
Intro: 
In the Civil Rights Act of 1968 
America does move forward. 
And the bell of freedom rings out a little louder. 
 
Christina: 
Hi there. This is A Little Louder, a podcast for wonks, housers and rabble rousers where we talk 
about Fair Housing, Community Development, how we can use these issues to build people 
power, and work toward equity and justice. I'm Christina Rosales. 
 
John: 
And I’m John Henneberger. 
 
Christina: 
And today's Episode 17. We're bringing you a conversation about highway expansion and it's 
devastating effects on some communities of color. And in this case, the Independence Heights 
neighborhood of Houston. John, we've done a few episodes about historically black 
communities. Why don't you connect the dots and tell us why these stories matter? 
 
John:  
Christina, you know, we've had three previous episodes in which we've talked about the 
situation in low income African American communities that are historical, been around a long 
time. And in each of these previous episodes, we've learned that these communities have had 
to struggle in the face of public actions which have amounted to a virtual assault on the 
continued existence of the community. We started off by talking about the Clarksville community 
in Austin, where the city tried to drive freeways through the community and displace a lot of 
residents. Then we talked about the 10th Street community in South Dallas, where gentrification 
and the city's refusal to halt demolitions and to recognize the community as an historic district 
have resulted in that community being under siege and being actually threatened to be driven 
out of existence. And then third, we heard from Dr. Andrea Roberts of Texas A&M University tell 
us about this as a broader problem across many communities in African American Historical 
settlements she refers to as [Freedom Colonies]. And today we're here to talk about yet another 
African American community under assault, and this time in Houston. And at some point, when 
you keep hearing these stories, and seeing this pattern of the government taking actions which 
jeopardize the future viability of these communities, you have to ask yourself, am I seeing a 
pattern here? 
 
Christina: 
So leading up to the 1950s as more Americans were driving cars, cities found a need to clear up 
congestion, as people were driving from suburbs to their jobs in the city. So the federal 
government had previously subsidized building housing in the suburbs. And then the federal 
government subsidized the creation of highways, that would transport white Americans from the 
suburbs to their jobs. There were a couple of things that the subsidization of highways did. 



Number one, because the government had segregated Black and Brown Americans into these 
portions of the city, that land was deemed less valuable, the communities were deemed less 
valuable. So, when cities and highway agencies were deciding where to expand or build 
highways, then they chose this land that was cheap, and deemed less valuable. And it 
destroyed entire communities. The second thing that I think the “highway fever” that America 
went through. The second thing it did was because in some communities, these Black and 
Brown areas, we're less invested in, you know. The public housing had fallen into disrepair, let's 
say, and there was an increase in crime and just disinvestment in general, essentially, 
governments had an excuse to call these communities “slums.” And when deciding what to do 
about these highways, they literally routed them around white communities and away from 
people who were seen as more valuable -- AKA more white -- they just cleared those 
communities they called slums and put highways through them. So the destruction that 
highways created for people of color in our country is essentially... it was two strategies. It was 
dividing them and walling them off. And then it was just destroying these communities. So now 
we'll pay you an interview that John and I had with some people fighting the expansion of I-45, 
in Houston, and particularly one community leader named Tanya Debose who is leading the 
fight for Independence Heights. 
 
Tanya: 
Tanya Debose with Independent Heights Redevelopment Council. Independence Heights was 
the first municipality established by African Americans in the state of Texas. And I am a fourth 
generation descendent of the people who started that community. My great grandfather, Josh 
Powell, purchase a home here in 1924, along what was called the East 30th Street at the time, 
and my grandfather, McKinley Powell grew up here. And my mother subsequently grew up here 
and my aunt also, so I do have family that is still in the area. I grew up going to church here, I 
did not necessarily live here. But I have fond memories of being here and Independence 
Heights. And now my capacity is I am the Executive Director of the Independent Heights 
Redevelopment Council. And part of our mission is to protect the historic and cultural assets of 
the community, but also look at ways that we can revitalize this community into an inclusive 
community and cultural destination. 
 
Christina: 
Can you tell me, give me a geographic description of Independence Heights? Where does it sit 
within Houston? 
 
Tanya: 
We're just about a mile and a half, maybe two miles from kind of Northwest of downtown 
Houston, we’re west of I-45, but east of Shepherd Drive, and we're north of 610, but south of 
Tidwell. So we're kind of a perfect little rectangle in there. 
 
John:  



Back when Independence Heights was established, paint a picture for us of where it stood in 
relation to the City of Houston. Was it directly adjacent or was it to the other neighborhoods in 
Houston? Or was it more of a separate town out the country? 
 
