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 Recent studies of the African experience in North America have resulted in the 

analysis of African contributions to American material culture.  European colonization of 

the New World led to the inclusion of African building practices into the European 

architectural repertoire.  The integration of African architectural forms into the 

segregated urban neighborhoods of the South resulted in the construction of ethnically 

diverse house types.  The study of building types in the South has identified three historic 

house museums in Texas that are directly associated with African American occupants 

and builders.  This thesis explores the ethnic distinctiveness of the Shotgun House located 

at Dallas Heritage Village, and the Fourth Ward Cottage and Yates House located at The 

Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park through a material culture perspective.  Further 

investigation of the houses’ respective architectural forms, owner and occupant history, 

and neighborhoods in conjunction with recent scholarship will clarify their historic 

significance.
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

 Recent scholarship on African American contributions to American material 

culture has identified three historic house museums in Texas that are associated with 

African American house types and builders.  The study of the Shotgun House located at 

Dallas Heritage Village, Dallas Texas, and the Fourth Ward Cottage and Yates House 

located at The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park, Houston, Texas through a material 

cultural perspective acknowledges the ethnic distinctiveness of these structures.  The 

investigation and analysis of the houses’ respective architectural forms, owner and 

occupant history, and neighborhoods in conjunction with recent research of African 

American contributions to architecture will clarify their historic significance.  The 

application of current scholarship to the study of African American historic house 

museums will deepen the interpretation of these properties.   

 Historically, Dallas Heritage Village and The Heritage Society preserved and 

interpreted examples of high style architectural forms to the general public.  These 

historic houses were predominately owned by members of the American mainstream, 

usually merchants, bankers, and railroad barons.  During the later quarter of the twentieth 

century, these historic villages began to document ethnically distinctive house types in 

Dallas and Houston as scholarship on African American house types was published.  In 

1982, Dallas Heritage Village acquired a shotgun house built in the State-Thomas 

neighborhood, formerly Freedman’s Town.  The Heritage Society diversified their 

collection through the acquisition of the Yates House, a Southern townhouse built by a
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slave freed five years after emancipation in 1994, and the Fourth Ward Cottage, a Creole 

influenced house type, in 2002.  Although the Yates House is not an example of an 

African American influenced architectural form, it shows the ambitions of an African 

American who adopted the house type previously used by his wealthy white counterparts.  

The interpretation of African Americans and their roles in the community diversified 

Dallas Heritage Village’s and The Heritage Society’s collections while consciously 

advancing their multicultural histories.  Efforts to acquire, preserve, and interpret 

elements of the African community through the preservation of African architectural 

forms acknowledges the struggles and achievements of African Americans during the 

nineteenth century. 

 The interpretation of historic properties associated with African American house 

types and builders provides opportunities in multicultural education for the museum 

visitor.  This advances the education of the African experience in North America, 

particularly the American South during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Historic 

villages are now able to foster an appreciation of African American history through the 

interpretation of the Shotgun House, Fourth Ward Cottage, and Yates House in a cultural 

context.  An effort to preserve the identity of African Americans through the preservation 

of historic properties recognizes the diversification of America’s architectural landscape 

through the incorporation of African house types and building practices. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

An Overview of House Types Used by African Americans 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 The critical analysis of the inclusion of African and indigenous forms of material 

culture into the European colonized world resulted in the acknowledgment of their 

contributions to American material culture.  Analysis of the African contributions to the 

American architectural landscape has led to an improved understanding of the origins of 

African building practices and the eventual combination of European, African, and 

indigenous architectural traditions.  The incorporation of African building traditions in 

the urban residential landscape and the use of European architectural forms by African 

Americans resulted in the desegregation of America’s architectural history.  Architectural 

forms used in the American South are no longer distinctly European or African, but 

instead are a result of the intermingling of cultural practices.  

Recent studies of the African experience in North America introduced critical 

analysis of African influences on American material culture.  European colonization 

resulted in the eventual inclusion of African building customs into the European 

architectural repertoire.  During the nineteenth century, African architectural forms and 

techniques were integrated into the segregated urban neighborhoods of the American 

South.  The incorporation of African architectural traditions resulted in the construction 

of ethnically distinctive house types throughout urban cities in the American South, 

including Dallas and Houston, Texas.  To develop a better understanding of the
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African contributions to American architectural traditions, three distinct African-

influenced historic houses in Texas have been studied as forms of African American 

material culture.  

 Historically, studies of African contributions to American material culture have 

been overlooked or ignored.  John Michael Vlach, noted historian of African American 

folk life and vernacular architecture, suggests, “The essence of architecture is the form it 

gives to space, the order it imposes on humans and their surroundings. A house thus 

serves as a cradle for cultural acquisition by providing a specific volumetric context in 

which most aspects of culture are learned.”1  His conclusion reiterates the historic 

significance of African influences on American building traditions.  

 The analysis of African architectural forms and customs will lead to the 

development of an understanding of a culture that was intended to assimilate into the 

European colonized world.  The study of three African American historic houses in 

Texas, the Shotgun House, Fourth Ward Cottage, and Yates House through a material 

culture perspective will help to better understand the multicultural world of the American 

South in the nineteenth century.  The critical analysis of the theories of African 

influences on American material culture is needed for a more clear understanding of 

African contributions made to American architectural forms.   

 
Theories of African Influence on American Material Culture 

 
The European colonization of the New World led to a mixing of cultural 

heritages, which included those of indigenous, African, and European origins.  The 

																																																								
1 John Michael Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts (Athens, GA: University 

of Georgia Press, 1990). 
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material culture of the colonized and the colonizer resulted in distinct architectural and 

craft traditions in America.  Europe’s early involvement in the African slave trade widely 

affected the architectural customs and practices in North America.  African architectural 

traditions are represented in the repeated use of traditional African floor plans and 

building practices in the construction of vernacular house forms in the American South 

and Caribbean Islands.  

Three general theories, which tackle the subject of African influences on 

American material culture, are discussed by Jay D. Edwards, a noted cultural 

anthropologist and vernacular architecture historian.  The first and most common is the 

Eurogenic position, which rejects any possibility of significant African contributions.2  

This theory suggests that African slaves assimilated to the Europeanized culture that was 

developed during early colonization efforts in the New World.  Sociologists, architectural 

historians, and cultural geographers of the mid-twentieth century have long supported the 

assimilation of enslaved Africans into a homogenized European cultural landscape.   

A second view, the syncretic theory, suggests that when African culture was 

expressed materially rather than orally or kinesthetically, it was viewed as a threat to the 

system of slavery.3  Edwards suggests that although slavery intended to eradicate all 

forms of African material culture, it survived in the minds of the enslaved Africans.  

Furthermore, the descendants of African slaves could have inherited aesthetic preferences 

and values from their ancestors who would have remembered African traditions from the 

motherland.  Folklorists and anthropologists of African American studies, including 

																																																								
2 Jay D. Edwards, "Vernacular Vision, The Gallery and Our Africanized Architectural 

Landscape," in Raised to the Trade, Creole Building Arts of New Orleans, eds. Jonn Ethan Hankins and 
Steven Maklansky (New Orleans: New Orleans Museum of Art, 2002), 68.  

3 Ibid. 
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Vlach, support the syncretic position.  He suggests that the study of African American 

architecture forms begins with an understanding of African sensibilities and architectural 

traditions.   

Melville J. Herskovits developed a final position, the Afrogenic theory, which 

suggests the critical analysis of American material culture would result in an 

overwhelming contribution of African elements.  Contributions to decorative arts through 

African skills and crafts such as ironwork, woodcarving, and weaving are prevalent when 

African-inspired forms of material culture are examined.  Elements of African traditions 

and customs are prevalent in America’s architectural landscape.  The continued 

implementation of African American building techniques, materials, and floor plans 

throughout the nineteenth century proves that enslaved Africans had a lasting effect on 

American architectural traditions.  

 
Quarrels Over Shotgun House Origins 

 
The origins of the shotgun house and its use in the urban American South are 

largely contested amongst historians of vernacular architecture and African American 

studies.  The shotgun is a vernacular architectural form that was commonly used as 

residential housing for low-income households during the late nineteenth century.  The 

typical floor plan for a shotgun house is a framed, one-room-wide, two-to-three-room 

deep structure with a gabled roof.  The first theory of the origins of the shotgun house 

suggests that this house type was created as an adaption to the peculiar shape of 

residential lots in the French Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana.4  Sam Wilson Jr., 

																																																								
4 Jay D. Edwards, “Shotgun: The Most Contested House in America,” Buildings & Landscapes: 

Journal of the Vernacular Architecture Forum 16, no. 1 (Spring 2009), 64. 
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architectural historian, typifies the shotgun house as a local invention of the early 

nineteenth century in the American South.  His claims explain the distinct narrowness of 

the shotgun’s floor plan.  Wilson’s theory suggests that the adaption of the architectural 

characteristics of the shotgun house allowed it to fit the within the narrow confines of 

New Orleans residential lots.  The population of urban cities in the South experienced 

rapid growth because of the emancipation of slaves at the conclusion of the American 

Civil War.  This would explain the spatial limitations of residential neighborhoods and 

the need to experiment with house forms that were conducive to narrow lots.  

Vlach offers a second theory on the origins of the shotgun house.  His alternate 

view suggests that shotgun house is derived from the African Yoruba people of Angola-

Zaire.  Vlach proposes that the enslaved Yoruba people brought this distinctive African 

house type to the French colony of Saint-Domingue, now Haiti, during the latter half of 

the eighteenth century.  After the Haitian Revolution (1791-1804), freed Africans 

immigrated to port cities along the Gulf Coast of America and brought with them the 

Yoruba architectural system.  After the arrival Haitian refugees to New Orleans, 

interaction amongst the Arawak natives, French colonials, and freed African slaves 

resulted in the combining of three distinct architectural traditions.5  The combination of 

these cultures resulted in an ethnically distinctive house type in the American South.  

Like its architectural features, the origins of the shotgun house’s name are 

disputed.  A folk tradition suggests that the name “shotgun” is a result of its floor plan.  It 

states that if one were to fire a shotgun through the house, the shot would travel through 

the front door and out the back.  This position is not plausible because the archeological 

																																																								
5 John Michael Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts (Athens, GA: University 

of Georgia Press, 1990), 125. 
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studies of shotgun houses throughout the South suggest that the majority of front and 

back entrances did not align.  A second position offered suggests that the term shotgun is 

derived from the Yoruba word “to-gun,” which means place of assembly.  Architectural 

historians who support the position that the shotgun house is of Angola-Zaire, Africa 

origins, commonly support this theory.  

The shotgun house was a dominant vernacular house type through the urban 

cityscape of the American South.  Although it was most commonly used as rental 

property for low-income African American and white households, examples of high style 

shotgun house forms are found in New Orleans.  The double shotgun house types of New 

Orleans reflect the grandiose architectural characteristics of the Victorian Era.  Features 

of high style shotgun house types include ornate cornices and balustrades, and decorative 

trimmings.  The construction of high style shotgun and double shotgun houses suggests 

that this ethnically distinctive house type cannot be strictly characterized as a folk or 

vernacular architectural form.   

 
The Development of Creole Architecture 

 
Southern Louisiana is unique in its architectural forms because the majority of 

vernacular house types are Creolized house forms with side-gabled roofs and in-set 

porches.  French and Spanish versions of Creole style house types used complicated 

construction techniques, including the hipped roof.  The hipped roof is a European 

contribution to Creole house forms used in Southern Louisiana during the nineteenth 

century.  Because the hipped roof was difficult to construct, the side-gabled roof was a 

simpler alternative for builders.  A signature feature of the Creole house was the roof 
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overhang, which was incorporated into the front porch.6  The simplification of this house 

type is considered a second-generation Creole house form because it was simple, small, 

and not easily enlarged.  These house types can be found throughout the Gulf Coast of 

the United States.   

Experts on the settlement of Louisiana define the area of French influence within 

the boundaries of the “French triangle.”  This boundary is used to define the scope of 

Creole influence throughout the American South and refers to French colonial settlement 

in Louisiana where Alexandria is the apex, Lake Charles is the western corner, and New 

Orleans the lower eastern corner.7  Phillipe Oszuscik emphasizes that the territory in this 

triangle does not accurately represent the influence of the French Creole Cottage.  His 

“truer picture” of the territory expands the corners of the triangle: the apex extended to 

St. Louis, the west corner stretched to Galveston, Texas, and the east corner Pensacola, 

Florida.   

Oszuscik asserts that the expansion of the French triangle further clarifies the 

regional influence of Creolized architectural forms.  The diaspora of freed Africans from 

Haiti was not limited to New Orleans and the expansion of the triangle acknowledges the 

greater area influence of the French Creole Cottage.  The existence of shotgun and Creole 

house types throughout the coastal region of the American South suggests that freed 

Haitians entered through other port cities, such as Galveston and Port Arthur, Texas and 

Mobile, Alabama, signifying a need to expand the French triangle.  Examples of 

																																																								
6 John B Rehder, Delta Sugar: Louisiana’s Vanishing Plantation Landscape (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1999), 103. 

7 Philippe Oszuscik, "French Creoles on the Gulf Coast," in To Build in a New Land: Ethnic 
Landscapes in North America, ed. Allen G. Noble (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 
139. 
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vernacular architectural forms that include Acadian and African elements are found in 

Houston.   

The architectural features of the Fourth Ward Cottage include both Acadian and 

African origins.  However, the structure remains a conundrum to preservationists and 

museum staff.  Randy Pace, a leading preservationist, offers a theory which explains the 

floor plan of the structure.  He suggests that the rear portion of the Fourth Ward Cottage 

was joined to the Acadian influenced front during the late nineteenth century.  Pace 

proposes that the lack of materials and labor during the Civil War would have influenced 

wartime building practices.  This theory is plausible, but there is a lack of published 

scholarship on the availability of construction materials and builders to support Pace’s 

hypothesis.  

The floor plan of the Fourth Ward Cottage remains a mystery to some 

preservationists and architectural historians.  However, despite questions on the origins of 

the joining of the two separate structures, the Fourth Ward Cottage is a result of the 

combining Acadian and African architectural traditions.  Oszuscik’s expansion of the 

French triangle explains the existence of French Creole house forms in Texas.  The 

extension of the boundary lines of the triangle suggests a greater influence of Creolized 

architectural forms and practices on neighboring Southern states. 

