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A NEIGHBORHOOD IN FLUX / Over the past decade, 
Houston’s historic Fourth Ward has undergone an 
uneasy transformation. Now, longtime residents and 
newcomers alike wonder what happens next. / The fight 
for the Fourth 
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ON A recent sunny afternoon, men and women of the Fourth Ward were at their chores 
outside, tending to yards, moving furniture. The youngsters hung out on Victor Street, 
chatting.  
 
A stranger in a dress shirt, tie and pressed pants approached. They paused and eyed him 
with suspicion. "Are they coming to move us out?" one man asked. Not yet. But it may 
be just a matter of time. Their wood-frame houses, all rented, are old, and many need 
painting. Few such structures are left in this once tight-knit, historic community on the 
western edge of downtown. The developers are knocking at the door.  
 
A few blocks away, residents in recently built, government-subsidized houses nervously 
watch property values and worry that rising taxes and expenses will eventually force 
them out of their homes.  
 
And all around them the town houses rise. The houses on Victor Street, which has the 
largest concentration of untouched, older homes in the neighborhood, cling to existence. 
But their days could be numbered, like others surrounded by new construction on the 
community's narrow streets.  
 
Such is life in the Fourth Ward a decade after a bitter fight over Allen Parkway Village - 
a sprawling, public housing project built on its northern edge during World War II - 
ended with a deal to breathe new life into one of Houston's few remaining historic black 
neighborhoods.  
 
For years, city officials had wanted to tear the complex down. But Fourth Ward residents 
and activists fought back. In 1996, after court battles, protests and neighborhood 
meetings, it was agreed that the city could redevelop Allen Parkway Village, but only if it 
became the impetus for community renewal. Most of the 1,000-unit complex would be 
torn down and partially rebuilt. The federal government would pump millions of dollars 
into the surrounding community. The city would ensure that all public housing lost in the 
redevelopment would be replaced elsewhere in the Fourth Ward and administer a 
subsidized housing program for buyers. The deal was, at best, a compromise. And more 
than 10 years later, the results are decidedly mixed.  
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City and federal officials consider the program a success. But some residents, both old 
and new, are critical of the redevelopment.  
 
"I think the whole intent of the city was to redevelop this area (and) make it look like 
they made a conscious effort to do something for the low income," said Plachette 
Williams, who purchased a subsidized house in 2002. "Really, they plan on taxing us out 
of here, because after 10 years, we're not going to be able to afford these places anymore. 
We are going to be appraised at market value."  
 
Portions up for grabs  
Portions of the Fourth Ward not set aside for public and subsidized housing under the 
agreement would be up for grabs to anyone attracted to the impoverished area because of 
its proximity to downtown and city officials' promises for improvements.  
 
Already, a majority of the older houses have been replaced with market-value town 
houses. And many of the black people who have lived in the community for years cannot 
qualify for loans to buy the newer, subsidized houses, which cost no more than $92,000, 
let alone the town houses that run at least twice as high.  
 
As a result, some experts say, the area settled by freed slaves is in jeopardy of losing its 
historical significance as well as its African-American identity.  
Between 1990 and 2000, the last year for which census data are available, the area's black 
population actually dropped.  
 
There is some friction between new and longtime residents, some of whom complain that 
the redevelopment benefits the newcomers, not them. The two groups seem to lead 
separate lives, with many newer residents sticking to themselves and longtime people, 
such as those on Victor Street, trying to continue life as it was.  
 
Christine Diaz, president of the New Fourth Ward Homeowners Association that consists 
of people who recently purchased subsidized houses, said the organization is working to 
bridge the gap between the old and new.  
 
And Mayor Bill White, who was elected after the development started, said he is trying to 
bring people together by making neighborhood improvements that most residents want.  
 
Crime a major concern  
In the 1990s, the Fourth Ward Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone was set up to upgrade 
public utilities and streets, among other things. Many residents complain that the 
improvements have been slow in coming.  
 
