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HOUSTON, March 13— In its headlong rush to become the nation's fourth-largest city, Houston has 
never been particularly noted for preserving its past. ''Growth'' is a civic mantra, and public angst over 
whether the place is getting ''too big'' or ''losing its character'' is virtually nonexistent. For good and for bad, 
Houston is a city that mostly seems to look ahead.  
 
But for many Houstonians, the redevelopment of the city's historic Fourth Ward has struck a deeply 
troubling nerve. The neighborhood, also known as Freedmen's Town, was founded by former slaves, and at 
one time was one of the most vibrant black communities in the country, full of stores, night clubs, theaters, 
carefully built wooden homes and brick and cobblestone streets.  
 
Today, blight has overtaken much of the Fourth Ward, a place that is in the shadow of downtown and, 
despite its rundown feel, still commands remarkable views of the glass and steel skyline that began 
sprouting here in the oil boom years. Much of the commercial activity has ceased, but it is still a 
community. Hundreds of people live here, many making do in crumbling houses that rent for about $200 to 
$300 a month.  
 
For these people, some of whom have lived here for five decades or more, the sweeping plans of the city 
and private developers for ''renewal'' and ''renaissance'' in the Fourth Ward are not welcome news. 
Surrounded by bulldozers that have already begun knocking down some of the homes, the longtime 
residents are threatened by the planned residential redevelopment, in which even the designated 
''affordable'' units will carry rents that are twice what they pay now.  
 
On top of that, there is a clear sense that the demolition of the shotgun and row houses of the Fourth Ward 
is taking away a part of Houston's history.  
 
''These old houses are just full of stories,'' said 71-year-old Lillie Mae Savage, who raised eight children in 
her five-room, lemon-colored rental house on Cook Street, where she has lived for 49 years. ''I just don't 
think they should go tearing them all down like that.''  
 
Mrs. Savage spent most of her working life at a laundry two blocks away until it closed several years ago. 
She says that if the house is sold and boarded up to await demolition -- the fate of dozens of homes around 
her -- she has no idea where she will live or how she will afford it.  
 
Margaret Gaines, 44, a home health-care worker who has boarded-up homes all around her, was even more 
blunt.  
 
''This whole plan just doesn't make any sense,'' said Ms. Gaines, as she gave a visitor a tour of her 
clapboard house and a cacophonous but cheerful backyard full of dogs and chickens.  
 
''They've got all this history here,'' Ms. Gaines said. ''Why are they going to tear it all up to build some 
condominiums I couldn't possibly afford anyway? Why fix the neighborhood up just so they can throw 
people like us out of the way?''  
 
About 130 people living in 30 properties have already been evicted, and the demolition of the old houses is 
expected to displace at least 250 more. Partly because many of the residents are elderly, the evictions have 



commanded a lot of news media attention here, and the overall renewal plan has put the city's new Mayor, 
Lee P. Brown, who ran on a campaign pledge to be ''Mayor for all of Houston,'' in a difficult spot.  
 
Mr. Brown recently persuaded the City Council to pass a plan that he says will help pay moving costs of 
residents affected by redevelopment and find them places to live at reduced rents, partly by using Federal 
money. ''We don't want people losing their homes and not having any place to live,'' Mr. Brown said after 
the vote. ''To me, it's just that simple. It's not a matter of legality -- it's an issue of morality.''  
 
With 30,000 names already on the city's list for public housing and rental assistance, many people in the 
Fourth Ward are skeptical that the new plan will work as intended. There is also anger that the city has 
designated $3.4 million in subsidies for the housing plan, while scaling back the number of ''affordable 
homes'' to 150 from an original target of at least twice that. About 350 ''market-rate'' homes and apartments 
are also planned.  
 
''They are revitalizing neighborhoods, but not for the people who actually live there,'' said Christine Felton, 
an independent filmmaker who is preparing a documentary on the Fourth Ward. Even with the blight in the 
Fourth Ward, Ms. Felton added, ''there's a real sense of community.''  
 
''People are interdependent there,'' she said. ''Seniors have survived with limited resources because they take 
care of each other.''  
 
Lenwood Johnson, a tenant leader who headed the unsuccessful fight to prevent the demolition of most of 
Allen Parkway Village, a nearby 1940's-era housing project, told Fourth Ward residents at a recent meeting 
that renewal plans threaten all poor people living near downtown. ''If a tiger came into our village and 
devoured one of us, you shouldn't get comfortable with that and think he's done what he came to do,'' said 
Mr. Johnson, who is trying to rally churches and residents to create a trust fund to buy and preserve the 
Fourth Ward homes. ''He's going to get hungry again and come back the next day.''  
 
Elizabeth Bailes, a postal carrier who delivers the mail in the neighborhood, paused the other day and said 
she was sad to see the houses being boarded up one by one.  
 
''I know a lot of this is that these people rent, so they don't have any say-so,'' Ms. Bailes said. ''But it seems 
to me that if you've been in the same place for 40 or 50 years, you ought to have squatters' rights or 
something. These people aren't being looked out for.''  
 
And Frank Savage, Mrs. Savage's son, said it was not just a question of moving people elsewhere. ''You 
take an old person and move them to where they don't know anybody, that's just like destroying them,'' he 
said. ''To me, that's what the real hurting part is. A lot of these folks have been here forever.''  
Photos: The redevelopment of Houston's blighted Fourth Ward, left, worries many longtime residents. 
Margaret Gaines, above, said the plan, which is forcing elderly residents to move, ''just doesn't make any 
sense.''  
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