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Some residents envision new ray of hope in the Fourth Ward 
Issues exist, but others believe city will finally provide promised services 

By JENNIFER FRIEDBERG 
Chronicle Correspondent  

In a neighborhood that was founded by freed slaves, almost 150 years later Freedmen's 
Town residents still feel disenfranchised as they wait for long promised city services. 

At the same time, the Fourth Ward neighborhood has changed, becoming more diverse 
with new development, and there is infighting between the new and old residents. 

While all residents want to see less crime — particularly drug dealing — historic 
preservation and public works projects such as fixing streets, they are having a hard time 
trusting the city government after decades of broken promises. And residents are having 
difficulty working together. 

Said Lenwood Johnson, a member of the Free Man's Neighborhood Association, "Lack 
of city services has been an issue since the founding of the community." 

The Fourth Ward, or Freedman's Town, came into being in the mid- to late-1800s after 
emancipation as Houston's predominant black neighborhood. 

Then with desegregation in the 1950s, blacks began to leave. The Gulf Freeway was 
built, splitting the neighborhood. 

Historic row houses, many owned by absentee landlords, were allowed to crumble. 
Racial politics squashed three city plans for development. 

The current rift in the neighborhood began in the 1990s, with a failed attempt to build 
affordable housing by the now-defunct Houston Renaissance, which spent millions of 
dollars granted by the Houston Housing Finance Corp. 

Developers move in 

To pay for the failed project, HHFC sold land on the east side of the Fourth Ward to 
private developers, who built condos and townhomes to pay for affordable and 
historically conforming housing on the west side.  

The new buildings were a draw for professionals who wanted to live close to downtown. 
Land also was sold to the Houston Housing Authority to build subsidized housing. 



"This whole gentrification thing is heartless," said Donna Garrett, who has lived in the 
Historic Oaks of Allen Parkway for five years. 

Garrett said people who were renting the older homes were pushed out when developers 
bought them to turn them into townhomes. Now many of those people are homeless. 

"We are all a paycheck away from being right down there on that corner where those 
people are," she said. "I myself live on a Social Security check and feel no more secure 
than anyone else. 

"We don't mind making it new and pretty and appealing, but why do we have to leave? 
Why do you have to raise our rent? Why would you price it so the poor people can't 
afford it?" 

In December 2000, Marcia Shannon was the first person to move into a new home in the 
Fourth Ward. Six years later, she said she feels disenfranchised. 

"I don't see things really getting better because there were a lot of promises that haven't 
been kept, like the infrastructure," she added. "I see a lot of new homes, but the roads are 
still messed up." 

Shannon said in the beginning she tried to be active in the community, participating in the 
homeowners association, but got fed up. 

"I've pretty much just shut down from getting involved in any community stuff," she said. 

After the original homeowners association was rendered dysfunctional, a new group — 
the New Fourth Ward Homeowners Association — was formed. It elected its first board 
this year. 

Jim Tiebout, a two-year homeowner who sits on the group's board, said he understands 
some residents felt they were ignored by the city until the new homes were built, but at 
this point he hopes everyone can work together. 

As for the homeowners association, he said, "I think it's mostly to clean up the 
neighborhood and get things taken care of, to solve the problems we have and make it a 
better place to live. 

"It's not to disenfranchise people and create tension between different groups." 

At a meeting in November 2005 with city leaders, including Mayor Bill White, District I 
council member Carol Alvarado and Houston Police Department officers, new promises 
were made for the area. 

Possible changes 



According to Alvarado's office, this is what is happening in the Fourth Ward:  

•On Dec. 13, Houston City Council approved a $1.1 million contract to start work on 
renovating the historic Gregory School on Victor Street. The plan has been to make it a 
museum and community center. 
•The city's Public Works Department is exploring a street lighting program to increase 
lighting to help reduce crime. 
•The Tax Increment Refinancing Zone is looking to use some funds to boost public 
safety. 
•A $2.4 million brick street restoration project, partially funded by the Texas Department 
of Transportation, is set to begin this year. Bricks will be refurbished on Andrews Street 
from Wilson to Dallas streets and on Wilson Street from Andrews to Dallas streets. 
"Freedmen's Town has become a diverse community with a diverse set of needs," 
Alvarado said. "There are a number of initiatives scheduled to improve the infrastructure 
and preserve the remaining historical integrity of the area. Many of these projects started 
before I came to council and will continue when I am gone." 

