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October 15, 2004
Mr. Richard Lindsay
Houston Independent School District
2600 Southwest Freeway, Suite 200
Houston, TX 77098
Dr. Mr. Lindsay:
Fred L. McGhee & Associates (FLMA) presents the following research proposal for your
consideration and submittal to the Texas Historical Commission (THC). It has been generated in
conjunction with the HSPVA/Gregory-Lincoln community advisory committee, and represents a
negotiated consensus between a variety of stakeholders. The design is in keeping with the fivephase understanding previously agreed upon and reflected in a THC letter dated 28 June, 2004.
Although addressed to you, this proposed design is intended for public release and will be read
by a wide variety of people.
Project description/undertaking
The Houston Independent School District (HISD) intends to construct a new Performing and
Visual Arts High School in the historic Fourth Ward (a.k.a. Freedmenstown) section of Houston
between West Gray Avenue, West Dallas Avenue, Taft Street and Genesee Street. The project
also entails the demolition of the currently utilized Gregory-Lincoln Education Center (PK-8)
located at 1101 Taft Street and its replacement with a new Gregory-Lincoln Education Center.
The western boundary of the project along Taft Street lies between approximately 29º45’12.7”
and 29º45’27.2” of north latitude, and the southern boundary along West Gray Avenue stretches
between approximately 95º23’02.7” and 95º23’08.0” of west longitude. The entire project
footprint encompasses approximately 16.72 acres.
Research framework
In its letter dated 28 June, 2004 (see attachment 1) the THC outlined a broad five-phase historic
preservation program which reflected the input of various stakeholders. The purpose of what
follows in this document is to delve into greater detail about the goals of the overall research, the
nature of specific questions to be asked, and the desired outcomes of the general effort. This
project has a unique and complicated history, and it should be recognized in advance that the
goals of this investigation go beyond “pure research” to incorporate a variety of interrelated
concerns.
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Figure 1: Project Location. Houston Heights USGS Map

Site location/Previous research
The site location abuts the Freedmen’s Town Historic District’s western boundary along Genesee
Street (a copy of the district’s nomination is online at: http://atlas.thc.state.tx.us). Entered into
the National Register in 1985, the district’s integrity has been severely eroded since. Of the
original 580 contributing structures, less than 30 remain. Wile the most recent
Freedmenstown/Fourth Ward TIRZ Plan (Stull & Lee 2004) laments this devastating loss of
district integrity and envisions “historically compatible” development in this neighborhood, no
mention is made in the plan of a strategy to preserve the district as such. Without proper
planning, what little remains of the neighborhood could eventually be lost.
While an archival search conducted a few years ago by Roger Moore reveals that there have been
at least sixteen archaeological investigations within Loop 610 in Houston (see attachment 2), the
amount of archaeological research conducted in Freedmenstown itself has been episodic and not
done in a scientific manner.1 Other than the ongoing research effort spearheaded by the Yates
1

There are some exceptions, such as site 41HR787 which was conducted on land that would have fallen within
portions of the historical Freedmenstown neighborhood, but which is currently not located within the Freedmen’s
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Community Archaeology Project at the Rutherford B. H. Yates Museum Inc. the largest
archaeological investigations conducted in Freedmenstown were the highly controversial
projects conducted by Espey Huston, Inc. and PBS&J in conjunction with the demolition of the
San Felipe Courts Historic District, a.k.a. the Allen Parkway Village Public Housing Project (the
national register listing of the district is also available online at the Texas Historic Sites Atlas
website. The site’s archaeological designation is 41HR886).
The most controversial decision made in conjunction with previous archaeological investigations
was to ignore any post-1880 material culture as a research focus for the investigation.2 This
demonstrated a recurring prehistoric archaeology bias on the part of the investigators and project
reviewers, and was perceived as scientific racism by members of the Freedmenstown community
and their supporters. As subsequent events have shown, the amount of scientifically gathered
material culture about Afro-Texans in general is very small, and the amount of archaeological
information related to post-Juneteenth African American urbanization in Houston (a city
considerably more important than Dallas for studying these questions, for a variety of reasons) is
virtually nonexistent.
Major opportunities were thus lost. The HISD lot under discussion represents perhaps the last
best chance for the conductance of proper African American archaeology in this neighborhood
done with the latest and best historical archaeology methodology and theory.
A copy of PBS&J’s conclusions and recommendations for its work at Allen Parkway Village is
provided as attachment 3.
The other large project in this area has been the construction of the new Houston branch of the
Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, which is being built on land previously occupied by the Jeff
Davis Hospital along Allen Parkway. Regrettably, the THC does not have a Section 106
consultation for this project in its files, so it is difficult to confirm whether any archaeology has
been conducted in conjunction with the project and to assess its conclusions.
research questions
A major goal of this research effort will be to rectify the lost opportunity represented by the
substandard research conducted in conjunction with the archaeology conducted at AfricanAmerican sites in Houston and elsewhere. Post 1870/1880 material culture will be a research
focus of the archaeological investigations, as will oral history and further archival research. The
archaeology conducted on this site must be theoretically informed and thorough, and it must take
the intrinsic value of African American life and culture as a given. Accordingly, the research
questions asked will reflect what noted Black physical anthropologist Michael Blakey has termed