 
The Southern Townhouse in the Gulf Coast of Texas 

 
The architectural features of the Yates House, built by former slave Rev. John 

Henry “Jack” Yates, is shared by two significant historic houses, the Nichols-Rice-

Cherry House (Fig. 1), a historic structure preserved and exhibited by The Heritage 

Society in Sam Houston Park, Houston, Texas, and the Menard House (Fig. 3), a home 
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owned by Michel B. Menard, the founder of Galveston, Texas.  The architectural styles 

that were on trend during the Antebellum Era are captured through the sharing of 

construction techniques throughout the South.  The Nichols-Rice-Cherry, Menard, and 

Yates historic houses share similar characteristics that are common amongst Southern 

townhouses.  Although Southern townhouses were constructed in Northern cities, they 

were a distinctive floor plan used in urban cities in the South throughout the nineteenth 

century.  The architectural roots of the Southern townhouse stem from the United States’ 

East Coast adaptation of a British architectural form where the Georgian floor plan of a 

two-story structure with two side passages was common.  The Southern townhouse is an 

example of half of the Georgian model because it is one side passage.  The features 

shared by the Southern townhouses in the South include Greek revival details, three-bay-

wide front facades, and first and second story porches.   

The comparison between the architectural features of the Yates, Nichols-Rice-

Cherry, and Menard Houses is significant to The Heritage Society’s interpretation of the 

Yates House.  Understanding why Reverend Yates chose this archetypal form for his 

family’s home helps museum curators develop plans for preservation and interpretation 

of the house.  The Yates House illustrates the determination of an African American in 

Houston striving to express that he is deserving of all opportunities that are given to his 

wealthier, white counterparts, including the ownership of a Southern townhouse.  

The Nichols-Rice-Cherry House is an antebellum Southern townhouse that was 

owned by William March Rice, a successful entrepreneur in Houston.  An unknown 

architect and builder constructed it during the mid-nineteenth century.  Rice, the founder 

and endower of Rice University, then Rice Institute, financed the construction of the 
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house.  Nichols-Rice-Cherry was originally located on Congress Avenue facing 

Courthouse Square.8  During the late nineteenth century, the house was moved two 

blocks from its original location to the corner of San Jacinto Street and Franklin Avenue.  

Between 1896 and 1897, D. B. Cherry, the final owner of this elite Southern townhouse, 

relocated the house to 608 Fargo Avenue to become the studio of Houston’s first resident 

artist, his wife, Emma Richardson Cherry.9  In 1959, the Nichols-Rice-Cherry House was 

the first structure relocated to Sam Houston Park, which encouraged the change in The 

Heritage Society’s mission to preserve, interpret, and exhibit historic landmarks native to 

the Houston region.10  

 

 
Figure 1. Nichols-Rice-Cherry House, The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park. 

																																																								
8 “Nichols-Rice-Cherry House, Sam Houston Park (moved from San Jacinto Street), Houston, 

Harris, TX”, 1933, Historic American Buildings Survey (Library of Congress), Library of Congress, Prints 
and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C., http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/r?ammem/hh:@FIELD(DOCID+@BAND(@lit(TX0389))) (accessed January 18, 2013). 

9 Stephen Fox, American Institute of Architects, and Herring Design (Houston, Tex.), Houston 
Architectural Guide, 2nd ed. (Houston: American Institute of Architects, Houston Chapter ; Herring Press, 
1999), 26. 

10 Ibid. 



 13

 
Figure 2. Nichols-Rice-Cherry House, courtesy of Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS), James I. 
Campbell, February 20, 1934. 

 
 
Following Southern tradition, the floor plan for the Nichols-Rice-Cherry House 

lacks an indoor kitchen and bathroom facilities.  The architectural features of this 

Southern townhouse reflect the Greek revival characteristics that were popular during the 

Antebellum Era.  This two-story house is embellished with interior and exterior Greek 

revival details.  The structure has a full-façade, Ionic columns, and a non-pediment front 

porch.  In 1901, the Cherry family added a gable roof with a triangular pediment and an 

entrance door that was acquired from a house in Maine that was being demolished (Fig. 

2).  These specific characteristics were common amongst Southern townhouses during 

the mid-to-late nineteenth century. 

The Yates House is akin to the Greek Revival elements of the Nichols-Rice-

Cherry House because the Southern townhouse floor plan was an example of high style 

architecture compared to the vernacular house types found in the Fourth Ward.  Although 

the Yates House does not exhibit embellishments that are characteristically of the Greek 
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Revival style, its three-bay-wide façade, supported by Tuscan columns, and attention to 

symmetry characterize it as a Southern townhouse.  The Yates House exemplifies the 

work ethic and determination one of Houston’s most influential African American 

citizens.  The Heritage Society interprets the Yates House as a historic structure that 

illustrates the unyielding spirit of Houston’s formerly enslaved African American 

population.  

Michel B. Menard, a Canadian fur trader and early pioneer of Texas, was the 

financier and builder of the Menard House.  This historic house is an example of a 

Southern townhouse and was constructed on a larger tract of land on 1605 33rd Street in 

Galveston, Texas in 1838.11  Menard was the founder of the Galveston and his homestead 

was the meeting place of early discussions regarding city and state political affairs.  In 

1836, Menard was granted by the Congress of the Republic of Texas the land that now 

comprises the City of Galveston.  He founded Galveston City Company, a stock company 

created to sell the land granted by Congress as commercial real estate.  Although Menard 

is believed to have constructed this historic house in 1838, Peter J. Menard, cousin of 

Michel Menard occupied a residence on the property up until 1840.  According to the 

property title, Mary Jane Riddle, wife of Michel Menard, purchased the property from 

Menard’s cousin in 1843.  If this research were correct, Augustus Allen, a co-founder of 

the City of Houston, would have erected the Menard House during Peter J. Menard’s 

tenure.  The homestead remained the residence of the Menard family until 1885 when the 

property was sold to Edward H. Ketchum.  

 

																																																								
11 Ellen Beasley and Stephen Fox, Galveston Architecture Guidebook (Houston: Rice University 

Press, 1996), 187. 
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Figure 3. Michel Menard House, Galveston, Texas photo courtesy of Dr. Kenneth Hafertepe. 
 
 
The architectural features exhibited by the Menard House, the oldest in 

Galveston, exemplifies the shared characteristics found in Southern townhouses 

throughout the region.  The Greek revival features of this house are similar to those of the 

Nichols-Rice-Cherry and Yates Houses in Houston.  The Menard House is a three-bay-

wide, side-hall-plan with a first and second story porch supported by Ionic columns.12  

These characteristics are reflected in the construction of the Nichols-Rice-Cherry House, 

which influenced the architectural style of the home built by the Yates family in the 

Fourth Ward.  Although the Menard House was expanded in 1845 with the addition of 

wings that flanked the rear of the house, its original structure directly reflects the Greek 

Revival characteristics of Southern townhouses, including those in neighboring Houston.  

The shared stylistic elements between the Menard, Nichols-Rice-Cherry, and Yates 

																																																								
12 Ibid. 



 16

Houses demonstrate the interconnectedness in the architectural community during the 

nineteenth century. 

The influence of the high style architectural forms of the Southern townhouse is 

modeled by Reverend Yates in the construction of his family’s homestead.  This floor 

plan was established as an elite house type in Houston and Galveston because of its 

popularity amongst the leading merchants and influential politicians of the day.  

Reverend Yates is an example of a leading African American striving to show that he is 

deserving of a Southern townhouse in Freedmen’s Town.  Although the Yates House is 

not characterized as an example of a high style Southern townhouse, it was modeled after 

the Nichols-Rice-Cherry and Menard Houses.  Reverend Yates constructed a simplified 

Greek revival styled Southern townhouse just five years after emancipation.  His efforts 

exemplify his enduring spirit and unmatchable work ethic during the early years of 

African American freedom.  

 
Significance of Ethnic House Types 

 
The material culture perspective is used to better understand the multicultural 

world of the South’s urban architectural landscape.  African architectural forms and 

building practices were integrated into the segregated neighborhoods of Southern urban 

cities during the nineteenth century.  The inclusion of African architectural traditions into 

the more homogenized European colonial architectural landscape led to the 

diversification of America’s material culture.  The study of ethnically distinct house types 

develops a broader understanding and acknowledgement of the contributions made by 

African Americans.  The interpretation of the Shotgun House, Fourth Ward Cottage, and 
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Yates House by their respective museums advances the understanding of the significance 

of the African American slave and freed experience. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

“A Creole Conundrum:” A Study of the Fourth Ward Cottage, The Heritage Society, 
Houston, Texas” 

 
 

Introduction 
 

 The European colonization of the New World led to the formation of a distinct 

vernacular architectural form that combined the cultures of colonizing Europeans, 

African slaves, and native peoples.  African American contributions to European building 

traditions resulted in a folk architectural form that was commonly used as housing for 

working class people.  The French Creole Cottage is not a pure European architectural 

design, but instead combines the building traditions of African slaves and Caribbean 

Arawak peoples.  Recent studies of the African American experience in North America 

through vernacular architectural forms have led to the critical analysis of Creole 

architecture, including the French Creole Cottage.  The following case study will 

specifically focus on an example of a Creole house type in Houston, Texas, and how it 

reflects African American building customs.  

 The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park in Houston, Texas is an open-air 

museum that exhibits a collection of historic structures native to the region.  In 2002, the 

museum acquired a Cottage located in the city’s Fourth Ward, a predominantly African 

American neighborhood that was settled by freed slaves after the conclusion of the 

American Civil War.  The Heritage Society acquired the structure, now called Fourth 

Ward Cottage, after this house and four adjacent shotgun houses were threatened by
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demolition.  The Cottage is currently at a temporary location in the center of Sam 

Houston Park while it is under investigation by museum staff and preservationists. The 

Heritage Society plans to use the Fourth Ward Cottage to interpret the city’s changing 

demographics throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century while preserving the 

extensive history of the Fourth Ward and its residents.  

 The development of Creole architectural forms can be attributed to the influences 

of French and African buildings customs. In Southern Louisiana, French speakers who 

are not from France interacted and are faced with the creation of a Creolized French 

culture.  Creole and Provincial French sub-cultures coexisted, which resulted in the 

intermingling of architectural forms and customs.  Acadians, often called “Cajuns,” are 

descendants of Acadia, formerly French Canada now Nova Scotia, who migrated to New 

France.  They brought with them their architectural forms, but soon adopted 

characteristics that were more conducive to the warm, humid climate of the Gulf Coast.  

The use of the salle et chambre form, in-set porches, petite galeries, and cabinets were 

common in Creole neighborhoods.  These ethnically distinctive architectural features are 

a result of the interactions between the diverse cultural groups in Southern Louisiana. 

 
Origins of Creole Architecture 

 
 Solidifying an accepted universal definition for the word Creole is challenging 

because it has multiple meanings and connotations that have developed over time. The 

history of the use of the word dates back to early Spanish, French, and other European 

colonization efforts in the New World.  Oszuscik suggests that Creole was initially used 

to describe an individual who was born in the New World, who may have European, 
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African, or mixed heritage.1  Over time, the term Creole has evolved from an 

anthropological term into a sociological term.  In Louisiana, Creole has many distinctive 

uses and elements of Creole culture can be found in language, cuisine, folk arts, and 

architecture.   

 The expansion of French colonization in America and the Caribbean resulted in 

the combination of European, African, and Native traditions.  The French Creole Cottage 

is a reflection of French colonial efforts and the influences of the colonized on the 

colonizer.  The Cottage is not a pure European model of vernacular housing, but instead 

is a blend of building traditions of French colonists, native Arawak people of the 

Caribbean, and African slaves.  Because French colonization was not concentrated in one 

specific geographic area, the character of French culture and housing in the New World 

was redefined by Native people groups and African slaves.  Oszuscik suggests that the 

basic form of the French Creole Cottage originated in the French Colony of Saint 

Domingue, now Haiti, and was brought to Ocean Springs, Mississippi and Mobile, 

Alabama, and spread to the rest of colonial Louisiana from these points.2  Freed African 

slaves from Haiti were primarily responsible for the introduction of the French Creole 

Cottage, as well as the shotgun house, to the American Gulf Coast.  

 Edwards and Oszuscik acknowledge two-and three-room house plans that are 

seen at an earlier date on the Gulf Coast than shotgun houses.  There are varieties of 

Creole forms, one, two, and three rooms and with rooms arranged front-to-back or side-

to-side.  Like the shotgun house, African architectural forms in Haiti influenced the 

																																																								
1 Philippe Oszuscik, "French Creoles on the Gulf Coast," in To Build in a New Land: Ethnic 

Landscapes in North America, ed. Allen G. Noble (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 
136. 

2 Oszuscik, To Build in a New Land: Ethnic Landscapes in North America, 138. 
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development of the French Creole Cottage.  Because the French Creole Cottage and the 

shotgun house share similar history in terms of origin, construction form, and floor plans, 

it is appropriate to say that they share the same cultural hearth.  

The initial French Creole Cottage was a one-room-wide, two-room, post-in-earth 

structure with dirt floors.  Common features of this house type are the galerie and steep 

roof.  The galerie was a critical feature because it was a way to ventilate the house while 

providing an escape from the stifling heat of the summer months in the tropics and 

American Gulf Coast.  The origins of the galerie may be from vernacular architectural 

traditions of northern Spain and the Guinea coast of West Africa.3  Villages off the Gulf 

of Guinea used the galerie as a living space to escape the heat of the indoors.  Edwards 

suggests that African cultural diffusion explains how European colonizers became 

associated with this vernacular architectural feature.  The porch is a distinct African 

feature adopted by Europeans who colonized in warmer regions of the New World.  

According to Edwards, the necessity of comfort resulted in the universal use of galeries 

in the coastal zones because they were places of open-air flow.4  Because the first roofs 

of the French Creole Cottages were thatched, the steep roof was built for efficiency in 

draining off the heavy rains of the subtropical climate of the Caribbean.5  Although the 

initial use of the steep roof was no longer needed in the United States, this characteristic 

persisted in the construction of French Creole Cottages.  

																																																								
3 Jay D. Edwards, “The Origins of Creole Architecture,” Winterthur Portfolio 29, no. 3 (1994): 

158. 

