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FOURTH WARD 
White vows capital improvements, protection 
Residents say dealing with crime is a top priority 

By JENNIFER FRIEDBERG 
Chronicle Correspondent  

Issues such as crime, racial profiling, historical preservation and street improvements 
brought out a standing-room-only crowd of Fourth Ward residents to a town hall meeting 
with city officials on Nov. 30 at the Historic Oaks of Allen Parkway Village. 

While Mayor Bill White, City Council members and Houston Police Department brass 
touted improvements, many residents remained skeptical in a neighborhood that has 
become increasingly divided between old and new residents. 

The Fourth Ward, also known as Freedmen's Town, is a neighborhood developed by 
freed slaves after emancipation in the 1800s. In the past 10 years it has seen the 
beginnings of a renovation with the construction of government-subsidized housing and 
new townhomes. 

White spoke to the crowd and answered questions about the city's plans for the 
neighborhood. 

"For too long we haven't had the capital improvements and public safety protection we 
deserve in this neighborhood," he said. 

White said he visits the neighborhood at least once a month. 

"I've been working very hard to find the funding," he said. 

He said he wants to see improvements on three fronts: capital projects, historical 
preservation and public safety. 

Said White about crime, "It's a high priority for us to make the neighborhood safer." 

White also cited projects the city is working on such as improvements to streets and 
drainage while maintaining as many as possible of the original bricks laid by the freed 
men, upgrades to local parks and renovations to historic buildings such as the Gregory-
Lincoln Education Center. 

He said the city wants to preserve buildings such as Bethel Baptist Church on Andrews 
Street, which was burned in 2005, and make it a museum. He also wants to preserve 
some of the original architecture such as the row houses. 



"If we do the improvements that I'm talking about, this will be a more desirable place to 
live," he said. "I cannot guarantee the only people who will move back are the people 
whose parents were born here." 

HPD Assistant Chief Michael Thaler spoke of some positive crime trends, but also said 
battling the drug trade in the area is a high priority. 

He said from January-October, crime in the Fourth Ward has mostly decreased from the 
same period in 2005. Violent crime (murder, robbery, rape and aggravated assault) is 
down by 8.6 percent, while non-violent crime (burglary, auto theft and theft) is down by 
14.6 percent. Robbery and auto theft are the only areas that increased. 

Of the incidents of robbery, about half were narcotics related, Thaler said, where drug 
dealers baited their victims with drugs and robbed them instead. Narcotics is one of the 
major crime issues in the area, Thaler added. 

HPD Assistant Chief Brian Lumpkin said the police have recently taken down 127 
dangerous buildings and are working to remove junk vehicles. 

U.S. Rep. Sheila Jackson-Lee, D-Houston, a former council member, mentioned the city's 
past failure to take care of the streets. 

"Before I left council, we had a plan for those streets that we never made good on," she 
said. 

But she also said the offer of help from the officials at the meeting "is a good one." 

Council member Peter Brown advocated creating a neighborhood plan under the structure 
of the Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone. 

"If you don't get that kind of commitment, things tend to slip away," he said. 

Michael Marcotte, director of the Public Works Department, said the streets construction 
project should go to bid in March 2007 and the work should begin next summer. 

Other officials present included council members Sue Lovell and Carol Alvarado, who 
hosted the meeting, and City Attorney Arturo Michel. 

Kelly Williams, vice president of the Fourth Ward Homeowners Association, said HPD 
and the city need to beef up police patrols, install surveillance cameras and launch an 
undercover investigation to stop drug deals. He said his organization also wants to see 
street and sewer repairs, and better lighting. 

"The residents of the Fourth Ward have heard promises for years — now is the time for 
action," he said. 



Said resident Sally Wickers of the promises government officials made at the meeting, "I 
just hope it's not history repeating itself." 

She added she would believe the changes when she sees them. 

Wickers said the new residents should get involved in the community if they want to be a 
part of it. 

"We could solve all of this 'them and us' if the new residents would come to the 
churches," she said. 

Wickers said the churches are the heart and soul of the black community and could be a 
way to bring everyone together. 

Christine Diaz, president of the Fourth Ward Homeowners Association, read a statement 
saying she wanted to "set the record straight" about the goals of the association, which 
represents many of the newer residents. 

"Our goals are simple — to preserve the historical integrity of our neighborhood, to 
provide a safe environment for all residents of the Fourth Ward and to help build 
community," she said. "We are proud to call Freedman's Town our home." 

Diaz said the association does not support tearing down historical structures and is 
seeking help from officials to help rid the area of crime. 

"However, we do not approve of any unnecessary physical force or verbal harassment by 
HPD or any law enforcement agency against any resident or human being, for that 
matter," she said. 

Crime was a particular concern for many residents. 

Sharee Hamlin, who has lived in the Fourth Ward for four years, said after the meeting 
her immediate concern "is the drug dealers who are standing in front of my house right 
now." 

She said they are there every night and she calls the cops often, but when the police 
come, the drug dealers scatter and come back once the police leave. 

Some residents said they felt officers have been racially profiling black men and 
harassing law-abiding residents. 

Thaler said HPD receives a number of complaints about individuals loitering on the 
streets in the open-air drug market the neighborhood has become. In an effort to curb the 
drug trade, he said, "it's not unusual (for HPD officers) to go out there and stop and talk 
to someone. 



"Officers are asked to address street-level narcotics issues and, given that, they must 
balance between ensuring that the constitutional protections afforded every individual are 
maintained, while attempting to actively interdict criminal activity." 

Jacqueline Beckham, president of the Freedmen's Town Neighborhood Association and a 
52-year resident, said after the meeting that many residents fear the police because "they 
harass young black men." 

"The way people in my community are being treated — there is a certain amount of fear 
walking up and down the street," she said. "They say they're drug dealers, but I don't 
think it's that. It's that they don't want to see us at all. I get the feeling that the purpose in 
all of this is to drive people that look like me out of the community." 

Said HPD Public Information Officer Gabe Ortiz, "If somebody felt they were being 
harassed they can always come in and file a formal complaint." 

Ortiz said to his knowledge HPD has not received any complaints of racial profiling or 
harassment. 

Emma Palmer, a two-year resident of the Fourth Ward, said the people causing problems 
are not residents. 

"It's people from the outside coming in," she said. 

 


