to help restore the
brick road and reproduce a historic trolley
throughout the Fourth Ward.

"We are considering the entire area," Roberts
said. "At some point the city began devising it's
own plan (for the Gregory School). At some point
it began to be the mayor's plan and we became
severed."

The administration accuses Roberts of having a
loose connection to the community and pursuing
her project in a vacuum.

"They have no capacity to do the project," Brown
said. "They bring nothing to the table. I'm
actually offended by them. How can they plan for
something they don't own?"

Besides, he said, Roberts has no commitments
for funding. Roberts said she has $100,000 in the
bank and foundations are waiting for her to
acquire the land before they follow through with
financial backing.

And the city has yet to finalize what will be
included or how much it will cost to operate each
year.

"It's difficult for us to say what the overall cost
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 will be before we define uses," Tinnermon said.

Glenn Johnson believes the mayor is playing
favorites.

She asked Brown for funding for the George
Thomas "Mickey" Leland Library and Museum of
African History, Culture and Social Change in
2000. The mayor rejected that request, saying
the city had exhausted funding for such projects.

"It appears it's favoritism and its painful to know
that," Johnson said. "As a museum already sitting
over here (in the museum district), I feel slighted.
He didn't give any value to what is being done,
but rather something that wants to exist."

The Museum of African American Culture, or
MAAC, is in a league of its own. Its creation is
being supported by several of the other
museums in the Museum District.

Its board has raised $500,000 from Chase Bank,
American General, Hewlett-Packard, State Farm
Insurance and Ocean Energy, just for the
planning stages. It is also creating partnerships
with Dell, Disney Productions and Coca-Cola.

Part of the museum's mission is to explore how
African-American culture evolved and how it was
influenced by other cultures. It will include a
performing arts center and a research center
with an emphasis on technology.

It is expected cost up to $40 million to build, all
paid for by private funding, according to Smith.
But the group is seeking the city's help to
purchase land along the perimeter of Hermann
Park, next to the Museum of Natural Science,
which also sits on city land.

"It has had several false starts. But it's been an

 ongoing vision of the African-American
community for years," Gerald Smith said.

"Our history is disintegrating right before us.
And we are about to loose that connection. It's a
small investment for the city to make."

Brown sees the city's interest as contributing "a
little seed money," in an attraction he said will
draw people to Houston.

"This is not a city driven project," he said. "But
the city is doing its part to contribute to make it
happen."

While Tatro said it is the prerogative of the
administration to insert projects it wants, he
believes it is bad policy to accelerate the time
frame and funding of politically favored projects.

"It's a slap in the face to other people and
projects that were promised funding that has
been yanked away," Tatro said.

Edwards said she supports both projects but
does not believe the city should arbitrarily
choose which groups it wants to support.

"The role of the city right now is kind of
muddled. It's not clear as to how you help one
group and not another," she said.

"We need to stop and develop a policy on what
our role is as a city as we help nonprofits. The
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 process needs to be standardized and not
dependent on personalities."

...

AT ISSUE

Council will vote on the Capital Improvement
Plan on Wednesday:

$3.4 million to begin design and construction of
the Gregory School this fiscal year.

$2 million to acquire land for African-American
museum.
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