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PROTECTED  LANDMARK  DESIGNATION  REPORT 

 
LANDMARK NAME:   St. James United Methodist Church  AGENDA ITEM:  II.c 
OWNER:   St. James United Methodist Church  HPO FILE NO.:  08PL58 
APPLICANT:  Robert H. Fleming  DATE ACCEPTED:  Feb-29-08 
LOCATION:  1217 Wilson Street – Freedmen's Town National 
Register Historic District 

 HAHC HEARING:  Apr-17-08 
PC HEARING:  Apr-24-08 

30-DAY HEARING NOTICE:  N/A   

SITE INFORMATION: 

Lot 6, Block 22, Castanie Addition, City of Houston, Harris County, Texas.  The site includes a one-
story brick church. 

TYPE OF APPROVAL REQUESTED:  Landmark and Protected Landmark Designation 

HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE SUMMARY:  

St. James United Methodist Church, located at 1217 Wilson Street, is a historic church in the 
Freedmen's Town National Register Historic District, a community settled after Emancipation that was 
once a thriving center of black social, cultural, religious, and commercial life in Houston.  St. James 
Methodist is the oldest church congregation in Freedmen's Town, and has been a landmark for many 
years at the corner of Wilson and Andrews streets. The congregation formed between 1865 and 1867 
when a group of residents sought the help of Trinity Methodist Episcopal Church downtown to establish 
a church in their neighborhood.  St. James has the distinction of being the only United Methodist 
congregation in the community for over 125 years, and is today one of only nine historic church 
congregations remaining in Freedmen's Town.  The present building was constructed in 1957 after a fire 
destroyed the previous structure.    

Almost 75% of the Freedmen's Town Historic District’s buildings have been demolished, yet the district 
remains extremely significant architecturally and historically. The few historic buildings remaining in 
the district are therefore even more important today, and represent a strong element of community 
sentiment and pride.   St. James United Methodist Church meets Criteria 1, 3, 4, 5, and 8, and is a 
contributing building to the Freedmen’s Town National Register Historic District - all considerations for 
Landmark and Protected Landmark Designation. 

HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE: 
St. James United Methodist Church is the oldest church congregation in Freedmen's Town.  The church 
formed sometime between 1865 and 1867 when a group of residents of Freedmen's Town asked the 
elders of Trinity Methodist Episcopal Church, which was located downtown at Bell and Travis, to assist 
them in securing a place of worship nearer to their homes.    

Before emancipation, black Methodists were affiliated with the Methodist Episcopal Church, South.  
Missionaries representing Northern-based denominations came to Texas at the end of the Civil War.  
The first African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church missionary arrived in late 1865.  By 1868, the 
church claimed 3,000 members.  In 1875, the African Methodists of Texas received their own bishop, 
who presided over the Texas Annual Conference.  The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church was 
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smaller than the AME Church, but had enough members by 1881 to warrant the formation of an annual 
conference.  Although Northern whites controlled the Methodist Episcopal (ME) Church, it aggressively 
and successfully recruited black members.  Claiming to be a biracial organization without segregation, 
ME missionaries appealed to African Americans who envisioned a racially integrated society.  For the 
most part, however, ME churches in Texas were predominantly white.  Only slowly did blacks gain 
entry into the ME ministry, and not until the twentieth century did they rise in the organizational 
hierarchy.  Through its relationship with the Freedmen's Bureau, however, the ME Church was able to 
secure ownership of church buildings, a valuable asset in the Methodist competition for black adherents 
who owned little property.  Methodist Episcopal leaders met at Trinity Church in Houston in 1867 and 
organized the Texas Conference, which by 1871 claimed 7,934 black members and fifty-one ministers.  
The Methodist Episcopal Church, South, attempted to retain its black membership in segregated 
churches by transferring title to church property to congregations that remained affiliated with it. 

One Sunday evening, a group of Freedmen's Town residents met with trustees of Trinity Methodist 
Episcopal Church and established West Point Church under a brush arbor located on Howard Street at 
Nash (Lion) Street (one block north of 'City Cemetery' on West Dallas, now part of Allen Parkway 
Village) and began to hold services.  In 1867, Ambrose Kelsey purchased Lot 1 in Block 7 of the 
Hardcastle Addition in Freedmen's Town to provide a place of worship for the West Point Church 
congregation.  In a deed dated September 2, 1871, Kelsey conveyed the property to the trustees of the 
Trinity Methodist Episcopal Church. 