4 Jay D. Edwards, “Vernacular Vision, The Gallery and Our Africanized Architectural 
Landscape,” in Raised to the Trade, Creole Building Arts of New Orleans, Jonn Ethan Hankins and Steven 
Maklansky, eds. (New Orleans: New Orleans Museum of Art, 2002), 74.  

5 Oszuscik, To Build in a New Land: Ethnic Landscapes in North America, 150. 
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 The floor plan of the French Creole Cottage was successful because it was well 

suited for the climate of the Caribbean and the American South, specifically in New 

Orleans.  The French settlers from former Acadia, now Nova Scotia, Canada, settled west 

of New Orleans and brought with them building construction techniques and house forms 

that were suited to the cooler climate of the north.  The characteristics of their house 

forms were not conducive to the warm, wet climate of Louisiana.  The Acadians quickly 

patterned their house types after the Cottages found throughout Southern Louisiana that 

proved to withstand the climate.  The galerie and steeped roof were features of the 

Acadian Cottage, an example of a Creole house type.  

 French Creole Cottages, like the shotgun house type, were conducive to the small 

lots amongst the coastal urban landscape of the American South.  During the nineteenth 

century, the French Creole Cottage remained a one-room-wide, two-bay structure that 

was usually two rooms deep.  The front room was usually larger than the rear and 

galeries and steep side-gabled roofs persisted.  Oszuscik and Edwards attribute the 

abundance of shotgun and Creole Cottage house types in the coastal urban landscape to 

the shape of the lots, which tended to be narrow and deep.  Both house types were widely 

used as rental properties because they were economical and easy to construct.   

After the abolition of slavery and the conclusion of the American Civil War, 

many emancipated slaves escaped rural plantations and moved to urban areas.  The 

migration of freed slaves resulted in the growth of urban cities and the development of 

“Freedmen’s Towns,” neighborhoods that were major hubs for African American 

businesses, education, and culture.  The predominant house type within these 

neighborhoods was the shotgun house, but shotgun variations and subtypes, including the 
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French Creole Cottage were also constructed.  The use of these vernacular house types 

exemplifies the assimilation of the culture of the enslaved people of Africa and their 

European masters.  

 
The Development of Houston’s Freedmen’s Town 

 
The City of Houston was founded by brothers John Kirby Allen and Augustus C. 

Allen in 1836 and was incorporated the next year.  In 1839, the same year the capital of 

the Republic of Texas was moved to Austin, the city was divided into wards, or political 

geographic districts.6  The ward system was a predecessor to the now more commonly 

used City Council District system and was a common political tool used during the 

nineteenth century.  The City of Houston continued to use the ward system until 1905.  

Initially, four wards were created.  The Fourth Ward was located south of Congress and 

west of Main Street, and included Market Square and the old capital.  By the end of the 

early-to-mid twentieth century, the City of Houston abolished the ward system.  At this 

time, the city was divided into six wards.  

The study of Houston’s Fourth Ward primarily focuses on its role as the center of 

the emancipated African American community, Freedmen’s Town, and its growth along 

West Dallas, formerly San Felipe Road.  Indeed, the term is now practically synonymous 

with the African American community west of downtown, though originally the ward 

also included the southwestern part of downtown.  The Fourth Ward was one unbroken 

stretch from the center of Houston and did not have a solidified boundary until the 

																																																								
6 Patricia Pando, “Two Worlds a Mile Apart, A Brief History of the Fourth Ward,” Houston 

History 8, no. 2 (Spring 2011), 38. 
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construction of I-45, the Gulf Freeway, until the mid-twentieth century.7  In the early 

days of Houston’s founding the majority of commerce took place in the city center, but it 

was missing a suitable place for a cemetery.  The city’s leaders responded by establishing 

Houston’s first cemetery on San Felipe Road, now the center of the Fourth Ward.  The 

City of Houston continued to experience growth in population, which led to improved 

commerce and a rise in business transactions.  Traffic to Market Square resulted in 

increased traffic throughout the Fourth Ward along San Felipe Road, bringing goods and 

businesses west of the city’s center.  This led to construction of Houston’s first bridge 

across Buffalo Bayou, the Preston Street Bridge, which provided a direct route between 

the Fourth Ward and downtown.8  The population of the Fourth Ward continued to 

experience steady growth throughout the Antebellum Period, but it increased 

dramatically after the emancipation of slaves and the conclusion of the Civil War. 

From the beginning of the city’s founding, enslaved African Americans made up 

a significant portion of Houston’s population.  The life of slaves in cities differed from 

those living on plantations.  Many enslaved Houstonians were house servants or worked 

on outlying plantations or farms.9  Typically, urban slaves were laborers, teamsters, 

laundresses, or cooks and waiters in hotels or for families.  They often experienced a 

sense of relative freedom, whereas slaves who worked on plantations were unable to 

escape the working hours of sunrise to sunset, or “can see to can’t see.”  

																																																								
7 Ibid. 

8 Ibid., 39. 

9 Black Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in Houston, Howard Beeth and Cary D. Wintz, 
eds. (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992), 15. 
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During the Civil War, Houston’s slave population increased as slaveholders from 

other Confederate states shipped their slaves to Texas for security and as slaves were sent 

inland for fear of a Union invasion on Texas’s Gulf coast.10  After the conclusion of the 

Civil War and the occupation of Texas by Union forces, all slaves in the former 

Confederate state were freed on June 19, 1865.  This resulted in the migration of freed 

African Americans to urban cities.  The dramatic increase in population created a 

shortage of adequate housing, which led to the displacement of freed slaves in search of 

resources they were promised by the Freedmen’s Bureau.  Officials from the federal 

government arrived in Houston by the fall of 1865 and were able to help freed slaves by 

providing them legal protection and opportunities for schooling, but they were unable to 

meet their most basic needs of food and shelter. 

The migration of freed slaves to Houston resulted in the founding of Freedman’s 

Town, a predominantly African American community in the center of Fourth Ward, on 

the south banks of Buffalo Bayou.  Although the population of Freedmen’s Town was 

primarily African American, German and English immigrants were also concentrated in 

the community.11  The original boundaries of Freedman’s Town were twenty-eight blocks 

inside the Fourth Ward, south of Buffalo Bayou, north of San Felipe Road, and west of 

the city center.12  The land in the settlement was inexpensive because it was situated on 

the southern edge of the bayou, making it vulnerable to flooding.  Some African 

Americans had success in acquiring land that was available in the Fourth Ward.  Because 

																																																								
10 Ibid., 20. 

11 Ibid., 24. 

12 Tomiko Meeks, “Freedmen’s Town, Texas: A Lesson in the Failure of Historic Preservation,” 
Houston History 8, no. 2 (Spring 2011), 42. 
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the economy of Texas collapsed as a result of the dismantling of the Confederacy, former 

Houstonian slaveholders began dividing up their land and selling it to former slaves or 

using it as rental properties.13  The new financial realities of Houston’s landholders 

allowed former slaves to acquire land and build their own houses in Freedmen’s Town.   

 By the end of the nineteenth century, Houston’s Freedmen’s Town or Fourth 

Ward was a bustling community of freed African Americans who had established 

prospering businesses and educational opportunities in their neighborhood.  The 

population of the Fourth Ward continued to increase at the end of the nineteenth and 

through the beginning of the twentieth century, resulting in an abundant need for small 

lots for residential housing.  Vernacular architectural forms, including the shotgun house 

and Creole Cottage house types, were common throughout the ward because their 

narrow, one-room wide floor plans were conducive to the land that was available.   

By the early twentieth century, shotgun house types were characteristic of 

Freedman’s Town neighborhoods.  Densely packed streets of narrow houses replaced the 

rural character of the Fourth Ward in the nineteenth century.  These small houses were 

concentrated closely together in an effort to house the growing population of Freedmen’s 

Town.  The construction of residential housing in the Fourth Ward was at its highest rate 

in the early twentieth century.  These vernacular house types were common among 

working-class renters who were unable to afford houses made of brick or with the latest 

architectural features.   

Among the shotgun residences throughout the Fourth Ward were blocks of 

African American business enclaves, which included commercial buildings, churches, 

																																																								
13 Beeth and Wintz, Black Dixie, 22. 
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and schools.14  The increased concentration of African American businesses in the Fourth 

Ward elevated the significance of Freedmen’s Town in the African American 

community.  The National Register of Historic Places lists several thriving businesses, 

including nightclubs and beauty shops that gave the ward the status of the “Harlem of the 

South.”15  During the mid-1930s, the Fourth Ward began to decline because New Deal 

housing projects fractured the neighborhood, displacing many residents.16  The 

community was uprooted once again during the construction of Interstate 45 during the 

mid-twentieth century.  Over time, these houses became historically significant in their 

own right, but became so run-down that they were demolished for new development 

under Mayor Bill White. 

  The historic significance of Houston’s Fourth Ward has encouraged the 

preservation of its physical history.  The vernacular architecture of Freedmen’s Town 

represents the cultural landscape of the city’s African American population after 

emancipation.  According to Stephen Fox, Houston architectural historian and 

preservationist, the preservation of the history of the African American working-class 

community through folk architectural forms preserves the identity of the City of 

Houston.17  In the fall of 2002, The Heritage Society preserved an Acadian-style Cottage, 

moving it from its original location on Robin Street in the Fourth Ward to Sam Houston 

Park.  The architectural features of this house are challenging to interpret because it is a 

																																																								
14 Cary D. Wintz, “Fourth Ward, Houston”, June 12, 2010, 

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/hpf01 (accessed October 18, 2012). 

15 Meeks, “Freedmen’s Town, Texas: A Lesson in the Failure of Historic Preservation,” 42-43.  

16 Ibid., 43. 

17 Tim O’Brien, “Fourth Ward: A Conversation with Stephen Fox,” The Houston Review 3, no. 2 
(2006), 51. 
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structure with Acadian style characteristics that have been infused with Creole 

architectural practices.  Acadians, coming from French Canada, were not Creole, at least 

initially, but liked to assert distinctiveness of their own culture through their architectural 

customs. This Cottage is an example of folk housing, a vernacular architectural form that 

was popular amongst working-class Houstonians in the Fourth Ward, a form that is far 

less often preserved and interpreted than upper-class housing.  The Heritage Society’s 

efforts to preserve, interpret, and exhibit the Fourth Ward Cottage is significant because 

the house represents the cultural heritage, achievements, and material culture of a 

seriously under-represented group, Houstonians in the Fourth Ward during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. 

 
The Fourth Ward Cottage 

 
 Housing in Houston’s Fourth Ward, the original site of Freedmen’s Town, is 

characteristically made up of vernacular house types of Houston’s African American and 

German population.  These architectural forms are common amongst working-class 

families of the late nineteenth and early-to-mid twentieth centuries.  The Fourth Ward 

Cottage (Fig. 4)) is an Acadian or Gulf Coast house type.  Its origins reflect the building 

practices of French colonials, African slaves, and native Arawak peoples of the 

Caribbean.  The architectural characteristics of the narrow, one-room-wide structure 

suggest that it is one of the oldest surviving historic structures in Freedmen’s Town.  The 

Fourth Ward Cottage is an archetypal example of the vernacular contributions made by 

African Americans to American material culture.  

 The Fourth Ward Cottage is an example of a working class home and its floor 

plan is distinct because it is the result of the joining of two structures as a rear wing was 
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joined to the front portion of the house.  Randy Pace, former Historic Preservation 

Officer for the City of Houston, conducted extensive historical and architectural research 

of the Robin Street houses, which included the Fourth Ward Cottage.18  His research led 

him to the conclusion that the structure is a result of the joining of two separate 

structures.  Pace asserts that a separate wing was joined to the front portion of the house 

during the Civil War because new construction endeavors were scarce of because of the 

lack of building materials and labor. 

The front portion of the Fourth Ward Cottage reflects the building traditions used 

by French refugees from Acadia, now Nova Scotia, Canada.  The structure’s sharply 

pitched, side-facing gabled roof, in-set porch, and random width clapboards suggests that 

it is an example of a Gulf Coast Cottage.19 The Gulf Coast vernacular form of the front 

portion of the Cottage reflects the building traditions of Acadian house types that were 

first built well west of New Orleans around Lafayette.  Acadians or Cajuns built Creole-

influenced houses, which were small, wooden Cottages.  This vernacular house type 

included building traditions learned from African Americans that included a full galerie 

or front porch.  Fred B. Kniffen, pioneer geographer and anthropologist in the study of 

Louisiana folk building types, considers the built-in porch a critical element in sideward-

facing gabled roof structures.  He also suggests that the built-in porch is independent of 

class because it appears in both vernacular and high style building types as it provided an 

escape from the stifling heat and humidity of the summer months.  

 
 

																																																								
18 The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park, Archival Files. 

19 Fox, American Institute of Architects, and Herring Design (Houston, Tex.), Houston 
Architectural Guide, 89. 
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Figure 4. Fourth Ward Cottage, The Heritage Society. 

 
 

The Fourth Ward Cottage also exhibits remnants of a unique architectural features 

characteristic to Creole house types.  Pace’s research on the Cottage suggests that the 

house once had a set of steep stairs on the front porch that led to an attic through the 

porch ceiling.  This feature is characteristic in Creole and Acadian houses because 

sleeping lofts or work places were commonly found above the front porch. 

The rear wing joined to the front portion of the Fourth Ward Cottage is associated 

with the shotgun house, a vernacular building type closely associated with African 

building customs.  The features exhibited in this folk structure typify the contributions 

made to American building practices by African Americans.  The joining of the front 

portion and rear wing of the Fourth Ward Cottage resulted in the combination of building 
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traditions of multiple cultures (Fig. 5).  The Fourth Ward Cottage’s architectural features 

reflect the nationalities of its owner and renter history.   

The earliest archival evidence of the Cottage was found in the 1866 City 

Directory of Houston and the 1869 W. E. Wood Map of Houston, which illustrates the 

joining of the of the front and rear portions of the structure.  The physical evidence of 

Fourth Ward Cottage reflects the influences and changes made by the nationalities and 

cultures of its occupants.  From the Frenchman who first surveyed the land, to the 

German family who most likely joined the front and rear portion of the Cottage, and the 

German and African American tenants, the cultural heritage of its occupants is reflected 

through its architectural features.  The characteristics of the Fourth Ward Cottage are a 

representation of the changing demographics of Houston from its founding through the 

early twentieth century.  