Town Historic District. “Block 12” served a variety of uses over the years, including as a residence for enslaved
African-Americans.
2
“This period [i.e. pre-1870/1880] was selected, in coordination with the THC, partly because sites of this early
historical period are exceedingly rare in Houston’s intensely developed urban landscape. This period was also
selected because historical records documenting post-1880 cultural developments are abundant and readily available
for research” (Foster and Nance 2002: 19).
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a “biocultural” focus that do not shirk difficult questions of political context or race, and which
takes linkages between contemporary Black populations and their ancestors seriously.
One positive feature of the research design has been its community focus, a key feature of
African American Archaeology projects. During his leadership of the African Burial Ground
Project in New York City, Michael Blakey noted : “GSA [the General Services Administration]
is our client, our business client. They own the site. The community is also our client. We
consider them our ethical client, and we give them priority and every level of respect we can”
(Royston 1996: 3). More recently Blakey and Mack (1998: 12) have observed: “We are truly
both participants and observers of cultural construction, engaged in an interactive process that
contributes to a more democratic and ethnically plural production of knowledge. In the end, this
knowledge contributes to a broadening of identity and ethnic empowerment.”
The primary focus of the research effort is to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding
of the conditions faced by Africans and their descendants in North America, more specifically
Texas and the city of Houston. More particularly:
1.) Who were the people that lived on this land?
2.) What were their physical and social conditions?
3.) What was their populational and geographic relationship to Freedmenstown and Houston
as a whole?
4.) What became of them?
Along with this, the following guiding vision is proposed:
VISION:
•
•
•
•

Empower residents of Freedmenstown through the process of remembering and
reinterpreting the past.
Atone for past missteps (misguided exhumation of burials at Allen Parkway Village)
by conducting intensive archaeological and anthropological research.
Collaboratively generate new knowledge about the Black experience in Houston
Honor and respect the history, culture, and continuing vibrancy of Freedmenstown

Methods
The June 28, 2004 letter from the THC to Richard Lindsay of Rebuild HISD (appendix 1)
outlines the general sequence of events that will help us to answer the above questions. It must
be stressed that a separate archaeology plan and burial treatment plan will be developed based
upon the results of oral history and archival research. Accordingly, the discussion which follows
goes into greater detail about the latter than the former. It is anticipated that more specific
research questions will be identified as the project starts to take shape.
Step 1: Archival research
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Most of the factual information contained in the two major archival studies conducted by Janet
K. Wagner & Co. is sound. She has conducted a lot by lot analysis of the study site, and
produces city records lists of owner occupants in the area. Her 2001 study is thorough, and
includes analysis of deeds, probates, tax, census, litigation, marriage, death, and survey
documents. Her 2003 study is also valuable for its analysis of textual records at the National
Archives and Records Administration (NARA) in Washington, D.C. , which will facilitate the
identification of human remains should burials be located. Some limitations of her studies
include:
•
•