In January 1873, during the Seventh Annual Methodist Conference held in Galveston, the elders and 
members of Trinity Methodist were instrumental in officially organizing the 'West Point Church Brush 
Arbor' with Gabriel Todd appointed as the first pastor of the church.  The Houston City Directory for 
that year listed the church as 'West Point African Methodist Church.'  Following Gabriel Todd was a 
great succession of ministers, each serving for a year or two.   

Benjamin Oliver Watrous became pastor in 1878, and during his two-year tenure, the church's name was 
changed to St. James Methodist Episcopal Church.  Reverend Jeremiah Smith was pastor from 1890 to 
1891, and folklore holds that he encouraged residents of the community to brick the streets in some 
portions of Freedmen's Town. 

In 1901, under Samuel W. Johnson's term, St. James trustees entered into a contract with the Board of 
Home Missions & Church Extension of the Methodist Episcopal Church to 'procure and possess a house 
of worship.'  The church was remodeled during the 1906-1907 tenure of pastor Christopher C. 
Minnegan.  

On March 30, 1908, the city passed an ordinance establishing the area where the church was located as a 
'reservation' or 'red-light district.'  Reverend T. S. Pryor (1909-1911) worked to find another location to 
hold worship.  In December 1909, the city issued a quit-claim deed on the Hardcastle property to St. 
James trustees and they in turn sold it to T. F. Loftus.  Church lore holds that two church members, 
Johnny Routte, Sr., and J. R. Williams, spearheaded the effort to move the church by donkey and 
buckboard wagon to the northeast corner at Andrews and Wilson Street. 

In January 1910, church trustees purchased Lot 6 in Block 22 of the Castanie Addition, the present site 
of the church at the northeast corner of Andrews and Wilson streets.   The Jeff Bland Lumber and 
Building Company was hired to construct a "one frame, shingle roofed, weather-boarded church 
building, dimensions 48 feet by 60 feet, one story with two towers, inside walls to be ship-lapped and 
papered, ceiled overhead with beaded ceiling and painted two coats and exterior of building, except 
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roof, to be painted two coats of best paint. Also one frame, shingle roofed, weather boarded parsonage 
building, dimensions 22 feet by 35 feet, one story, with four rooms, hall and front porch, interior except 
kitchen, to be shiplapped and papered, kitchen to be ceiled and painted two coats, exterior of building, 
except roof, to be painted with two coats of best paint."  The church's cornerstone was erected in the 
same year.  According to the city directory, there were only two other African-American Methodist 
churches in Houston at that time - Sloan M.E. Church at 720 Sydnor and Trinity M.E. Church at 1412 
Travis. 

Under the leadership of Reverend L. A. Greenwood from 1931 to 1939, modern improvements were 
made to St. James church, auxiliaries were standardized, and programs for children were designed.  
From 1940 to 1951, Reverend L. B. Allen was assigned to St. James and during his tenure, a new 
building fund was initiated.  In 1954, Richard Howard Robinson assumed the helm of the church and 
orchestrated an aggressive major building fund program.  On January 10, 1957, church trustees hired 
architect J. J. Hawkins to construct a church building at a cost of $60,993.86.  On October 13, 1957, 
Heights Lodge #280, a black Masonic lodge, leveled the cornerstone.  The church's entrance was made 
to face Wilson Street.   

In 1969, St James became a member of the Texas Conference of the United Methodist Church, and the 
name was changed to St. James United Methodist Church.  In 1990, Mary J. Cebrun was installed as the 
first female pastor of St. James.  The following year, property behind the church was purchased and 
converted to parking lot.    

St. James has been the only United Methodist congregation in the Freedmen's Town community for over 
125 years, and is now one of only nine remaining historic congregations in Freedmen's Town.  Almost 
75% of the Freedmen's Town Historic District’s buildings have been demolished, yet the district 
remains extremely significant both architecturally and historically. Since so few of the historic buildings 
remain, they are even more significant today. Moreover, these buildings represent a strong element of 
community sentiment and public pride.    