In 1846, Robert C. Campbell sold a plot of fifty acres to Justin Castanie, a French 

immigrant who previously resided in Louisiana.  Castanie platted the area into a survey 

and he, his family, and slaves occupied the tract where at least one dwelling was 

constructed.20  Evidence suggests that the Acadian Cottage portion of the Fourth Ward 

Cottage was located on this property.  In 1858, Charles Engelhard, a German immigrant, 

purchased unimproved lots on Robin Street from Castanie.  Christian Engelhard, 

presumably Charles’ brother who arrived in Galveston, Texas from Landau, Walkdeck, 

Germany in 1852, is listed in the 1866 Houston Directory as the Cottage’s earliest 

recorded occupant.   

																																																								
20 Randy Pace, “Historical and Architectural Significance of the Robin Street Houses originally 

located at 801, 803, 805, 809, and 811 Robin Street, Lots 1, 2, 3 and Block 7, Justin Castanie Survey and 
particularly the house at 809 Robin Street, Freedmen’s Town, E/2 of Lot 3, Block 7, Justin Castanie 
Survey, Houston, Harris County, Texas”, December 2002. 
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Directory records indicate that Engelhard lived near the “old Methodist 

cemetery,” 809 Robin Street, and his occupation was bricklayer.  This listing suggests 

that the Fourth Ward Cottage was occupied at the time of 1866, either in the Acadian 

Cottage or joined forms.  Because the Engelhard family had six members, it is possible 

that efforts would have been made to enlarge the square footage of the Cottage  

 

 
Figure 5. Street view of the Fourth Ward Cottage. 

 
 

by joining a rear wing to the already existing front portion.  According to Pace, during the 

Civil War, joining two or more separate structures was commonplace because materials 

and labor were scarce.  The Engelhard family owned the Fourth Ward Cottage and 

surrounding residential plots from 1858 to 1883.  
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From the late nineteenth century until the house was moved to Sam Houston Park 

in 2002, the Cottage was used as rental property for German immigrants and African 

American working class families in the Fourth Ward.  The ownership of the Engelhard 

property changed hands multiple times.  In 1883, Henry Kasche purchased the property 

from R. B. Talfer, an engineer in charge of improvements on Buffalo Bayou.21  Kasche, 

listed as a machinist in the 1877 Houston City Directory, rented the properties until he 

sold the lots to “Fritz” Leverkuhn and William F. Hoop in 1891.  Leverkuhn, listed as a 

blacksmith for the Houston and Texas Central Railroad shops in the 1890-91 Houston 

City Directory, and his son-in-law, Hoop, a woodworker and wheelwright, rented the 

Robin Street properties to working class African American families living in the Fourth 

Ward.  During this time, the African American population of the Fourth Ward was 

steadily increasing because of the expansion of the Freedmen’s Town community.   

Leverkuhn and Hoop also constructed five shotgun houses from 1900-1911 on the 

Robin Street properties.  Four of these shotgun houses and the Fourth Ward Cottage were 

at risk of demolition in 2002, but were preserved after Houston community members and 

local historians advocated for the preservation of these historic structures.  The Fourth 

Ward Cottage, now relocated in Sam Houston Park, is significant because of its rich 

cultural history.  The physical remnants of the past occupants, including pieces of a 

German newspaper, cheesecloth wall coverings, and wallpaper seen on the walls, 

represent the diversity of the Cottage’s past.  The Fourth Ward Cottage is significant 

because it is a physical representation of the success of freed slaves and their descendants 

who settled in Houston after the Civil War.   

																																																								
21 R. B. Talfer is listed as Robert B. Talfor of Harris County in the Houston City Directory.  
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Early Efforts to Preserve Houston’s Cultural Heritage 
 

 The City of Houston founded its first municipal park in 1899.22  Sam Houston 

Park is a significant landmark to the residents of Houston because its history is a 

reflection of the city’s progression and achievements.  Today, Sam Houston Park is the 

home to The Heritage Society, an open-air museum that exists to preserve, collect, and 

exhibit the history of the Houston region through its collection of ten historic structures.  

The mission of The Heritage Society is to share the intricate history of the city while 

celebrating the diversity of its citizens.23  

 The acreage of what is now Sam Houston Park was originally part of land granted 

to John Austin by Stephen F. Austin in 1824.  The land was undeveloped until the city’s 

founding by the Allen brothers, John Kirby and Augustus C., who saw the city as a real 

estate investment opportunity.  The land was involved in numerous transactions until 

Nathaniel K. Kellum purchased it in 1843.  Kellum built a two-story plantation house and 

sold the house and property shortly after its construction.  The property was then 

purchased by the Noble family who lived in the plantation house for nearly thirty years 

before selling the acreage to Houston as the city’s first park.  The city continued to 

purchase lots adjacent to the former Noble property, creating a sizeable amount of 

acreage for the first park.  The City of Houston eventually acquired 11.48 acres of land 

and dedicated City Park on September 29, 1899.  The park was later renamed Sam 

Houston Park.  

 Sam Houston Park was initially used as a place for recreation for the city’s 

citizens and a site for the city’s memorials and monuments.  In addition, the park housed 
																																																								

22 Kimberly Wolfe, “4th Ward Cottage Info”, November 1, 2012. 

23 Ibid. 
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Houston’s first zoo and a hothouse was built to grow a variety of plant life.  In 1950, the 

Kellum-Noble House, which was used as the park’s custodian’s house, was in bad repair 

and the city made plans to demolish it.  In an effort to save the historic structure, the 

citizens of Houston advocated for the preservation of the plantation house.  As a result, 

the Harris County Heritage Society, now The Heritage Society, was founded.  The 

structure was restored and opened as a historic house museum in 1954.  

 The mission of The Heritage Society broadened when the Nichols-Rice-Cherry 

House, a historic home located on 608 Fargo Avenue, was threatened by demolition.  The 

house was purchased by The Heritage Society and relocated to the park’s grounds.  Like 

the Kellum-Noble House, it was restored and opened to the public for tours.  These 

events led to the reexamination and development of The Heritage Society’s mission 

statement.  The role of The Heritage Society in the community was to create an open-air 

museum of historic structures native to Houston that would otherwise face demolition in 

the rapidly growing commercial expansion of downtown.   The Heritage Society’s 

collection of historic buildings reflects the diversity of the citizens of Houston through its 

architectural structures and cultural heritage.  

 
Acquisition and Interpretation of the Fourth Ward Cottage 

 
 The resurgence of luxury downtown residential neighborhoods in Houston led to 

the demolition of historic neighborhoods in the Fourth Ward.  Extensive reorganization 

and expansion of downtown Houston resulted in the decline of generational 

neighborhoods of African American and white renters to make room for modern 

infrastructure.  Historic vernacular house types that represent Houston’s African 

American cultural landscape were subject to demolition, as Houston’s Fourth Ward 
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became a primary target for high-rise condominiums and housing.  The commercial 

activity in the Fourth Ward led to The Heritage Society’s acquisition of the Fourth Ward 

 

 
Figure 6. Robin Street, Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, 1924.  

 
 

Cottage, an Acadian-style house that was rented by working class African Americans in 

Houston’s Freedmen’s Town.  The acquisition of the Fourth Ward Cottage significantly 

contributed to the cultural diversity of The Heritage Society’s collection.  

 In 2002, Frank Spata, who owned and rented out the Cottage, located at 809 

Robin Street (Fig. 6), sold the property to Larry Davis of Urban Lofts.  Plans were made 

to demolish the house, along with neighboring shotgun houses at 803, 805, 807, and 811 

Robin Street for commercial and real estate development.  Members of the Houston 
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community, including local historians and preservationists, advocated for the 

preservation of the historic structures on Robin Street.  Randy Pace, then Preservation 

officer of the City of Houston, worked with staff members from the Texas Historical 

Commission, who suggested that, the Fourth Ward Cottage should be placed on the 

National Register of Historic Places.  This led to the City of Houston’s efforts to relocate 

the historic homes on Robin Street to ensure their preservation.  

The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park accepted the house at 809 Robin 

Street into the museum’s collection, now called the Fourth Ward Cottage.  In December 

2002, Gregory Free, a preservation architect, researched the historic structure before it 

was moved to its temporary location within Sam Houston Park.  The acquisition of this 

historic structure permits The Heritage Society’s museum staff to interpret Houston’s 

African American community through the extensive history of the city’s oldest working-

class family home.  

 The Fourth Ward Cottage is in a temporary location in the center Sam Houston 

Park while museum staff and preservationists continue to research and preserve the 

historic structure.  Extensive research is being conducted to insure that the museum 

preserves the history of the Cottage so that they best interpret the story of Houston’s 

Fourth Ward.  The Heritage Society’s preliminary interpretation plans are to highlight the 

history of the Fourth Ward through the Cottage while emphasizing the cultural diversity 

of Houston through the structure. With the completion of the study and preservation of 

the Cottage, the historic structure will demonstrate the shift in the demographics of 

Houston in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries through the Cottage’s 

changing owner and renter history.  
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The Heritage Society is planning an exterior restoration and an interior 

rehabilitation of the Fourth Ward Cottage.24  On the National Park Service (NPS) 

website, the Secretary of the Interior defines restoration in the Introduction to Standards 

and Guidelines when deciding what treatment is most appropriate for restoring a historic 

structure.  Restoration is described as the “retention of materials from the most significant 

time in a property's history, while permitting the removal of materials from other 

periods.”  The restoration of the Fourth Ward Cottage will permit The Heritage Society to 

tell the story of the structure’s changes over time.  The Secretary of the Interior defines 

rehabilitation as the “retention and repair of historic materials, but more latitude is 

provided for replacement because it is assumed the property is more deteriorated prior to 

work.”  Rehabilitation ensures the preservation of the building’s architectural features 

that define the historic character of the structure.  These features include, but are not 

limited to its materials, finishes, and spatial relationships.  The standards and guidelines 

for the preservation of historic structures outlined on NPS’s website will aid The Heritage 

Society in preserving the variety of cultures reflected in the architectural history of the 

Fourth Ward Cottage.  

 
Historic Significance of the Fourth Ward Cottage  

 
The preservation of the Fourth Ward Cottage is significant because its diverse 

ethnic history is a representation of Houston’s cultural landscape.  This historic folk 

structure is a testimonial to the working class families of the Fourth Ward.  It is a 

depiction of the nationalities that have influenced its architectural features, including the 

freed African Americans of the Houston region.  The Fourth Ward Cottage’s rich cultural 

																																																								
24 Ibid. 
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history, which includes French, German, and African origins, represents the cultural 

diversity of the City of Houston.  The Heritage Society’s preservation of the structure 

acknowledges the significance of the history the Fourth Ward and its community 

members.   

The Fourth Ward Cottage is an example of African American contribution to the 

American architectural landscape.  The acknowledgement of the unique African 

American experience has resulted in the critical analysis of the African contributions to 

American material culture.  The vernacular traits of the Fourth Ward Cottage reflect the 

African American influence on popular urban architecture forms.  The efforts made by 

the Houston community and The Heritage Society to preserve the memory of the 

occupants of this historic structure resulted in the City of Houston’s acknowledgement of 

the historic significance of the Fourth Ward.  The Heritage Society provides residents of 

the Houston region an opportunity to engage with the city’s historically diverse cultural 

landscape through the preservation and interpretation of the Fourth Ward Cottage.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

“A Southern Townhouse in an African American Community:” A Study of the Yates 
House, The Heritage Society 

 
 

Introduction 
 

 Historic house museums, like their history museum counterparts, have made 

conscious efforts to provide museum visitors with a more inclusive interpretation of their 

respective histories.  Traditionally, historic house museums have tended to preserve and 

exhibit examples of high style architecture rather than vernacular.  This practice limited 

ownership exposure to a primarily wealthy, European demographic.  The portrayal of 

homogenized history through the partial interpretation of the more prosperous members 

of society ignores the masses.  Historic house museums have begun a more 

comprehensive analysis of history through the interpretation of vernacular architectural 

forms.  

 The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park, an open-air museum, exists to collect, 

preserve, and exhibit the diverse history of Houston, Texas.  The park is located in 

downtown Houston and exhibits ten historic structures that date from the early nineteenth 

to the late twentieth centuries.  Rev. John Henry “Jack” Yates built the Yates House 

(Fig.7), a Southern townhouse with simple Greek Revival characteristics, which is 

located in Sam Houston Park .  He was a former slave and an influential figure within 

Houston’s African American community after emancipation.  The preservation of this 

structure illustrates the determination of an African American striving to show that he is
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deserving of allopportunities, including home and property ownership.  Mrs. Martha 

Whiting, the granddaughter of Reverend Yates and former occupant of the home, donated 

the Yates House to The Heritage Society in 1994.  The house was originally located in 

Houston’s Fourth Ward, the original site of Freedmen’s Town.  Museum curators 

interpret the house from 1870 to 1890, the time of Reverend Yates’ tenure.  The Heritage 

Society uses the structure, collection items, and Yates’ family donations to develop an 

understanding of the man who constructed the house, the time period in which he lived, 

and his influence on Houston’s African American community.  The practice of The 

Heritage Society is to interpret to the life of Reverend Yates through the family’s 

homestead.  

 
From Slave to Property Owner 

 
 The preservation of the Yates House is a conscious reminder of the journey of 

African Americans from slavery to freedom, specifically within the City of Houston.  The 

interpretation of life after emancipation of the house’s African American occupants is one 

that is shared amongst former slaves.  The Yates House is historically significant because 

it is a reflection of the character and perseverance of its owner.  Reverend John Henry 

“Jack” Yates was an active influential figure in Houston’s African American community.  

He was a resident of the Fourth Ward, formerly Freedmen’s Town, where he pastored 

two African American churches.  Reverend Yates was an advocate for the African 

American community and his efforts have been acknowledged through the preservation 

of his homestead, the continuing legacy of the first church he served as pastor, Antioch 

Baptist Church, and the naming of a Houston high school after him.  
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 John Henry Yates was born a slave to George Fields, a Virginia planter, on July 

11, 1828 in Gloucester County, Virginia.  He was the second child of Robert and Rachel 

Yates.  John, who was called Jack, learned to read and write at a young age from his 

master’s son, George Fields Jr.  Mrs. Fields’ untimely death after the birth of George Jr. 

left Mrs. Yates with the task of nursing her infant master.1  The relationship between Mrs. 