•
•

Her study site is too small, stopping at Andrews St. at its northern boundary instead of
West Dallas St.
Her archival research efforts were chiefly directed towards establishing whether a
cemetery existed on the study site. She concluded that the possibility of the existence of
a cemetery could not be ruled out (Wagner 2001: 3-1 to 3-3) and recommended remote
sensing.
She only identifies landowners and tenants with names, but not the unnamed slaves who
also lived on the historic headright and worked as laborers.3
The archaeological probability model Ms. Wagner developed (Appendix B of her January
2003 study) based upon her land title analysis and unsourced “anecdotal folklore”
evidence is flawed.
o The model is premised on assumptions about African-American lifeways and
residential patterning, such as the inaccurate argument that cemeteries or burials
“probably would not” be located underneath or near house lots.4

Further archival research
Further archival research conducted by Prof. Janis Hutchinson of the University of Houston has
drawn attention to the fact that the former Union Hospital was located close to the development
site5, and that it was not uncommon for poor African-Americans to bury their dead on or near
residential areas. When these two research focuses are reconciled, it becomes clear that a
responsible archaeological testing program will have to go beyond the six or eight acres
originally envisioned by Janet K. Wagner & Co. as containing a “high probability” for the
presence of burials.
Nonetheless, little extra archival research is required to answer basic questions about land title
history and occupancy of this property (it should be mentioned that Janet Wagner is writing a
comprehensive history of the Smith family and is one of the foremost authorities on this subject).
The asking of additional questions and the adoption of a fresh perspective are what is needed.
Who were the enslaved people living and working with/for Mrs. Obedience Smith, John W.N.A.
3

For discussion of the Texas Headright land grant system see the following link:
http://jack0204.tripod.com/gen/Heskew/first_settlers.html
4
For some discussion of the history of residential segregation in the United States (and the role of city governments
and insurance companies in its implementation), see Massey & Denton’s classic work American Apartheid. For
discussion of the phenomenon in Houston, see Bullard’s classic Invisible Houston.
5
The hospital was located on the corner of Andrews and Genesee (Castania) St. For discussion see section 2.1.7 of
Wagner (2003).
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Smith, Phillip Fort, the George Baker Trust and others? Is it in fact true—as Janet Wagner
assumes—that graves would more likely be located on undeveloped land?
step 2: oral history
Definition
“Simply put, oral history collects spoken memories and personal commentaries of historical
significance through recorded interviews” (Ritchie 1995: 1). Oral history is about listening first,
mechanics second. Preparation is important, but a skilled interviewer does not consider
questions like a “script” or an inflexible or infallible instrument that cannot be changed or even
abandoned if circumstances require.
The Hawaiian Islands have a long and distinguished tradition of “talk story” and its approach and
cultural sensitivity lends itself particularly well to the conductance of oral histories in minority
communities elsewhere. In Hawaii, Talk Story can occur spontaneously and almost anywhere.
It is the manner in which family traditions, genealogies, political insights, thoughts, and feelings
are conveyed. While the approach may at first appear to be informal, linguists and others have
demonstrated that the approach contains specific rules and contextual cues (Nishimoto 1985,
Takaki 1993, 1996) that make it far more than simply “chewing the fat.” An analogy could be
Studs Terkel’s well-known interviewing approach which he once described as “engaging in
conversation, having a cup of coffee” (Ritchie 1995: 57). The point is simple: interview
subjects should not be thought of as computer databases to be “pumped” for information, but
rather as human beings deserving of consideration and respect with life histories and stories that