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION AND RESTORATION HISTORY:  

St. James United Methodist Church is a one-story church building of brick veneer construction built to 
the sidewalk line at the intersection of Andrews and Wilson streets.  The low-pitched gable end of the 
church faces south towards Andrews.  A circular stained glass window is centered beneath the gable.  
The circular window is framed by two widely spaced, rectangular stained glass windows. A small 
narthex projects forward from the southwest corner of the building at the Andrews-Wilson intersection. 
The long, west-facing Wilson Street elevation consists of the four bays of the nave.  These are marked 
off by stepped buttresses.  One rectangular stained glass window is centered between each of the 
buttresses.  A three-story tower with a two-staged peaked roof rises from the northwest corner of the 
nave.  North of the tower and the nave is a two-story education building. Its narrower, gabled west end 
faces the street.  No modifications have been made to the building since it was built in 1957. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

Harris County Contract Records, Vol 43, Pg 559; Vol 85, Pg 268; Vol 25, Pg 553; Vol 149, Pg 215.  

Harris County Deed Records, Vol 7, Pg 341; Vol 9B, Pg 592; Vol 238 P 436; Vol 243, Pg 564.  

Houston City Directories, 1873, 1911-1912, 1951. 
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Sanborn maps, 1924 and 1934. 

St. James United Methodist Church, historic documents.   
 
The information and sources provided by the applicant for this application have been reviewed, verified, 
edited and supplemented with additional research and sources by Diana DuCroz, Planning and 
Development Department, City of Houston.  

APPROVAL CRITERIA FOR PROTECTED LANDMARK DESIGNATION: 

The HAHC shall review each application for designation of a protected landmark that is included in an 
application for designation of a landmark at the same time and in the same manner as it reviews and 
considers the application for a landmark.  The HAHC and the Planning Commission, in making 
recommendations with respect to a protected landmark designation, and the City Council, in making a 
designation, shall consider whether the building, structure, site, or area meets at least three of the criteria 
in Section 33-224, or one of the criteria in Section 33-229, as follows: 
 
 S  NA S - satisfies     NA - not applicable 

Meets at least three of the following (Sec. 33-229(a)(1): 

        (1) Whether the building, structure, object, site or area possesses character, interest or value as 
a visible reminder of the development, heritage, and cultural and ethnic diversity of the 
city, state, or nation (Sec. 33-224(a)(1);  

    (2) Whether the building, structure, object, site or area is the location of a significant local, 
state or national event (Sec. 33-224(a)(2);  

    (3) Whether the building, structure, object, site or area is identified with a person who, or 
group or event that, contributed significantly to the cultural or historical development of 
the city, state, or nation (Sec. 33-224(a)(3);  

    (4) Whether the building or structure or the buildings or structures within the area exemplify a 
particular architectural style or building type important to the city (Sec. 33-224(a)(4);  

    (5) Whether the building or structure or the buildings or structures within the area are the best 
remaining examples of an architectural style or building type in a neighborhood (Sec. 33-
224(a)(5);  

    (6) Whether the building, structure, object or site or the buildings, structures, objects or sites 
within the area are identified as the work of a person or group whose work has influenced 
the heritage of the city, state, or nation (Sec. 33-224(a)(6);  

    (7) Whether specific evidence exists that unique archaeological resources are present (Sec. 33-
224(a)(7);  

    (8) Whether the building, structure, object or site has value as a significant element of 
community sentiment or public pride (Sec. 33-224(a)(8).  

AND 

    (9) If less than 50 years old, or proposed historic district containing a majority of buildings, 
structures, or objects that are less than 50 years old, whether the building, structure, 
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object, site, or area is of extraordinary importance to the city, state or nation for reasons 
not based on age (Sec. 33-224(b).  

OR 

    The property was constructed before 1905 (Sec. 33-229(a)(2); 

OR 

    The property is listed individually in the National Register of Historic Places or 
designated as a “contributing structure” in an historic district listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places (Sec. 33-229(a)(3);   

OR 
    The property is recognized by the State of Texas as a Recorded State Historical Landmark 

(Sec. 33-229(a)(4).  

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION : 

Staff recommends that the Houston Archaeological and Historical Commission recommend to the 
Houston Planning Commission the Landmark and Protected Landmark Designation of the St. James 
United Methodist Church at 1217 Wilson Street.   



CITY OF HOUSTON 
Archaeological & Historical Commission                           Planning and Development Department 

 

 6

 
SITE LOCATION MAP 

ST. JAMES UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 
1217 WILSON STREET  

NOT TO SCALE 
 
 

 


