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Sally Wickers, left, executive director of the Coalition of Pastoral Leaders Freedmen's Town Houston, and 
Lue Williams lament the demolition of Mt. Carmel Missionary Baptist Church in the Fourth Ward. 
A part of history came down Friday when a church in Freedmen's Town — a section just west of downtown 
established by freed slaves — was demolished. 
 
Bricks started falling off the Mt. Carmel Missionary Baptist Church in the morning and before noon 
officials decided the 68-year-old structure was too far gone to salvage. 
 
Gloria Thomas sat on the steps of a nearby abandoned house Friday evening, her eyes glued to the structure 
that housed many cherished memories. 
 
Thomas said she was married in the church 25 years ago and had attended services there as a child. "God's 
going to show up and rebuild," said Thomas, who was among about three dozen people who watched as an 
excavator tore into what remained of the church. "It will be a testimony." 
 
Boarded up for years 
The church, at the intersection of Valentine and Ruthven, was boarded up for several years much like other 
older buildings that sit in the shadows of downtown. The dilapidated structures, which include other 
century-old churches established by freed slaves, now sit among new townhomes and with downtown 
skyscrapers as a backdrop.  
 
"It just hurts my heart. The heritage these freed slaves put together, now it can't be retrieved," said Reginald 
Moore, a community activist who for years has tried to raise money to restore Mt. Carmel and other 
churches in the Fourth Ward. "It's deplorable for this to happen in 2008." 
 
The city's Archaeological and Historical Commission filed a request in February to give the church a 
designation as a protected landmark. 
 
The church was established in 1915. The current two-story church building and parsonage were built in 
1940 and were extensively remodeled and bricked in 1954, according to city records. 
 



"We are concerned about history but we also know that we humbly bow to God's will," 50-year church 
member Lue Williams said after the demolition decision was made. "We are planning on rebuilding and we 
are trusting God to take care of us and guide us in the direction that he will have us to go." 
 
 
New construction in area 
Many of those gathered near the church Friday were saddened that a piece of history was vanishing, much 
like other structures in the area that have been gobbled up by new construction and development.  
 
Instead of single-story woodframe homes with front porches on the narrow streets that made up the Fourth 
Ward, today many of those homes have been razed and replaced with affordable housing that is mostly 
townhomes with single-car garages. 
 
"We recognize the historical value here," said John Obsta, president of the New Fourth Ward Homeowners 
Association. "We're a homeowners association but we have to think of the safety of the public and 
homeowners." 
 
Nearby residents told the Chronicle that the abandoned church had become an eyesore and a gathering 
place for drug dealers and prostitutes. Others said the church with boarded-up windows and overgrown 
grass was a haven for transients. 
 
"The homeless people were just lined up right on the steps," said Linda Feldman, a five-year resident of the 
neighborhood. "They camped out there." 
 
Drug problem cited 
Neighbor Felix Cisneros said people who frequent downtown Houston nightclubs and people who arrive in 
town at the nearby downtown bus terminal buy drugs in the neighborhood.  
 
"It's like a drive-in," Cisneros said. "We have tried to clean the neighborhood up and we can't do it." 
 
Throughout the demolition Friday, crews preserved some fixtures, including photographs, cornerstones, a 
church bell and what appeared to be an antique sewing machine. 
 
Jemimah Noonoo contributed to this report. 
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