Yates and George Jr. resulted in a unique friendship between a young master and slave.  

George Jr. gave his young slave friend, Jack Yates, the gift of literacy, which would 

prove to be advantageous for him after emancipation.  Educational opportunities for 

slaves were typically limited and Yates’ simple education, which he indirectly received 

through George Jr.’s education, would be instrumental in his success after emancipation.  

 In the minds of his masters, Yates was trustworthy and dependable.  His masters 

allowed him to visit neighboring plantations and farms, which led to a romantic 

relationship for Yates.  He met and married Harriett Willis, a slave on a neighboring 

farm.  Between 1863 and 1864, Harriett’s master moved his slaves to Matagorda County, 

Texas, at which time the Yates’ family had grown to six children.  Common practice 

amongst slave owners was to keep the women and children together, which resulted in 

the separation of slave families.  However, Yates’ master, George Jr., permitted his travel 

to Texas to regain his family.  Although the Civil War ended on April 9, 1865 with the 

surrender of the Confederacy by General Robert E. Lee, the Yates family remained on a 

plantation in Matagorda County until June 19th when Union troops arrived in Galveston 

proclaiming that all slaves were free in Texas.  

																																																								
1 Rutherford B. H Yates and Paul L Yates, The Life and Efforts of Jack Yates (Houston: Texas 

Southern University Press, 1985), 5. 
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 After emancipation, Yates brought his family to Houston, a growing urban city, 

with the intention of returning to Virginia.  The growth of the City of Houston was 

dependent upon slave labor until 1865.  The development of the city’s commercial 

buildings and houses was a result of its successful brickmaking industry, diversified 

agriculture market, and exportation of its cash crops, cotton and sugar.2  After 

emancipation, former slaves migrated to Houston by the thousands, which resulted in a 

newly freed labor market.  Yates, like many of the African American migrants, found 

work easily in the Houston after his family’s arrival in 1865, which led to his decision to 

remain in Texas.  Yates worked as a drayman, a driver of a low, flatbed wagon with 

sides, and settled his family in the six hundred block of Louisiana Street.3  In 1869, Yates 

purchased four lots in Block 22 of the Castanie Addition, which would become Andrews 

Street.  With the help of his brother and brother-in-law, Yates constructed a two-story 

frame Southern townhouse.  The former slave became a property and homeowner just 

five years after emancipation.   

While working as a drayman, Yates became involved in Christian missionary 

work with Isaac Sydney Campbell, an African American missionary sent by the 

American Baptist Home Mission Society.  The duties assigned to Campbell by the 

society were to preach the gospel of salvation and make disciples for the Christian faith.4  

Yates adopted the duties to propagate religion amongst the newly freed slaves and began 

commissioning disciples of Christianity throughout Central and East Texas.  His mission 
																																																								

2 Tamara Miner Haygood, “Use and Distribution of Slave Labor in Harris County, Texas, 1836-
60, in Black Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in Houston, Howard Beeth and Cary D. Wintz, eds., 1st 
ed., The Centennial Series of the Association of Former Students, Texas A&M University 41 (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992), 49. 

3 Yates and Yates, The Life and Efforts of Jack Yates., 10, 12.  

4 Ibid., 3.  
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was not to exclusively address the spiritual needs of his fellow African Americans, but to 

encourage them to buy their own homes and properties, educate their children, and live 

within their means.  Yates’ early missionary work in gaining followers of the Christian 

faith and the establishment of churches throughout the region helped prepare him to 

pastor Antioch Baptist Church, one of the oldest African American congregations in 

Houston.  

Antioch Baptist Church, founded in 1866, was originally located on the banks of 

Buffalo Bayou.  From January to August of 1866, members of the congregation met and 

worshipped in the First Baptist and German Baptist Churches, both white, until the 

construction of a permanent facility.5 Antioch’s first frame building was constructed on 

Rusk Avenue and Bagby Street.  The congregation did not have a regular pastor until 

Yates was ordained in the fall of 1868 as Antioch’s first minister.  Reverend Yates saw a 

need for a more permanent location for Antioch Baptist and encouraged the purchase of 

new property.  Under his leadership, the church’s deacons and members purchased two 

lots in the Seneschal Survey from Edward Cravey in January 1874.6   Antioch Baptist 

Church is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and is one of the oldest active 

African American churches.7 

While serving as pastor of Antioch Baptist, Reverend Yates actively worked for 

the betterment of Houston’s African American community through education.  Reverend 

Yates was a firm believer in African American land and home ownership and encouraged 
																																																								

5 The Red Book of Houston; A Compendium of Social, Professional, Religious, Educational and 
Industrial Interests of Houston’s Colored Population (Houston: Sotex Publishing Company, 1915), 
http://archive.org/details/redbookofhouston00sote (accessed January 26, 2013), 72. 

6 Yates and Yates, The Life and Efforts of Jack Yates., 15. 

7 Robert D. Bullard, Invisible Houston: The Black Experience in Boom and Bust, 1st ed., Texas 
A&M Southwestern Studies no. 6 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1987), 18. 
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members of the church’s organization to purchase property.  Pay-as-you go economics 

was a common African American teaching during Reconstruction.  Becoming self-reliant 

was an essential trait for newly freed African Americans because it would enable them to 

escape the harsh realities of institutional discrimination that was enforced through Jim 

Crow and the sharecrop system.  Reverend Yates’ efforts urged members of the African 

American community to become engaged with their neighbors and to improve their 

economic state through home and property ownership. 

 Reverend Yates was a primary figure in Houston’s African American leadership 

structure through the end of the nineteenth century.  With the help the city’s African 

American church leadership, Reverend Yates initiated the laying of cobblestone streets in 

the Fourth Ward after the City of Houston refused to pave streets in African American 

areas.8  In 1872, Antioch Baptist and Trinity Methodist Church leaders arranged the 

purchase of public land in the Third Ward for Emancipation Park.9  The African 

American leadership intended the park to become a place for the commemoration of the 

freeing of slaves and a place of leisure for Houston’s African American community.  

Reverend Yates was an instrumental spiritual and public activist for the betterment of 

Houston’s freed slave population.  His efforts to advocate for the plight of African 

Americans had a lasting effect on the community because it began the long campaign to 

force the City of Houston to provide services for African Americans.  Emancipation Park 

continues to serve the City of Houston by providing members of the community with 

opportunities for various physical activities.  It is a city landmark that represents 

Reverend Yates’ early contributions to the former slaves of Houston.  
																																																								

8 Ibid., 115. 

9 Ibid., 115. 
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A proponent of African American education, Reverend Yates encouraged the 

establishment of an African American college in the City of Houston that would be 

supported by the American Baptist Home Mission Society.  Although his efforts were 

admirable, Reverend Yates was unsuccessful in the founding Bishop College in Harris 

County.  Members of the Harrison County community in East Texas were successful in 

gaining public support for the establishment of Bishop College in the City of Marshall, 

Texas.  Reverend Yates continued to support the school by sending four of his children to 

Bishop College and encouraging members of Houston’s African American community to 

do the same.10 

Reverend Yates continued his diligent work to provide African Americans with 

educational opportunities in Houston.  With the help of Jennie L. Peck and Florence 

Dysart, two white missionaries sent to Texas by the American Baptist Women’s Home 

Mission Society of Chicago, Illinois, Reverend Yates established a learning environment 

specifically for African American adults and children.11  The school was established in 

1885 in a dwelling house called Cooper Place.  It was met with success and was 

reorganized and renamed the Houston Academy.  Reverend Yates encouraged members 

of the community to settle around the school in hopes that it would bolster African 

American home ownership while growing the local economy.  

In 1890, Reverend Yates resigned as pastor of Antioch Baptist Church.  However, 

he soon realized that his work was not done, and founded Bethel Missionary Baptist 

Church in 1891.  The church congregation initially met in a building on the corner of 

Andrews and Wilson Streets until a permanent location was agreed upon.  A frame 
																																																								

10 Yates and Yates, The Life and Efforts of Jack Yates, 41. 

11 Ibid., 44.  
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building was erected in the fall of 1891 on the corner of Andrews and Crosby Streets and 

Reverend Yates served as the congregation’s first pastor.  He remained pastor of Bethel 

Missionary Baptist Church until his death in 1897.  

Reverend Yates is a significant figure in Houston’s history because his efforts to 

advocate on behalf of the city’s African Americans have had long lasting effects.  

Reverend Yates’ religious, economic, and educational leadership throughout the Fourth 

Ward improved the social condition of African Americans in Houston.  His resolve to 

empower former slaves through self-reliance and economic independence helped advance 

the circumstances of the members of the African American community.  The Heritage 

Society’s efforts to preserve and interpret the life of Reverend Yates through the 

exhibition of the Yates family homestead in Sam Houston Park solidify his significance 

in the city’s history.  The Yates House is a reflection of the efforts made by a former 

slave to show he was worthy of equal opportunities in the city’s leadership, education, 

and civil rights.  This historic structure illustrates the enduring spirit of Houston’s African 

American population after emancipation. 

 
A Southern Townhouse in Freedmen’s Town 

 
 Southern townhouse types were uncommon in Houston’s Fourth Ward, the site of 

Freedmen’s Town.  Vernacular architectural forms, including shotgun house types, were 

characteristic of the Fourth Ward’s residential neighborhoods.  Although shotgun house 

types are traditionally considered examples of vernacular architecture, high style shotgun 

and camelback houses are found in New Orleans and are illustrated in the Roberts and 

Company Catalog in 1880.  The gingerbread ornamentation of the camelback shotgun, 

located on Dumaine Street in New Orleans, characterize it as an example of a high style 
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shotgun house.  Many of the shotgun houses that were built in the Fourth Ward lacked 

ornamentation because the structures were used as rental properties for the 

neighborhood’s working class residents.   

The Yates House was a distinctive structure in the Fourth Ward because its 

architectural characteristics were more high style rather than vernacular.  This structure is 

an example of a Southern townhouse and exhibits Greek Revival characteristics including 

a side passage with the entrance door on one side and one or two windows on the other, 

and first and second story porches supported by Tuscan columns.  Although the 

architectural characteristics of the Yates House are unusual features in Freedmen’s Town, 

its owner and occupant history define it as a significant historic structure within Houston. 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Yates House, The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park. 
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This historic structure is an example of a freed African American striving to show 

that he is as deserving of a Southern townhouse as his wealthy white counterparts.  The 

Southern townhouse was a common urban floor plan throughout the American South.  

The Yates House followed the example of Southern townhouses, such as the Nichols-

Rice-Cherry House, now located in Sam Houston Park, and the Michel Menard House in 

Galveston, Texas.  Although the Yates House lacks high style ornamentation in the 

interior or exterior, its floor plan and Greek Revival characteristics are borrowed from 

these house types.12   

 The Yates House was originally located at 1318 Andrews Street in Freedmen’s 

Town before it was donated to The Heritage Society and moved to Sam Houston Park. 

The street name was not listed until the Houston City Directory for 1886-87.  Three 

different house numbers were recorded in the city directory; 106 Andrews was listed in 

1886-87, 1316 Andrews in 1892-93, and in the 1894-95 directory the number was 

changed to 1318.  Andrews Street was part of the Castanie Addition, an area of 

Houston’s Fourth Ward that was platted and surveyed by Justin Castanie.13  In 1846, 

Castanie, a French immigrant who previously lived in Louisiana, purchased a plot of fifty 

acres from Robert C. Campbell.  After the land was surveyed, Castanie sold portions to 

residents in the area including Reverend Yates in 1869.  Yates purchased portions of 

Block 22, which would become Andrews Street.   

																																																								
12 Refer to Chapter 2, An Overview of House Types Used by African Americans, for additional 

information about the architectural features of the Southern townhouse and the relationship between the 
Yates, Nichols-Rice-Cherry, and Menard Houses.    

13 Refer to Chapter 3, “A Creole Conundrum,” for additional information about Justin Castanie 
and his role in the development of the Fourth Ward’s residential neighborhoods. 
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 After the purchase of the land from Castanie, Reverend Yates became a property 

owner less than five years after emancipation.  During the following years Yates 

continued to acquire property in neighboring lots.  He purchased two lots on San Felipe 

Street, now West Dallas, where he planted a vegetable garden and trees.  Yates acquired 

an additional property one and one-half miles west of what was then San Felipe Road and 

east of what is now Shepherd Drive.14  In the decade following his purchase of the 

property on Andrews Street, Yates, his brother George Yates, and brother-in-law Cue 

Willis constructed a two-story frame Greek revival house.15  The house consisted of four 

bedrooms, dining room, parlor, and detached kitchen.  According to transcripts of an oral 

history interview of Mrs. Martha Whiting, Reverend Yates’ granddaughter, during the 

nineteenth century the family used a cistern for their water supply.  The house underwent 

a remodeling project under the direction of Pinkie Yates, daughter of Reverend Yates, in 

the early twentieth century.  It included the addition indoor plumbing, electricity, and 

reconfiguring of the original floor plan.  

 The decision to construct a Southern townhouse by Reverend Yates is significant 

because for the first time he was a freeman reflecting his position in the community 

through his family’s homestead.  The Yates House symbolizes the achievements of 

African Americans in the community who were once slaves and servants in Southern 

townhouses rather than owners.  Reverend Yates’ conscious decision to finance and 

construct a Southern townhouse for his family is significant because it was his choice.  

																																																								
14 Yates and Yates, The Life and Efforts of Jack Yates. 

15 It is unclear whether George Yates or Cue Willis had formal training in carpentry.  There is 
archival evidence of a Virginian-born slave by the name of Richard Allen who was a successful African 
American architect in Houston.  He is described in Black Leaders: Texans for Their Times, 76, as a slave 
with design, draft, and construction skills.  It is possible that the Yates family interacted with Allen and 
sought building advice from him because they lived in the same community.  
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He could have chosen to build a house with African architectural roots, but instead 

preferred to reflect his place in the City of Houston through a Southern townhouse.  This 

decision is significant because prior to emancipation his wealthy, white counterparts 

predominantly used this high style architectural form.   