"It's been a little frustrating," said James Pruett, who lives in the Urban Lofts, one of the 
area's new market-value complexes. "I'm not sure why things have bogged down."  
And crime remains a major concern.  
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"Overall, we are very happy living there," said Jennifer Gonzalez, who along with her 
husband, Juan, bought a subsidized house in 2002.  
 
But, she added, "It's not the type of neighborhood where you would feel safe walking 
around in the evening after it starts getting dark. Even in the daytime, there are parts of 
the neighborhood that you just don't walk to for safety reasons." 
  
The deal  
With downtown Houston's photogenic, western skyline less than a mile away, the 37 
acres on which Allen Parkway Village sat were long considered prime real estate.  
The battle over that land and what to do with the public housing project - one of the 
country's earliest - date as far back as 1977.  
 
City officials floated the idea of razing the complex, selling the land and using the money 
to build what they said would be better low-income housing elsewhere.  
 
So started a two-decade battle that pitted residents and preservationists on one side, and 
public housing officials and private developers on the other.  
 
After the Houston Housing Authority voted unanimously to demolish Allen Parkway 
Village, residents and their supporters began their quixotic crusade to save the complex 
through grassroots protests and court battles, which went as high as the 5th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals.  
 
In the end, residents were unable to prevent the housing authority and federal officials 
from razing 778 of the complex's 1,000 units. Modern structures that look like any other 
apartments in Houston replaced some of the all-brick buildings.  
 
Lenwood Johnson, the residents' council president at the time and a key figure in the 
battle to save the complex, said he and others wanted the apartment community listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places to remain as it was. But they were pleased that 
public housing remained in the Fourth Ward and that no Allen Parkway Village land was 
used for any other kind of development.  
 
"The myth is that the people of Allen Parkway Village lost after a 15- or 20-year fight," 
Johnson said. "That's not true. Would you believe they didn't get one inch of Allen 
Parkway soil?"  
 
$57 million boost  
The federal Department of Housing and Urban Development agreed to pump $57 million 
into the redevelopment of the complex, which was renamed the Historic Oaks of Allen 
Parkway Village, and the surrounding community.  
 
As part of the agreement, the Houston Housing Authority provided 40 single-family 
homes as rental properties and 10 that it offered for sale. It also built the Victory Place 
apartments for low-income residents.  
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In a separate program, the city of Houston created four community development 
corporations to build subsidized, single-family housing.  
 
Jeff Smith, executive director of the Houston Housing Finance Corp., whose board is 
appointed by City Council, said the subsidized houses are deed-restricted as affordable.  
Ranging from approximately 1,000 to 1,600 square feet, the homes are priced from about 
$74,000 to $92,000.  
 
Eligible buyers, Smith said, can also receive $19,500 in down payment and closing-cost 
assistance.  
 
To date, he said, more than 225 families have purchased houses under the program.  
But strings are attached. HUD requires buyers to stay in the house for at least 10 years or 
repay the $19,500 down payment on a pro-rata basis. Under a City Council regulation, 
homeowners must remain for seven years or pay back a $20,000 land subsidy. Because 
the homes are listed as affordable, the Harris County Appraisal District has said it will 
not raise their appraised values for seven years. At the end of that period, appraisals - and 
taxes - can go up.  
 
That prospect worries some homeowners.  
"What will happen is the same that happened to the original residents - those who rented 
shotgun shacks who got pushed out," said Timothy O' Brien, who purchased a subsidized 
house in 2003.  
 
But Dan Rodriguez, HUD's director of public housing in Houston, said the federal 
government has made a long-term investment and has no intention of forcing anyone out.  
 
"There are no plans at all to turn around and dispose of those properties," he said. 
  
Saving the history  
The Fourth Ward's Freedmen's Town was settled in the 1800s by freed slaves. They built 
a vibrant community of blacksmiths and lawyers, teachers and brick makers, doctors and 
haberdashers.  
 
When Freedmen's Town was added to the National Register of Historic Places on Jan. 17, 
1985, it covered 64 acres and had 530 historic buildings.  
 