A 52-year resident and president of the Free Man's Neighborhood Association, 
Jacqueline Beckham said she would also like to see the old bricks relaid and the Gregory 
School renovated, but doesn't have much faith in the politicians because so far all she's 
seen is "just a lot of rhetoric." 

New Fourth Ward Homeowners Association president Christine Diaz said her group, 
which represents 229 homeowners, intends to keep tabs on the city. 

"We're happy he (White) acknowledged the Fourth Ward has been ignored for some time 
and we'll continue to follow and make sure what he says will happen." 

She believes longtime residents and new homeowners can make peace. 

"I feel that meeting was great because now we're talking to the longtime residents," Diaz 
said. "Once we start to reach out to each other, we'll find out we all have the same goals 
in mind and we can work together to make the Fourth Ward a better place for everybody. 

"This is happening in cities all across the U.S. where communities are becoming more 
diverse and it's all about understanding each other." 

The goals Diaz believes everyone can get behind are crime prevention, historic 
preservation and public works projects. 

"I think the bigger issue is just making sure the city takes care of its residents of the 
Fourth Ward and makes sure we're safe," Diaz said. "Everything else around us, if you 
look at areas like Midtown, it's improved except inside the Fourth Ward, so it's time for 
the city to pay attention to the Fourth Ward." 

Crime prevention 



In addition to the public works projects, one issue that has been on everyone's mind is the 
drug trade that has overtaken the neighborhood streets. Most say residents aren't the 
dealers, but people who come in from other areas.  

"I didn't realize it was that big of an issue until after I moved in," Diaz said. 

While new and old residents alike would like to see a solution to the drug problem, some 
are having trouble with the way they see HPD officers handling the situation. 

Some residents say officers have been racially profiling and looking for any reason at all 
to write tickets and arrest people, while others contend officers are just doing their jobs. 

Beckham said she sees the drug problem, but does not like the way officers are dealing 
with it. 

"What I see right now is intimidation and harassment by the police officers," Beckham 
said. 

She said drug dealers and people they are selling to all come into the Fourth Ward from 
other neighborhoods. But to curb the problem, police have been stopping residents at 
random and ticketing them for minor infringements. 

"I would like to see (the drug trafficking) stop, I really would. I don't condone that at all," 
Beckham said. "But there's a way to do it. You don't have to brutalize everybody because 
one or two of them are drug dealing. 

Said Garrett, "We invite the police here. I pay taxes, so yes, I welcome the sight of the 
police. But it is overzealous of them to think that every black person in the area is there to 
do harm. 

"They roll through regularly, more than they should. I think they're being really hard on 
us. If we find out it's one of these kids over here, we'll tell you because we don't want to 
live like that. 

"They're not getting the right people. They're harassing the people who live here." 

Johnson agreed. 

"Anytime the police come into contact with a low-income person, they find a reason to 
write them a ticket," Johnson said. "The new homeowners don't want people walking 
through their neighborhood, but it's a pedestrian neighborhood — that's why all the old 
houses have porches and stoops." 

Tiebout said he understands why the police are stopping people on the streets. 



"I had a policeman follow me home one day and he saw me pull into my driveway and 
said, 'Oh, you live here,' " Tiebout said. "It's to try to differentiate between who is a 
resident and who is not." 

Shannon said she calls the police if she sees a problem, but not everyone will for fear 
they would later be harassed. 

"I would like to see the police patrols be more and more visible," Shannon said. "If the 
guys that stand out in the streets selling drugs saw that, they would move to another 
area." 

Police have said anyone who believes they are being harassed can file a formal 
complaint, but stopping people on the streets is just part of how they do their job to keep 
the community safe. 

Renewed hope 

With the new promises, residents are allowing a new ray of hope to shine in.  

"We just have to follow up to make sure things change and we have to keep on top of 
them," Tiebout said. 

"I just think people should know that we want to be a viable community," Shannon said. 
"We have a bad reputation — the notorious Fourth Ward. We're trying to move forward 
and be a healthier community so we can give back." 

Said Beckham, "If there is a change I certainly hope it is for the better. I would like to see 
it happen." 

"There are a lot of longtime residents who were there before us and they're finally saying 
they want something to happen, so I think many people have been waiting for this for a 
very long time," Diaz said. "I'm sure 2007 will be a good year for the Fourth Ward. I 
know it's going to be a slow process, but with the mayor making a public announcement, 
it's a step in the right direction. 

"Once we start to work together, we'll see our goals are the same." 

 