Members of the Yates family were the primary residents of the house until the 

latter half of the twentieth century.   Before Mrs. Whiting donated the house to The 

Heritage Society in 1994, the Yates House was used as rental property for nearly thirty 

years.   After the construction in 1870, the first occupants were Reverend Yates, Harriet 

Yates, his first wife, and their children.  Reverend Yates is listed as the occupant of the 

house in the Houston City Directories from 1877 to 1897.  Eleven children, ten from his 

first wife and one from his second wife, Annie Freeman Yates, survived Reverend Yates.  

 In the years following Reverend Yates death, Annie and her son, Paul, remained 

the primary residents of the Yates family homestead on 1318 Andrews.  Pinkie Yates, the 

primary resident, and members of the Yates family resided in the house through the 

twentieth century until the residence was used as rental property in 1962.  Titles to the 

property changed hands in the beginning of the twentieth century after the efforts of 

Pinkie Yates, Yates’ daughter from his first marriage, organized a concerted effort to 

regain some of the family’s property, including the homestead.16  In 1902, Pinkie Yates 

began to acquire titles to Reverend Yates’ property through legal action, persuasion, and 

cash payments.17  She moved into the Yates House in 1915 and began modern 

renovations and repairs to the home five years later.  Mrs. Whiting, daughter of Nannie 

Yates and granddaughter of Reverend Yates, resided in the house with Pinkie for a period 
																																																								

16 The Heritage Society, “Yates House”, September 1996. 

17 Ibid. 
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of time.  Transcripts from Mrs. Whiting’s interview revealed that Pinkie Yates would 

periodically rent a spare room to local schoolteachers.  After Pinkie Yates’ death on July 

3, 1962, the Yates House was used as rental property in the Fourth Ward.  

During The Heritage Society’s restoration of the structure, physical evidence, 

including construction techniques and materials, suggest that the Yates House was built 

around 1870, making it one of the oldest African American residences in the City of 

Houston.  Reverend Yates purchased the land in 1869, making 1870 the earliest possible 

construction date.  According to The Life and Efforts of Jack Yates, a biography written 

by two of his sons, Rutherford B. H. and Paul L. Yates, the house was the first two-story 

residence built and owned by an African American in Houston.  The restoration also 

indicated that the house was built over a significant period of time because of the lack of 

resources needed to complete the project at one time.   

  
Acquisition and Interpretation of the Yates House 

 
 Mrs. Martha Whiting, the granddaughter of Reverend Jack Yates, donated the 

Yates House to The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park in 1994.  The Yates House 

was moved from 1318 Andrews Street to the park grounds over a two-day period.  The 

house was dedicated on February 18, 1995 in a ceremony acknowledging the 

achievements made by Reverend Jack Yates in his personal life and his influence on the 

lives of African Americans in the Fourth Ward.   

 After The Heritage Society’s acquisition of the Yates House, preservationists and 

museum staff conducted an in-depth archeological study of the physical structure.  An 

early photograph of the Yates House indicated that the house was not in its original 
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condition after it was relocated to Sam Houston Park.18 The Yates house was severely 

altered by an early twentieth century remodeling project by Pinkie Yates, daughter of 

Reverend Jack Yates.  The nineteenth century floor plan was altered by the enclosure of 

the back porch, the addition of an indoor kitchen and bathroom facility, the reconfiguring 

of the front door, and modifications to the staircase.  As the history of the house was 

discovered, the museum staff, with the help of a restoration architect, was able to 

determine the original floor plan of the interior of the structure.19  Redefining the 

nineteenth century layout of the interior was critical for the 1870-1890 interpretation of 

the house. 

The interpretation of the Yates House during the late nineteenth century allows 

the museum curator to capture images of Reverend Yates’ time in house through the 

exhibiting of period appropriate artifacts and images.  According to Wallace Saage, 

Collections Curator for The Heritage Society, the logical beginning for the interpretation 

of the house would focus on with the understanding of Reverend Jack Yates.  

Determining the object biography of the house and the artifacts encourages the museum 

visitor to develop a personal connection to the characters being portrayed, the Yates 

family, and a glimpse of life for a freed African American family in an emerging urban 

city in Texas during the late nineteenth century.  

Evidence of the original floor plan and architectural characteristics of the period 

were revealed after The Heritage Society’s initial efforts in the restoration and 

preservation of the Yates House.  The removal of the twentieth century modifications of 

																																																								
18 Wallace Saage, “The Yates House: A Touchstone to the Past, Message for the Future”, 2001.  

This paper was presented by Mr. Wallace Saage, Curator of Collections at The Heritage Society at Sam 
Houston Park, at the Texas State Historical Society’s Annual Meeting in 2002. 

19 Ibid. 
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the house revealed Victorian inspired paint colors, flue covers, which indicated cast iron 

stoves as the house’s source of heat, a decorative metal shingle roof, and Tuscan columns 

that supported the upper and lower galleries.  Cast iron stoves were the most up-to-date 

form of heat in the late nineteenth century instead of fireplaces.  Confirmation of 

nineteenth century material culture features of the Yates House is advantageous when 

interpreting Reverend Yates’ tenure.  The development of a biography of the architecture 

of the Yates House helped The Heritage Society to best represent the histories of the 

family that are told through the artifacts.  Determining the nineteenth century framework 

of the historic house’s architectural features allows museum curators and educators to 

develop interpretation strategies that inspire an appreciation for the story of Reverend 

Yates. 

Understanding the character of the Yates family assists The Heritage Society 

when developing plans for interpretation.  Because Reverend Yates was the minister of 

Antioch Baptist Church and Bethel Missionary Baptist Church, his family most likely 

subscribed to the basic tenets of Christianity.  Mrs. Whiting and Mrs. Olee Yates 

McCollough, granddaughters of Jack Yates, donated a variety of family furnishings to 

The Heritage Society, which added a distinct perspective when interpreting the family 

through the structure.  Although examples physical evidence of the interior of the Yates 

House were not available, The Heritage Society relied on oral histories of the decorative 

items used by the family.   

Oral historian Louis Marchiafava interviewed Mrs. Whiting in April 1994 to 

record her memories of the Yates House for historical reference for The Heritage 
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Society’s interpretative plan.20 Transcripts from the interview reveal histories of the 

Yates House from the perspective of a family member who had once resided in the home 

throughout the twentieth century.  Mrs. Whiting’s oral history and donations of family 

furnishings have helped The Heritage Society to develop exhibits that are accurate to the 

time period chosen for interpretation.  Marchiafava’s interview of Mrs. Whiting revealed 

the owner and renter history, the modern improvements made to the house during the 

twentieth century, and the family’s use of the rooms.  Additionally, Mrs. Whiting 

indicated that during the nineteenth century the family used a cistern for their source of 

water supply.  Recorded oral histories of the changing architectural features of the Yates 

House are instrumental in The Heritage Society’s interpretation of the structure.  

Solidifying the physical modifications made to the historic house will help museum staff 

to preserve the memory of the Yates House from the late nineteenth century.   

The furnishing plan for a historic house museum is a roadmap for the recreation 

of the material culture of the time period chosen for interpretation.  The Heritage 

Society’s furnishing plan for the Yates House reflects the archeological evidence of the 

structure’s nineteenth century characteristics, family furnishings that were donated to the 

museum, and the nature of the Yates family.  Although probate records did not indicate 

the type of furniture the family owned, museum staff could infer what decorative 

furnishings may have been in the Yates household.   

The Heritage Society received a variety of Yates family furnishings.  Donations 

from Mrs. Whiting and Mrs. Yates McCollough, along with collection items, reflect a 

wide range of decorative pieces that could be used to interpret the Yates House from 

																																																								
20 The oral history interview of Mrs. Martha Whiting conducted by Louis Marchiafava is located 

in the archives of The Heritage Society at Sam Houston Park, Houston, Texas.  
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1870 to 1890.  The furnishing plan is representative of the work ethic of a former slave 

who encouraged his fellow community members to abide by the pay-as-you-go economic 

system.  His opposition to credit and the accumulation of debt is suggested in the variety 

of artifacts exhibited in the Yates House.  The artifacts used for interpretation reflect the 

family’s furnishings, which include Reverend Yates’ Windsor chair (Fig. 8), that were 

fashionable for the late nineteenth century intermingled with vernacular decorative items. 

 
 

 
Figure 8. Windsor captain’s chair owned by Reverend Yates. 

 
 

The addition of Yates family furnishings into The Heritage Society’s collection 

allows museum curators to develop an authentic representation of the family.  The 

museum’s collection and Yates decorative items are intermixed throughout the house, 

which allows museum staff to feature furnishings that showcase the lifestyle of successful 
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Houstonians in the Fourth Ward.  The artifacts exhibited in the house that best interpret 

Reverend Yates are his own belongings: a Windsor captain’s chair, a black, leather bound 

Bible with “Holy Bible; Rev. J. Yates” in gilt on the front, and a cane that was given to 

him by Bethel Missionary Baptist Church.21  Additional exhibited furnishings that are 

reflective of Reverend Yates is a black and white portrait of him that is on display in the 

parlor and a Renaissance Revival bedstead that belonged to Harriet Yates, his first wife.  

The portrait was in good condition when it was donated to the museum.  To insure its 

preservation, the image was treated by a professional conservator and reframed using 

proper archival methods. 

The interpretation of the family’s furnishings allows the museum visitor to better 

appreciate the accomplishments made by Reverend Yates within a short time of 

emancipation.  The addition of graphic images, which includes a framed portrait of 

Abraham Lincoln and a Currier and Ives print of President George Washington speaking 

with his slaves at Mt. Vernon throughout the house helps museum staff to interpret the 

history of slavery in the United States.  Although evidence of these images in the Yates 

House does not exist, they create a dialogue about African enslavement and the 

emancipation of slaves during the Civil War.  Creating a comfortable environment to 

discuss sensitive subjects encourages the museum visitor to think critically about the 

subject matter represented through the preservation and interpretation of the Yates House.  

 
Historic Significance of the Yates House 

 
 Reverend Yates was one of the most influential African American figures in the 

City of Houston during the latter half of the nineteenth century.  He was an active 

																																																								
21 The Heritage Society, “Yates House.” 
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member within the African American community and sought to empower the formerly 

enslaved community through self-sufficiency and economic freedom.  Reverend Yates 

emerged as an advocate for equal educational opportunities and political empowerment 

for African Americans.  He was among the forefront of leaders within the community 

because he was not idle in his efforts to improve the state of Houston’s Freedmen’s 

Town.  Reverend Yates transformed the City of Houston by serving as pastor for two 

influential African American churches, the creation of Emancipation Park, and the 

development of proper educational opportunities for the African American community. 

 The preservation of the Yates House acknowledges Reverend Yates’ significant 

role within the City of Houston.  He was a community pillar among Houstonian African 

Americans and The Heritage Society’s interpretation of his family’s homestead 

encourages the general public to develop an appreciation for Reverend Yates.  The 

removal of the Yates House from its original context in the Fourth Ward is a moment of 

desegregation in Houston’s history.  Although Revered Yates’ did not construct an 

ambitious, high style Southern townhouse, his decision to use this house type made him 

comparable to other Houstonian community leaders.  The Yates House is a window into 

Reverend Yates’ aspirations for himself in the African American community.  

 The Heritage Society’s efforts to preserve, interpret, and collect artifacts related to 

the history of Reverend Yates and his family acknowledges his historic significance.  The 

preservation of this historic structure provides the museum visitor the opportunity to 

develop a personal connection with a former slave who sought to better his community 

by becoming actively involved with his neighbors.  The preservation of the Yates House 
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illustrates the persistent spirit of the newly freed African American community in a time 

when institutional racism flourished after emancipation.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

“A Shotgun Approach:” A Study of The Shotgun House at Dallas Heritage Village, 
Dallas, Texas 

 
 

Introduction 
 

 The integration of African culture and customs into the European colonized New 

World resulted in the creation of distinctly African American architectural forms.  Until 

recent years, the study of American architecture predominantly focused on the European 

contribution, and not coincidentally, on the houses of the wealthiest Americans, those 

who could hire trained architects and who could afford houses designed in the classical 

tradition or in other “historical” styles.  The shotgun house by contrast was vernacular in 

form and housed working-class people.  The recent acknowledgment of the African 

experience in North America has resulted in the critical analysis of the African influence 

on American material culture. The following case study will specifically focus on a 

shotgun house in Dallas, Texas and how its contributions to American architecture and 

building customs. 

 This house is now preserved at Dallas Heritage Village (DHV), an open-air 

museum that exhibits a collection of mid-to-late nineteenth century pioneer and Victorian 

homes and commercial buildings found in North Central Texas.  The Friends of State-

Thomas, a non-profit organization created to save historic structures in the State-Thomas 

neighborhood in Dallas, and the Dallas Power and Light Company donated the shotgun 

house to DHV, formerly Dallas Old City Park, in January 1982.  The museum interprets
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the shotgun house as an example of an African American dwelling in an early twentieth 

century working class neighborhood.  The analysis of this North Texas shotgun house 

will be used to explore African American roots in a Dallas neighborhood and the 

processes the staff of DHV used to develop an interpretation plan for the dwelling.  

The architectural features of the shotgun house are directly linked to the enslaved 

African Yoruba peoples of Angola-Zaire origins.  According to John Michael Vlach, a 

historian of African architecture, the Yorubas were the first to arrive in the French colony 

of Saint-Domingue resulting in the predominance of their influence on Haitian 

architecture.1  The traditional Yoruba dwelling was a rectangular gabled-roof, two-room 

structure. Vlach asserts, “This house [the Yoruba] is the prototype for the American 

shotgun.”2  The above-mentioned characteristics directly correlate to the building 

practices used to construct economical housing in the American South after the 

immigration of freed Haitian slaves in the early nineteenth century.  The shotgun house 

was ideal because it was an inexpensive and easy to construct dwelling that would be 

suitable in urban or rural cities across the South.  