require a significant amount of emotional connection to elicit. Drawing on personal and shared
cultural experiences as well as inquiry and analysis, interviewers create a discursive frame in
which responses are both collaborative and consensual.
Talk Story approaches have a long and distinguished history of theory and application in
pedagogy and the social sciences (especially in Hawaii), and a fuller discussion is beyond the
scope of this proposal. For fuller discussion of the approach and how it has been applied over
the years, please visit the website of the Center for Oral History at the University of Hawaii at:
http://www.oralhistory.hawaii.edu and the excellent booklet How to do Oral History published
by the center.
There is no “one” way to do oral history
“Not every oral historian will agree with every point made here, since there is no uniform way of
doing oral history, and unconventional approaches sometimes work well” (Donald A. Ritchie
Doing Oral History, p. xiii).
“..Oral historians have established standards for doing interviews and principles for
dealing ethically with interviewees. But oral history is too dynamic and creative a field to be
entirely captured by any single definition. For every rule, an exception has worked” (Ritchie
1995: 1).
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Two oral history phases
Primarily because of time constraints, the oral history program will entail two distinct phases.
Phase I will be targeted towards contributing to answering specific questions about whether
burials are located on the development site, and will be directed towards providing information
that could prove useful in the development of an archaeological testing strategy. FLMA, which
has a demonstrated record of conducting work in Freedmenstown since 1996 and which is
qualified to perform the interviews in accordance with OHA, AHA, AAA, SfAA, and SHA
standards, will conduct the interviews. Estimated completion date: 17 December, 2004.
Phase II will entail the development of a more extensive oral history instrument that is more
targeted towards the research questions elaborated earlier. It is envisioned as a longer-term
effort whose more liberal time constraints will enable extensive detail. Interviews will be
conducted more as life histories, and interviewees will be asked specific questions about their
recollections and understanding of residential patterning in the Freedmenstown neighborhood,
and a host of other topics. Recording will be more extensive, and is anticipated to include
broadcast quality video, audio, professional interpretation, and perhaps the generation of a small
documentary film. At this time, it is anticipated that the effort will be spearheaded by Dr.
Merline Pitre of Texas Southern University and her staff. HSPVA/Gregory-Lincoln project
funding can be used as seed money for a THC funded long term oral history program that will
generate an extensive database of information about the history of Freedmenstown. A Phase II
research design will be submitted at the appropriate time.
phase i oral history process
The interviews will be digitally recorded using an Olympus DS-660 digital tape recorder with
external microphone. Still photographs and two minute video (QuickTime format) shall also be
recorded, utilizing an Olympus C-5050Z digital camera. Tape backup will be the GE 5376B
microcassette recorder with microphone. Interviews will be transcribed by the University of
Connecticut Center for Oral History (http://www.ucc.uconn.edu/%7Ecohadm01/).
The principles and ethical standards of the Oral History Association will be followed. Legal
release forms for each interview subject will be secured (the forms in the THC guidelines and the
newer ones in Ritchie 2003 are a good starting point).
All interviews, including transcripts, photos, and video, will be transferred onto CD and hard
copy and will become available for scholarly and community use, consistent with community
wishes.
Sample of open ended phase i questions
The following questions are listed for general information purposes only. The interviews
themselves will be driven first by individual context on a case by case basis.

