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Leaders unite to back historic black church / Community action stops a city 
demolition crew from razing fire-gutted landmark 
 
By LORI RODRIGUEZ 
Staff  

Community leaders stepped between a historic black institution and the city wrecking 
ball Monday after an early morning blaze gutted Bethel Baptist Church near downtown in 
the Fourth Ward.  

The fire broke out around 5 a.m., and at midafternoon firefighters still were trying to put 
out smoldering wreckage within the remaining brick facade. A bulldozer had been pulled 
up and was poised, but leaders flocked to the site in protest.  

"I was disappointed at the rush to demolish one of the African-American community's 
most historic buildings," said Houston City Councilwoman Ada Edwards, who represents 
a portion of the Fourth Ward.  

"If this was the Alamo that had burned, would officials just tear it down without trying to 
save or restore at least part of it?"  

Edwards and U.S. Rep. Sheila Jackson Lee, D-Houston, have asked Mayor Bill White 
and Houston Fire Department officials to spare what remains of the building until 
possible preservation can be explored.  

On the scene Monday, Assistant Police Chief Brian Lumpkin, who oversees the 
Neighborhood Protection Corps, said the church has been listed as a dangerous building 
for several years because of structural problems.  

"We don't do anything until the Fire Department tells us. But our main concern is to make 
sure that the building does not pose a danger to community residents."  

On national registry  

The Rev. Robert O. Robertson Jr., the longtime pastor of Bethel Baptist, moved his 
congregation to temporary quarters in the Fifth Ward a few years ago while renovations 
were being completed. Those upgrades have been slow but steady, he said.  

"Bethel is on the national registry of historic places. We've already spent $48,000 on just 
the cleanup and preparation for the improvements," said a distraught Robertson Monday.  



"I'm sure it was arson. We've had threats before and the fact is that some people don't 
want the church or us out here anymore."  

HFD District Chief Tommy Dowdy said arson investigators had been unable Monday to 
determine what started the fire, and the building was too unstable for them to enter safely.  

Early plans were to tear the building down and leave the cause undetermined, he said. 
That destruction now is on hold and an arson investigation is pending.  

Founded in 1896  

The church was founded on its current site at Andrews and Crosby streets in 1896 by the 
Rev. Jack Yates, when he left the neighboring Antioch Missionary Baptist Church, the 
city's oldest black church.  

In the great hurricane of 1900 that nearly wiped out Galveston, Bethel was leveled. 
Parishioners pitched in to rebuild.  

While the church was architecturally basic, the building and others in the core Fourth 
Ward area are within a federally designated historic district.  

In recent years, church leaders have been working with the Texas Historical Commission 
and the Houston Preservation Alliance to preserve the weathered structure.  

Meanwhile, it has been all but surrounded by sleek and gated condos and apartments that 
have been snapped up by affluent downtown workers.  

The Fourth Ward, once known as Freedman's Town or the "Mother Ward," was first 
settled by freshly emancipated slaves after the Civil War. Today, black leaders fear the 
neighborhood is moving toward total gentrification.  

`Could care less'  

"They could care less about the grass-roots residents here," said Gladys House, a 
longtime homeowner who leads the Freedmen's Town Association, of the newcomers.  

"Their only concern is what happens on their side of the fence."  

In February 1997, another early morning fire destroyed the Good Hope Missionary 
Baptist Church, which was founded in the Fourth Ward in 1872.  

While the congregation had moved to new quarters on North MacGregor in 1981, plans 
had been under way to restore the crumbling building for church programs.  



Black leaders then asked for an investigation and the cause was ultimately determined to 
be arson. City and federal officials, however, found no evidence that the crime was 
racially motivated.  

...  

BETHEL BAPTIST CHURCH  

What: One of the city's oldest black churches  

When: Founded in 1896 by the Rev. Jack Yates  

Where: At Andrews and Crosby in the historic Fourth Ward  

History: The church was rebuilt after the great hurricane of 1900  

Recently: Until Monday's fire, parishioners were trying to renovate the church with the 
help of the Texas Historical Commission and the Houston Preservation Alliance  

 