   
Origins of Shotgun Architecture 

 
 The history of the American shotgun house is convoluted because of its ties with 

West African architectural traditions and planation slavery in the New World.  The 

architectural styles of the shotgun or “to-gun,” the Yoruba word for “place of assembly,” 

originated from the Angola-Zaire region of Africa.3  The influence of the vernacular 

																																																								
1 John Michael Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts (Athens, GA: University 

of Georgia Press, 1990), 125. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts, 131. 
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features of the shotgun house travelled to the New World through the Atlantic slave trade 

during the eighteenth century.  French colonial efforts primarily depended upon the 

intensive use of slave labor of the Yoruba people to insure plantation productivity in 

Saint-Domingue.  Slaves implemented the use of the Yoruba architectural system in Haiti 

by constructing slave quarters that were minimal in design and expense.  

The materials and practices executed when building the houses in Saint-

Domingue were similar to those used in West Africa because of their mutual tropical 

environments.  Vlach offered a theory that proposed that the form of shotgun house 

originated in West Africa and was blended with Caribbean, Native, and French Colonial 

architectural forms.  He suggests that the primary features of the dwellings were single-

story, two-room structures with a gabled roof.  The walls were traditionally made of dried 

mud that served as insulation from the sun and elements.  Before Vlach’s fieldwork in 

Haiti, the shotgun was acknowledged as a Southern architectural form and its African 

roots had been unstudied.  Vlach’s landmark contribution to the understanding of African 

building practices and their contributions to the American architectural landscape has 

broaden the understanding of the initial use of the shotgun house by African slaves in 

Haiti.   

 Although the architectural characteristics of the Yoruba house are distinctively 

West African in origin, the influence of the native Caribbean people and French colonials 

resulted in features that transformed the African dwelling.  Vlach suggests that the 

American shotgun house contains features related to three cultural groups, which includes 

the Arawak Indians’ use of a gable-door and porch, French construction techniques, and 
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the Yoruba two-room tradition.4  This building design is called a caille and is most often 

found in southern Haiti.  Although these dimensions transform the original Yoruba 

architectural design, the shotgun house remains distinctly African because of the 

continued two-room tradition. 

The Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) resulted in the abolition of French colonial 

slavery and the founding of the Republic of Haiti.  During the early nineteenth century, 

many freed Haitian immigrants fled to New Orleans after the slave revolution and 

brought with them the Yoruba architectural system they used as slaves under the French 

Crown.5  New Orleans was and continues to be a distinctive port city because of its 

varied cultural landscape and the development of its own native culture.  Indigenous, 

European, and African inhabitants influenced the architectural landscape of the city.  

Although African in design, the influence of neighboring cultures and people groups led 

to the development of the shotgun house, a unique structure to the City of New Orleans.  

The solidification of the appearance of the shotgun house began in its early years 

of development in New Orleans.  Vlach considers New Orleans as the epicenter of 

shotgun expansion and its roots lie in the southeastern region of Louisiana.6  The 

architectural features of the Yoruba house became traditional characteristics of the 

American shotgun.  The typical shotgun was a narrow, traditionally one-room-wide 

structure with a gabled roof and three total rooms.  Because of its limited dimension, oral 

tradition suggests that the front and back doors of the dwelling would line up.  Folk 
																																																								

4 Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts, 125.  

5 John Michael Vlach, “The Shotgun House: An African Architectural Legacy. Part I,” Pioneer 
America 8, no. 1 (January 1976), 54.  “The Shotgun House, Parts I and II” has been re-published, including 
Common Places: Readings in American Vernacular Architecture, edited by Dell Upton and John Michael 
Vlach. 

6 Ibid., 49. 
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etymology and recent scholarship explains that if you fire a shotgun through the front 

door, the shot would travel out the back.7  However, Sylvia Grider suggests that although 

the origins of the shotgun name are often disputed, fieldwork has proven that the front 

and back doors were traditionally offset.8 

Although the shotgun house was characteristically a one-room-wide structure, its 

conventional form was transformed because the basic necessities of its non-traditional 

builders changed.  The result was the development of a double shotgun, two single-room-

wide shotgun houses constructed side-by-side under the same roof, and a camelback 

house, a shotgun with a two-story rear component.9  The adapted features of the double 

shotgun and camelback house did not remove the African architectural elements of the 

traditional Yoruba dwelling.  Because the narrow dimensions of the shotgun house 

remained in the adapted architectural design, its West African identity persisted.  

 During the later half of the nineteenth century, the American South adopted the 

shotgun architectural system because it was economical and simple to construct.  Its 

popularity extended beyond rural communities and into flourishing cities throughout the 

Southern region.  The shotgun house satisfied companies in growing towns because it 

provided speedy, low-cost housing for employees.10  Additional studies of the uses of the 

shotgun house in the American South reveal that this culturally distinctive house form 

was used in a variety of urban and rural settings.  Grider suggests that the shotgun house 

was used in “company towns” throughout the South and its occupants were not always 

																																																								
7 Sylvia Ann Grider, “The Shotgun House in Oil Boomtowns of The Texas Panhandle,” Pioneer 

America 7, no. 2 (July 1975), 47. 

8 Ibid. 

9 Vlach, The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts, 131. 

10 Grider, “The Shotgun House in Oil Boomtowns of The Texas Panhandle,” 47. 
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African American.  However, the occupants were typically working-class renters who 

could rarely afford their own home. 

Relocation to prospering cities was not limited to whites after the American Civil 

War.  After the abolition of slavery and surrender of the Confederate States many African 

Americans migrated to larger industrial cities adding to the African American population 

that white masters had created to secure their respective slaves during the Civil War.11  

As African Americans abandoned the rural properties of their masters and migrated to 

Texas cities, the population of African Americans increased in urban areas.  With the 

rising cultural diversity amongst emerging Southern urban centers, racially segregated 

neighborhoods became the norm.  Emancipated slaves created Freedmen’s Towns that 

attempted to serve as safe havens from racial prejudices and protect residents from the 

heavy hand of Jim Crow.  The architectural style of the shotgun was a dominant feature 

in these neighborhoods because of their simple design and low cost.  The signature 

characteristic of these houses found throughout Freedmen’s Towns of the south was the 

narrow, single room wide floor plan.  This African house type flourished in Southern 

cities because it was economical to build and also because of the influx of freed slaves 

who influenced the implementation of African building techniques and designs.  

 
A North Texas Shotgun 

 
In the late nineteenth century, Dallas, Texas, was a shining example of a 

developing Southern city, enhanced by the growth of commerce through the railroad.  

The Houston and Texas Central Railroad reached Dallas in 1872, connecting the city to 

																																																								
11 Steven W. Engerrand, “Black and Mulatto Mobility and Stability in Dallas, Texas, 1880-1910,” 

Phylon (1960) 39, no. 3 (1978), 204. 
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the Oklahoma Indian Territory and further north.12  The introduction of the railroad 

stimulated the local economy of Dallas by creating jobs through the development of new 

businesses.  The opportunity for work encouraged freed Negroes to leave their rural 

communities in search for better economic prospects in Dallas.  Despite efforts to 

advance their economic standing African Americans continued to face racial 

discrimination, which often thwarted opportunities that were promised to them after 

emancipation.  

African Americans of North Dallas encountered a job market that depended upon 

their skills.  Craftsmen competition was high, especially amongst Freedmen and lower 

income whites with valued artisan skills, such as stonemasonry, carpentry, and 

blacksmithing.13  The creation of skilled jobs for lower income residents changed the 

economic landscape of Dallas resulting in the development of neighborhoods divided by 

race and economic standing.  The Freedmen’s Town of Dallas, known locally as State-

Thomas, was founded shortly after the Civil War.  It was a historically African American 

working class neighborhood primarily consisting of shotgun houses built as inexpensive 

rental properties for low income African Americans.  

The population increase in the State-Thomas neighborhood resulted in a need for 

affordable housing for laborers who moved to Dallas in search of work in construction 

and industry.  On the north side of Guillot Street, a local Dallas doctor financed the 

construction of ten shotgun houses that would serve as rental properties for African 

																																																								
12 Michael V. Hazel, “Old City Park, Dallas County Heritage Society,” Texas Association of 

Museums Quarterly 9 (Fall 1984), 16.  

13 Michele Gillespie, “Antebellum Artisans,” New Georgia Encyclopedia (Athens, GA: 
University of Georgia Press, August 28, 2002), http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-
609 (accessed November 3, 2012). 
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Americans in State-Thomas.  In 1906, Dr. David Graham Hall began renting out the 

houses to supplement the funding for his medical research on venereal disease.14 The 

vernacular features of the shotgun were ideal in the State-Thomas neighborhood because 

its traditional floor plan was practical and made use of the limited residential acreage.  

Rental properties in State-Thomas were abundant because of the growing 

economy of Dallas.  To ensure a stable clientele of renters, Dr. Hall financed electrical 

wiring and an outdoor tap to the city water supply for each rental property.15  Although 

the houses were made of wood, these embellishments added value to traditional folk 

housing structures, which typically lacked adequate utilities.16 The wooden shotgun 

house was the primary architectural form available to low-income laymen who could not 

afford houses made of brick or those on trend with the latest architectural features.  

The shotgun house, located at 2807 Guillot Street or Lot no. 9, City of Dallas, 

Block 572 ½, was preserved and is now interpreted as an example of an African 

American architectural form at Dallas Heritage Village (Fig. 9 and 10).  Its one-room-

wide, three-room floor plan typifies it as a traditional American shotgun house.  

According to Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps of Dallas recorded in 1921, the shotgun house 

was a wooden dwelling with a cedar-shingled roof.17  Because of limited square footage, 

the shotgun house did not have rooms with designated functions. Instead, each room had 

																																																								
14 Kathy Jackson, “Piece of Dallas history saved by ‘shotgun’ house article,” The Dallas Morning 

News (Dallas, Texas, March 16, 1985). 

15 Dallas Heritage Village, “Visitor’s Guide”, n.d. 

16 “Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Texas, Dallas, Volume 2, Sheet 225”, 1921.  The Perry-
Castañeda Library�Map Collection, located at the Perry-Castañeda Library, The University of Texas at 
Austin, has a significant Sanborn Map Collection through their website.  The site is easily accessible to the 
user and the maps are scanned in color.   

17 Ibid. 
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multiple uses: the front room served as a bedroom and parlor (Fig. 11), the middle room a 

bedroom and storage, and the third room as a kitchen, dining room, and storage (Fig. 12).  

The back yard was used for laundry; clothes would be washed in a cast iron laundry pot.  

The pot was  

 
 

   
Figure 9. The Shotgun House, Dallas Heritage Village. 

 
 
kept in the yard while the clothes wringer and washboard would be stored in the 

kitchen.18 

Dallas City Directories reveal that from the beginning of its availability for rent 

until the 1970s, the occupants of the shotgun house were African American working class 
																																																								

18 Nina L. Nixon, “No Place Like Home,” Curator: The Museum Journal 31, no. 2 (1988), 144. 
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families.  Typically, the occupations of the shotgun tenants and their neighbors on Guillot 

Street were laborers, laundresses, yardmen, and teamsters.19  African Americans living in  

Dallas had limited opportunities for job advancement.  As a consequence, there was a 

 
 

 
Figure 10. Rear view of the Shotgun House. 

 
 
period of rapid population turnover.20 The history of the occupants of the shotgun house 

at Guillot Street reveals this phenomenon.  There were eight occupants of the shotgun 

house from 1906 until 1921 when the McCray family became renters over the next forty 

years.  The typical stay for a renter was one to two years.  William McCray was a laborer 

for Sears and Roebuck and his wife, Eula, was a laundress for Ideal Laundry Co.  

McCray worked for two additional companies during his occupancy of the shotgun 

house: he took a job as a porter for Exline-Lowdon Co. and worked for Baylor Hospital. 

																																																								
19 Dallas City Directory, 1910.  The address for the Shotgun House was checked in subsequent 

city directories every five years until the property was donated to Dallas Heritage Village.  

20 Engerrand, “Black and Mulatto Mobility and Stability in Dallas, Texas, 1880-1910,” 203.  
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The history of ownership of the shotgun house was also varied.  The house was 

part of a parcel of land in the State-Thomas neighborhood, which included adjacent 

shotgun lots on Guillot Street.  Dr. Hall retained ownership of the parcel from 1904 to 

1940 until he sold it to the David Graham Hall Trust.  The shotgun houses were held by 

the trust until they were sold to Thomas L. Hall on December 4, 1962.  From 1962 until 

1981, there were several who owned the property briefly until Dallas Power and Light 

took ownership.   

While in the custody of Dallas Power and Light the shotgun house, along with 

other historic sites and structures in the State-Thomas neighborhood, faced imminent 

demolition.  The City of Dallas along with residents of State-Thomas developed a 

strategy to protect the rich cultural history of the neighborhood from the encroachment of 

commercial development in downtown by naming it a historic district.21  The city’s 

efforts in historic preservation of the shotgun house resulted in its donation to Old City 

Park by the Friends of State-Thomas and Dallas Power and Light Company on January 6, 

1982.  The utility company moved the house into the park on February 9th. 

 
Old City Park 

 
Dallas Heritage Village at Old City Park is a physical reminder of the city’s 

diverse architectural and cultural history through their interpretation of historic structures 

found in North Central Texas between 1840 and 1910.  The open-air museum exhibits 

houses and commercial buildings that reflect the distinct ethnic landscape of Dallas while 

																																																								
21 Henry Tatum, “No Price on History,” The Dallas Morning News (Dallas, Texas, December 30, 

1983). 



 71

interpreting life in Texas over a hundred years ago.  The unique history of Dallas’s oldest 

public park reflects the humble beginnings of the city while echoing its architectural past.  

The City of Dallas was settled around a wealth of surface water supply.  Its 

abundant amount of streams and artesian wells encouraged migration to the city.  In 

1872, Edward Browder, a prominent resident, divided the land near Browder’s Spring, 

the city’s more plentiful water supply, and offered plots of land for sale.  In 1876, John J. 

Eakins, originally from Kentucky, bought a plot of land from Browder and gave ten acres 

to the City of Dallas to create a city park.  Between 1878 and 1885 the City Park grew to 

its largest size totaling nineteen acres.    

Dallas’ City Park provided residents with an aesthetically pleasing view of the 

city’s natural beauty through its landscape improvements.  In 1886, the city allocated 

funds to enrich the park’s landscape by adding paved walkways, bridges, flowerbeds, 

new trees and grass, and electric arc lights.22 In addition to the betterment of the park’s 

scenery, the City of Dallas apportioned resources to finance the city’s first zoo and 

horticultural center, a stage for outdoor concerts, and recreational facilities.  The 

economic decline of “The Cedars,” the city’s first prominent neighborhood, and the 

construction of the R. L. Thornton Freeway in the 1960s led to the decline of the park and 

a loss of acreage.   