Page 7 of 15

1. When did your family move to Freedmenstown?
2. What are your strongest memories of living here?
3. What do you know about burials or cemeteries in the area?
4. Where did you live as a child?
5. Who were your neighbors?
6. Do you know who lived at…(insert address, or colloquial name).
7. Where did you play as a child? Who were your playmates?
8. What was it like living in Houston during the 1930’s and 1940’s?
9. What did your parents do for a living?
10. Do you have any children? What are their names?
11. Where did you go to church?
12. What sort of things about Freedmenstown did your family or neighborhood elders tell
you?
13. How do you feel about the current state of Freedmenstown?
14. Did you ever visit the Jeff Davis hospital?
15. Did you know Rutherford B. Yates?
16. Do you remember what (insert structure) used to look like?
17. What do you remember about when the Beth Israel Cemetery was built?
18. Did you go to the Gregory School? If not, where?
19. What do you remember about Allen Parkway Village/San Felipe Courts?
20. Do you know if people were ever buried in their backyard?
21. What would you like to see take place in this neighborhood?
Prospective initial Interview subjects
1. Lucinda Solomon B. Campbell, 713-651-0790, 1621 Robin St.
2. Jacqueline King Beckham, 713-651-1349, 1308 Gillette St.
3. Ola House Kennedy, 713-951-0905, 1109 Wilson St.
4. John Taylor, 713-654-0182, 1602 Andrews #A
5. John Fenley, 713-449-2188, 1605 Saulnier St.
6. Mr. Cosey, 1217 Robin St. No Phone.
7. UMW Scottish Rite Grand Lodge, Masonic Lodge, 1102 Andrews St., 713-652-0592
8. Mr. Phillip Banada, 1302 Wilson St. No Phone.
9. Freddie Davis, 900 Cleveland St. No Phone.
10. Mrs. Williams, 1300 O'Neil. Phone Unlisted.
11. Mrs. Randall, 1116 Ruthven St. Phone Unlisted.
12. Darrell Patterson, 1105 Ruthven St., 713-269-2857.
13. Gladys House, 713-742-6995, 1605 Andrews St.
Archaeological research
A separate archaeological research plan will be submitted upon completion of oral history and
archival work. What follows is intended to furnish general discussion and perspective.
Definition
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Archaeology is not an exact science, although a body of theory and practice has evolved over the
years. The Society for Historical Archaeology (http://www.sha.org) defines historical
archaeology as follows:
Historical archaeology is the study of the material remains of past societies that also left
behind some other form of historical evidence. This field of research embraces the
interests of a diverse group of scholars representing the disciplines of anthropology,
history, geography, and folklore.
Writing in the Oxford Companion to Archaeology, Charles E. Orser observes:
The subject matter of historical archaeology begins in the fifteenth century. Many
historians believe that the Portuguese capture of Ceuta in North Africa in A.D. 1415
marks the commencement of the “modern” age and Europe’s search for worldwide power
and wealth. Historical archaeologists thus focus on both the famous and the anonymous
men and women of colonial and early modern history. European colonists, African
American slaves, Native American fur traders and laborers, Chinese railroad workers,
Cornish miners, German immigrant farmers, Irish tenants and their English landlords, and
Australian prisoners are among the people studied by historical archaeologists (Orser
1996: 279)
African-American Archaeology is a subfield of historical archaeology, and was described by
Theresa Singleton in 1999 in the following manner:
The archaeological study of African-American life has become a well established
research interest within American historical archaeology. Referred to as AfricanAmerican archaeology or the archaeology of the African diaspora, it is no longer seen as
simply an effort to capture unrecorded aspects of black history or to bring attention to the
heritage of a neglected community. Many archaeologists recognize a message of
Langston Hughes’s poem “I, Too”: you cannot fully understand the European colonial
experience in the Americas without understanding that of the African. The heightened
appreciation of African-American archaeology is transforming its goal from the study of
a forgotten people to the study of the formation and transformation of the black Atlantic
world. Archaeologists engaged in this research are increasingly concerned with issues
such as the analysis and representation of cultural identity, race, gender, and class;
cultural interaction and change; relations of power and domination; and the sociopolitics
of archaeological practice (Singleton 1999: 1).
The historical archaeology of African-Americans is a still a new topic in Texas, and is mostly the
domain of college professors and graduate students conducting “pure research” projects in a
variety of locations. However the field is growing, and the institutionalization of AfricanAmerican and Native American research programmes into the Texas archaeological mainstream
is starting to happen.
Theory and Method
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In most non-academic settings, the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines for
Archaeology and Historic Preservation (Federal Register Vol. 48, No. 190) furnish the baseline
method and theory guidance. The Standards, while very useful, should not, however, be thought
of as holy scripture. Indeed, the document itself states:
These standards and guidelines are not regulatory and do not set or interpret agency
policy. They are intended to provide technical advice about archaeological and historic
preservation activities and methods (p. 44716).
Whatever the approach, most archaeologists would agree with the Standards in that:
•
•

Specific research goals must be identified
The methods employed should be targeted towards obtaining the information identified in
the goals

The perhaps largest difference between more traditional Eurocentric research approaches and the
types of archaeologies that have become more common over the past 20-30 years is that the
newer approaches emphasize process, agency, and identity as much as outcome. Stated
differently, the more recent approaches mandate explicit emphasis on conduct as much as goals,
and encourage the generation of more collaborative research designs that overtly engage power
imbalances (and the need for empowerment) and political processes. The archaeology of
African-Americans is about empowerment, not just the generation of knowledge:
“Deep matters of theory, history, and politics are all present whenever African culture is
on the table, matters deserving as much care as do provenance, context, and form if we
are to advance an understanding of the character of the African presence in the Western
Hemisphere” (Perry and Paynter 1999: 301).
The entire project area should be considered archaeologically
sensitive
The inadvertent discovery of burials are common occurrence in Freedmenstown. It is therefore
mandatory that the entire project site be considered “high probability” for testing purposes
unless oral history information and/or further archival research clearly indicates otherwise.
Moreover, the bad faith demonstrated by various entities surrounding the flawed APV
excavations require that thorough archaeological investigation should be the rule for this site,
regardless of the anticipated utility of certain approaches. Accordingly, FLMA recommends:
•