Today, community leaders say, only about 40 historic structures remain in the area, 
roughly bounded by Genesee, West Dallas, Arthur and West Gray streets.  
 
And even though Freedmen's Town and the remaining old buildings in Allen Parkway 
Village retain their historic designations, some fear they will lose that honor unless a 
moratorium is placed on demolition.  
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Housing authority officials said they had the area's history in mind when they renovated 
rental houses to meet Harris County Historical Society standards and designed new for-
lease homes.  
 
"The key was maintaining the historic feel of the neighborhood," said La Chanda 
Jenkins,the housing authority's spokeswoman.  
 
"So even the brand new (houses) had the same historic feel and value."  
Still, said architecture historian Stephen Fox, the redevelopment already has 
compromised the historical significance of Allen Parkway Village.  
 
`We are losing it'  
Preservationists say they are fighting to save the Fourth Ward's history because it is a 
starting point for Houston's black population.  
 
"Obviously we are losing it (history) because of the gentrification," said Debra 
Blacklock-Sloan, a researcher for the Fourth Ward's Rutherford B.H. Yates Museum. "I 
heard someone say, `If you tear down your history, you tend to forget.' "  
 
Pruett, the owner of the market-value loft apartment, believes most Fourth Ward residents 
want historic buildings to be saved. "Preservation," he said, "will help retain and support 
the property values in the neighborhood."  
 
But Spencer Lightsy, who bought a subsidized house with his wife, Kamren, four years 
ago, cited other concerns despite supporting preservation.  
 
"My mindset is, if it's historic, it needs to be restored," Lightsy said. "Don't just leave a 
crack house sitting there. A lot of people in the historic preservation society don't live in 
this neighborhood. They are not having to deal with people using those homes for 
prostitution, drug dealing and drug using."  
 
Mayor White said he is working to secure funds for better police protection in the Fourth 
Ward as well as the development of parks, repairs to streets and drainage, and the 
preservation of historic structures, such as the old houses on Victor Street.  
 
Despite the area's problems, some longtime residents vow to stay in the Fourth Ward, no 
matter what enticements developers might offer.  
 
"You don't let people run you out when you've been here, and your children grew up 
here, and you and your husband had your days here," said Lucinda Campbell, who has 
lived in the community for more than 50 years. "I wouldn't leave the Fourth Ward if they 
offered me a million dollars for this house."  
 
 
TIMELINE  
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Key dates in the evolution of the Fourth Ward, a historic neighborhood near downtown 
Houston:  
1840  
Fourth Ward is created and over the next 30 years becomes the home for thousands of 
freed slaves.  
 
1942  
Allen Parkway Village, one of the nation’s first public housing projects, is built in the 
Fourth Ward. 
  
1985  
Freedmen’s Town is added to the National Register of Historic Places.  
 
1996  
A compromise is reached allowing for redevelopment of Allen Parkway Village.  
 
THE OLD AND NEW FOURTH WARD  
Over the years, the Fourth Ward has changed from a political district to a home for freed 
slaves to a center of black cultural and professional life. The 1996 agreement to 
redevelop Allen Parkway Village ushered in demographic changes.  
 
1839: Established as one of four Houston political districts.  
 
1906: Encompassed much of current-day downtown and extended west to Montrose and 
south to Richmond. The Fourth, along with what by now were five other wards, ceased to 
be political districts and became geographic designations.  
 
Today: Maintaining its identity as the Fourth Ward is an area west of downtown roughly 
extending to Taft and Webster and corresponding to Census Tract 4101.  
 
Fourth Ward today  
Historic 4th Ward (1906 city limits)  
Allen Parkway Village  
Freedmen’s Town  
 
DEMOGRAPHICS  
Census tract 4101  
Black (non-Hispanic)  
1990 1,421  
2000 635  
 
Hispanic/Latino  
1990 750  
2000 875  
 
White (non-Hispanic)  
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1990 49  
2000 180  