The disrepair of City Park led to a dramatic change in the city’s use of the land.  

In 1967, residents and the Dallas Park and Recreation Board proposed that the Dallas 

Country Heritage Society move an antebellum mansion known as Millermore into City 

																																																								
22 Hazel, “Old City Park, Dallas County Heritage Society,” 17.  
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Park.23  Millermore was then complemented by the addition of two Texas log houses, 

adding to the park’s collection of historic structures.  In 1971, the Heritage Society’s 

made efforts to acquire additional historically significant buildings to City Park, while 

cultivating a museum of the city’s architectural history.  The Heritage Society was 

successful in gaining the interests of city leaders and residents by financing a 

development that became Dallas’ first Bicentennial Project, which led to the renaming of 

the park to Old City Park in 1976.24  The new function of the park was to exhibit Dallas’ 

social history through the backdrop of preserved historic homes and structures.  In 2005, 

the park was renamed Dallas Heritage Village to better reflect the evolving nature of the 

living history museum.  

 
The Acquisition and Interpretation of the Shotgun House 

 
Before the Heritage Society’s acquisition of the shotgun house, originally located 

on Guillot Street, its collection of historic homes lacked African American architectural 

elements and themes.  For Old City Park to truly become “A Museum of Cultural 

History,” their collection of historic homes needed to reflect the ethnic landscape of the 

City of Dallas.  The acquisition of the shotgun house diversified the museum’s 

interpretation of the city’s architectural history while acknowledging the significance of 

the African American cultural experience during the early twentieth century.  

State-Thomas is one of the oldest and most important historic neighborhoods 

within the City of Dallas because of its residential character and history.  The historic 

imprint made by the residents of State-Thomas encouraged city officials and members of 

																																																								
23 Ibid. 

24 Michael V. Hazel, “Old City Park”, June 15, 2010, 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/ggo01 (accessed October 9, 2012). 
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the Dallas community to preserve the physical and intellectual experiences of its people. 

Attempts to safeguard State-Thomas were made some years after the initial decline of the 

neighborhood.  The development of North Central Expressway and Woodall Rogers 

Freeway in the 1960s resulted in the loss of housing stock and the isolation of State-

Thomas.25  Dallas’ Department of Urban Planning observed that the decline of the 

neighborhood resulted in its residents to either move into other residential areas or use 

their homes as revenue producing property.   

The City of Dallas attempted to enhance the neighborhood of State-Thomas 

through capital improvement campaigns, strict enforcement of residential codes, and 

expansions in the neighborhood’s infrastructure.  The city’s efforts to thwart residential 

code violations in State-Thomas resulted in the creation of an informal group of citizens 

who fought to retain the ownership of their property.  Fred Vaughn, a local auto 

mechanic and leader within the group, took legal action against the City of Dallas in 1978 

and approached Richard Levin, of Akin, Gump, Hauer, and Feld, a local law firm, for pro 

bono assistance.26   

Levin prepared a lawsuit accusing the city of having bias when enforcing 

residential codes and excessive demolitions of private properties to benefit certain 

investors.  The lawsuit was never filed because the city and residents agreed on three 

compromises: the city would inform Vaughn each time a property owner was cited for a 

violation, the city would conduct a study to see what actions need to be taken to preserve 

the residential communities, and the city would postpone requests for zoning changes 

																																																								
25 Dallas (Tex.) Dept. of Urban Planning, State-Thomas, a neighborhood study (Dallas: Dallas: 

The Department, 1979), 2. 

26 J.P. Barentine, “State-Thomas Special Purpose District” (Dallas, Texas: Southern Methodist 
University, 1986), 14. 
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until the study was completed.27  The ceasing of all zoning requests resulted in the 

purchase of Block 572 ½, which included the house on Guillot Street, by Dallas Power 

and Light Co.   

In conjunction with Vaughn and Levin’s efforts to preserve the residential block 

of State-Thomas, Arthur Hughes and Judy Smith Hearst led the neighborhood in one of 

many petition drives to stabilize the area through zoning and planning.28 Smith Hearst’s 

efforts to lobby for the protection of the neighborhood led to the formation of the Friends 

of State-Thomas, an organization that would advocate in the interests of State-Thomas 

residents.  She served as the first president of the organization and continued to lobby for 

the neighborhood’s protection through the development of transportation patterns that 

would reroute traffic around the community.  In 1982, the combined efforts of William 

W. Aston, president of the Dallas Power & Light Co., and the Friends of State-Thomas 

led to the donation and transport of one of the shotgun houses within a residential block 

of the neighborhood to The Heritage Society at Old City Park.  

Public and private resources made saving this piece of African American material 

culture possible.  Dr. Thomas H. Smith, then director of Dallas County Heritage Society, 

led the development efforts, along with Helen Giddings, Executive Director of 

Leadership Dallas, and Aston.  The Meadows Foundation and the “Treasured Past 

Restored” Committee provided the majority of funds for the restoration of the shotgun 

house.  Donations to the restitution project allowed the museum to hire Vivian 

Williamson-Johnson, a historian of African American history.  She was the primary 

																																																								
27 Ibid. 

28 Jim Cumbie, Philip E. Cobb, and Judy Smith Hearst, Images of McKinney Avenue Trolleys 
(Charleston, South Carolina: Arcadia Publishing, 2011), 65. 
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contributor in the research of the history of the shotgun house.  Williamson-Johnson 

spearheaded the Heritage Society’s interpretation plans for the shotgun house.  

 
 

 
Figure 11. Interior view of the Shotgun House from the entrance door. 

 
 
Dallas City Directories were the primary source of information used when 

determining the interpretive plan for the shotgun house.  The directories specify the race, 

occupations, and often the employers of the Dallas residents, giving curators and 

historians a detailed perspective of the socioeconomic status of the city’s neighborhoods.  

Although the race and economic status of the renters of the shotgun house were low 

income African Americans, the occupants varied by gender and occupation.  This 

presented a challenge to museum staff because the shotgun house could be interpreted 

from two principle perspectives: the lifestyle of an unmarried male occupant who worked 
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as a laborer or the lifestyles of an unspecific African American family with a similar 

socioeconomic class of the State-Thomas neighborhood.  Williamson-Johnson suggested 

that the museum’s interpretation of the African American experience would be limited if 

they chose to interpret the lifestyles of single men.29 Ultimately, the decision was made to 

interpret the family because the interpretation of the material culture of African American 

 
 

 
Figure 12. Interpretation of the third room as the kitchen. 

 
 

women, children, and married men is necessary because it allows the museum to best 

represent an African American family living in Dallas during the early twentieth century.  

The mission statement of Dallas Heritage Village states that the museum exists to 

interpret architectural styles of North Central Texas from the mid-nineteenth century to 

1910.  This defines the museum’s collecting practices and its interpretive plans for each 

																																																								
29 Vivian Williamson-Johnson, “Furnishing Proposal for the To-Gun/Shotgun House, Presented to 

the Dallas County Heritage Society”, undated, Dallas Heritage Village, 5. 



 77

structure.  Although the first family did not occupy the shotgun house until the 1920s, the 

museum was better suited to interpret an African American family from the earliest days 

of the house’s construction.  Williamson-Johnson suggested that recreated family should 

consist of an adult male and female and an adolescent male and female.  This family 

structure allows material culture of all members of the family to be interpreted by 

museum curators and historians.   

The limited space available in the three-room floor plan of the shotgun house 

forced curators to strategically develop a furnishing plan that would reflect all members 

of their recreated African American family.  When preparing furnishing plans for the 

shotgun house, Williamson-Johnson developed a system of specifying what artifacts and 

features were needed to reflect the family.  These research methodologies included 

reviewing published works on African American material culture in the early twentieth 

century and interviews with community elders who could construct a better 

understanding of elements that would be relevant to the furnishing plans.  

After conducting her preliminary research, Williamson-Johnson suggested in her 

“Furnishing Proposal” that the first room be interpreted predominantly as a parlor and 

then as a bedroom for a young girl.  The second room would function as a bedroom for a 

man and woman, and the third room furnished primarily as a kitchen and secondarily a 

bedroom for a boy.  Images from the 1895 Montgomery Ward and Company Catalogue 

and Buyers Guide and the 1902 Sears, Roebuck Catalogue served as pictorial references.  

The products available in these catalogues were appropriate for the time period and 

would have been goods that the family living in the shotgun house could have afforded.   
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The initial plans for interpretation of the shotgun house evolved over time.  

Today, the front room is considered an undefined space and incorporates artifacts 

representative of a parlor, bedroom, and workspace. The addition of a sewing machine in 

the room expanded the uses of the room and interpretation of household duties that may 

have been performed by an adult woman or young girl.  Museum staff continued to 

interpret the second room as a bedroom, however a crib was also added to the space. This 

addition allowed the curator to interpret the third room solely as a kitchen and workspace, 

rather than a bedroom for a child.  The expansion of the multiple uses of the kitchen, such 

as storage for household tools allowed for further interpretation of artifacts relevant to the 

time period of the shotgun.   

In addition to the changes made to the furnishing plans for the interpretation of 

the shotgun house, Dallas Heritage Village created a fictional historical character in order 

to interpret the life of an African American woman who would have been an occupant of 

the house during the early twentieth century.  The first person character is dressed in 

period costume and is named “Mrs. Freeman.”  This was done in accordance with 

Colonial Williamsburg’s strategies for historical character development, which states that 

first person interpreters should conduct in-depth research into the lives’ of their 

characters and what events, people, and issues may have affected them. 30  They should 

use available historic data about their character so that their presentation engages the 

visitor through interpretation rather than information. 31  This allows the museum to 

																																																								
30 Colonial Williamsburg, “Teaching Strategy: Historical Character Interpretation,” The Colonial 

Williamsburg Official History Site, http://www.history.org/history/teaching. (accessed November 16, 
2012).  

31 Colonial Williamsburg, “Teaching Strategy: Historical Character Interpretation,” The Colonial 
Williamsburg Official History Site, http://www.history.org/history/teaching. (accessed November 16, 
2012).  
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present a sense of active participants in history rather than just storytellers.  The use of 

first person interpretation through historic characters provokes the museum visitor to 

personally engage with the story.  

 
Historic Significance of the Guillot Street Shotgun House 

 
The shotgun house at Dallas Heritage Village expanded the museum’s 

interpretation of life in Texas during the early twentieth century.  The African American 

experience in North Central Texas is acknowledged through the museum’s restoration, 

preservation, and interpretation of the shotgun house.  The African architectural styles 

and building customs reflect the influence slaves and Freedmen had on American 

building practices.  The acquisition and interpretation of the shotgun house recognizes the 

architectural accomplishments and contributions of African Americans.  

The historic significance of the shotgun house and the context the museum has 

chosen to interpret reflects life in Dallas for African Americans.  Although the first 

inclination is to interpret the structure primarily as a trait of low income African 

Americans, the shotgun house was a significant contribution to the growing cities of 

urban America.  The architectural characteristics of the house allowed builders to 

construct economical houses while conserving limited space for residential 

neighborhoods in the city.   

The vernacular traits of the shotgun house reflect the achievements of African 

Americans and their influences on American architecture.  Acknowledgement of the 

experience of this group of Americans was needed in museums because their history 

lacked proper interpretation.  The efforts of State-Thomas residents to preserve the 

memory of their history resulted in the city’s acknowledgment of the historic significance 
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of their neighborhood’s contribution to the betterment of the city.  Dallas Heritage 

Village provides residents of North Central Texas an opportunity to observe the 

accomplishments of African Americans and the historical significance of their experience 

through the interpretation of the shotgun house. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

 Studies of the African American experience in the colonized New World have 

resulted in the acknowledgement of the African contributions made to American material 

culture.  The incorporation of African architectural customs and building practices has 

resulted in the development of ethnically diverse house types.  The integration of African 

construction techniques and practices in the segregated urban neighborhoods of the South 

resulted in the diversification of American material culture.  The critical analysis of 

African American material culture in the form of three historic houses in Dallas and 

Houston, Texas, helps to better understand America’s multicultural architectural 

landscape.   

The study of the Yates House has indicated a need for further research of the 

architectural history of the Southern townhouse.  The examination of Antebellum 

architectural customs traditionally emphasizes plantation house types of the South’s rural 

landscape rather than its urban cityscape.  The study of the plantation house is significant 

when developing an understanding of the South’s peculiar institution of slavery.  

However, the Southern townhouse is also noteworthy because it can be used to analyze 

slavery in the urban context.  Additionally, the Southern townhouse is significant to the 

study of American architectural forms because its Greek Revival characteristics were
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implemented by mainstream and newly freed African American builders during the mid-

to-late nineteenth century.  The use of this traditionally higher form of architecture by 

formerly enslaved African Americans, including Reverend Yates, is historically 

significant because it signals a removal of barriers between high style architectural forms 

that were once exclusively available to the wealthy white merchants of the South and a 

freed African population.  

 
Ethnic House Types as Architectural Patrimony  

 
The use of African building practices resulted in the development of a multiethnic 

colonial architectural landscape.  Continued use of African customs developed ethnic 

vernacular house types that were commonly used in the South during the nineteenth 

century.  The study of three African American historic homes in Dallas and Houston, 

Texas, through the perspective of material culture acknowledges the influences and 

contributions made by African Americans to American architectural practices.  Vlach 

emphasizes that the analysis of architectural forms in their cultural context leads to an 

understanding of the culture that is exhibited.  His conclusion reiterates the historic 

significance of the study of ethnic house types because they provide a cultural context for 

the museums that preserve, interpret, and exhibit them for the general public.  

The preservation and interpretation of the Shotgun House, Fourth Ward Cottage, 

and Yates House by their respective museums helps advance the public’s education of the 

African experience.  Dallas Heritage Village and The Heritage Society have advanced the 

understanding of struggles and achievements of African Americans through the 

nineteenth century through the preservation and interpretation of these ethnically 

distinctive house types.  The study of African building customs and their diversification 
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of American architectural traditions recognizes the contributions made by African 

Africans.
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