•

Remote sensing. A metal detector survey of portions of the project site was conducted
and reported in an earlier JKW&CO report, and a ground penetrating radar survey was
scheduled as a follow up. Although the GPR survey was never conducted, the initial
instinct to perform that survey was correct. The paucity of data in this neighborhood and
the sensitivity of the site outweigh the potentially limited utility of the survey.
As mentioned, the actual site acreage of the entire project is about 16.72 acres. While it
is obviously impossible to conduct archaeological testing on the site of the current
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•

Gregory-Lincoln school, the entire area up to the school should be tested, including the
southern portions of the site where the demolished houselots used to be, and the northern
portion of the footprint including all of the track and ballfield. Therefore, all lots in block
38 should be investigated, as well as blocks 34, 39, 36 and so on.
Any subsurface sitework entailed with the demolition of the Gregory-Lincoln school
buildings and portables themselves will require archaeological monitoring.

Previous research design flawed
Appendix 4 furnishes a copy of the previously approved archaeological research design that was
based upon the probability model developed by Janet K. Wagner & Co. and Moore
Archaeological Consulting, Inc. Several conceptual changes must be made as a newer research
design begins to take shape:
•
•
•
•

The new research design must of course focus primarily on burials, but not to the
exclusion of the other research questions
The research design must do more than describe the mechanics of how the excavation
will be conducted
The research programme must take the African-American experience in Houston
seriously
The research design should not make assumptions about African-American mortuary
practices without corroborating evidence

A new probability model will be generated based upon the oral
history, remote sensing, and archival work
Once the data is in, an archaeological SOW can be finalized in conjunction with the community
committee and presented to the THC, as outlined in phases III and IV.
Burials and Sampling
The most immediate question that needs answering is confirmation of the presence or nonpresence of burials. An appropriate geospatial sampling strategy will be developed for the
sampling universe (Shafer 1997: 25) developed in the archaeological research design, and a
variety of archaeological testing techniques (including, but not limited to test trenching) will be
employed to answer the burials question with at least average scientific certainty. The location
of test pits, shovel tests, trenches, and so forth shall be selected by combining computer
modeling, random statistics, logical reasoning, and archaeological intuition; they will not be
chosen at random.
While the geomorphology of the site is of course important, it must be borne in mind that this is
a historical archaeology project, whose primary purpose is to answer questions about people not
dirt. Vertical and horizontal control, soil profiles, environmental context, and the correct
recordation of stratigraphies are fundamental to the conductance of professional archaeology, but
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they should never become confused with form, function, processes, and meaning, and become
ends in themselves.
A separate burial treatment plan will be written and submitted,
should burials be found
If burials are uncovered, a supplemental burial treatment plan will outline procedures to be
followed. It is expected that the plan will include bioarchaeological research and community
and descendant community collaboration similar in nature to that conducted at the African Burial
Ground in New York (Mack & Blakey 2004).6
Public communication and student access
Public outreach and communication are fundamental aspects of this historic preservation effort.
In addition to good faith transparency as the project unfolds (in conjunction with the advisory
committee), FLMA will make presentations about the research to various community
organizations, and will furnish (not just make them “available”) them with copies of the final
report. A copy of the final report will be provided for the HSPVA Library (once it is built), the
Houston public library, and the Freedmenstown Association.
Pending the completion of a safety and security plan in conjunction with the archaeological
research design, student access will be a part of the research program. At this preliminary stage,
it is envisioned that the archaeologists will shut down operations for about a half day a week and
allow HISD students controlled site access, where they will have the chance to see the work in
progress and attend lectures.

6

Professor Blakey has reviewed this proposal, and has furnished input into its content.
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County, Texas.
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2001

Land Use Study Obedience Smith Survey A-696, South Half Lot 39 Houston,
Harris County, Texas
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