Tanya: 
So yes, the positioning of Independence Heights when the Wright Land Company decided to 
buy up and replot this land, they were the one company that decided to sell to Blacks as well as 
Whites. Independent Heights was that area that was designated that was outside of the city, it 
was really a rural area. We've got some pictures of people with horses and cows, and you can 
see railroad tracks and a lot of land out here in those early, early days. And so it was that one 
place where the Wright Land Company carved out these 50 foot blocks, and started selling land 
at a reasonable rate to African Americans. I recall talking with Miss Ethel Alley, who has passed 
away. And she told me that when her and her husband were living here, they had gardens 
where the Airline loop is right now. And that you know, they used to buy fruit from the fruit man 
who had his gardens out there, and her husband had cows, and horses and chickens, lots of 
farm animals out there. And so being outside the city limits of Houston, after you know, there 
were more than 600 families here in a neighborhood. And of course, Houston at that time was 
moving more toward indoor plumbing, other types of amenities, infrastructure improvements. 
The people of Independence Heights also wanted to have those type of improvements also.  
 
And so when they went to the City of Houston to approach him to look up water lines, and, you 
know, get paved roads, the City of Houston didn't necessarily agree with it. And so they were 
turned away. And so what the city, what Independence Heights residents did at that time, was 
they were able to realize that they could charter their own city. By doing that they could have 
their own water district, their own municipal department. And so that's when they went and 
chartered their own city in 1915, with 600 families here in the neighborhood. And as time went 
on, the city thrived -- three Black mayors. They did have their own tax assessor, and all of that.  
 
But I think beyond owning land, part of what I see as a strength to being a municipality is that it 
gave you the right to vote. It also gave you the right to hold office. And so after that, there were 
three African American mayors in the early, early days of the segregated South here in the state 
of Texas, right here in Independence Heights. And they had their own, they had their own form 
of government, they had their own Co-Op, where everybody bought shares for 50 cents apiece. 
So we owned, like a village, you know, our own destiny. They were 40, you know, African 
American owned stores along our North Main Street. And so it really presented a new 
opportunity for African Americans who had come out of slavery, whose ancestors that come out 
of slavery, been freed, and then to be able to have a place and a neighborhood and a space 
that they can really carve out and make their own. It was, to me, was probably one of the most 
important things that happened for African Americans back then. 
 
Christina:  



Yeah, definitely, in the state of Texas. But I would say that's remarkable just across the country, 
that that's the legacy of Independence Heights. And that promise of the community owning their 
own destiny was somewhat shattered when the City of Houston annexed 
the town. 
 
Tanya: 
When the stock market crashed, the City of Independence Heights fell behind in its notes, the 
individual homeowners fell behind on notes to the Wright Land company, and then the City of 
Independence Heights and also taking out a loan from the City of Houston. They fell behind in 
that note, and so the Wright Land Company actually filed a lawsuit against the City of 
Independence Heights for collection on past debts, and when the City of Independence Heights 
could not settle those debts, the City of Houston then also advanced upon the City of 
Independence Heights. And at that time, cities like Austin, Dallas, San Antonio were actually 
annexing more land into the core of their cities. And so Independent Heights became very 
vulnerable and easy prey for the city to advance northwest of its original boundaries. And so 
Independence Heights was annexed in 1929, as a part of the City of Houston, and so on on 
December 31, 1929, they went to bed as Independence Heights but woke up as the City of 
Houston on January 1, 1930. In terms of us really being seen as a part of the City of Houston 
that never really actualized. It never was something that we really were able to feel here in 
Independence Heights, being here some 50 years later, it wasn't until you know, new people 
started moving into this community and gentrifying it, that we started seeing updated 
infrastructure. And it really made me sit on the side of the road in my car one day and cry, to 
really realize that we were not important enough that we should have had those things too. 
 
Musical Interlude 
 
Christina: 
TxDOT is planning a $7 billion, at least $7 billion expansion of Interstate 45. It plans to add as 
many as 13 lanes in some spots. TxDOT estimates that it would destroy something like 1,200 
homes and displace thousands of people. 
 
John: 
In the 1950s, when what we now know today is Loop 610 was built, there was actually the 
condemnation of more than 300 residential lots in Independence Heights. And then that walled 
off, as Tanya said, Independence Heights from the rest of Houston or The Heights from the 
south. And then a few years later, in the 60s, the highway department came in and drove I- 45 
in along the eastern side of Independence Heights, walling off Independence Heights from the 
rest of the community by this barrier on the east. So today, Independence Heights finds itself on 
two sides separated by multiple lanes of freeway traffic from the rest of the community. Is that 
right? 
 
Aimee: 



Yeah, this is Aimee VonBokel working at Lone Star Legal Aid. I'm thinking about some of the 
stories, Tanya, that the seniors have told us as we've been interviewing them, like the guy who 
became the precinct judge, he used to go down past 30th Street to vote and then a friend said, 
“you know, they're going to kill you if you keep going down there.” And then he organized his 
own voting precinct. So it was a very clear social boundary. But then the highway really made 
that a physically impassible boundary. 
 
Christina: 
We talked to Kyle Shelton, who is the Deputy Director at Rice University's Kinder Institute for 
Urban Research. One thing that he mentioned that I thought was very interesting was that 50-60 
years ago, when highways were created, they were done so with a lot less public input. So 
communities that were impacted, really had no say, or little say, of your community being gutted, 
or physically divided because of a highway. You live with all of that, and generations after you 
live with that impact. But no one asked you in the first place, no one considered how this might 
affect you.  
 
Kyle:  
My name is Kyle Shelton. I'm a historian and urban researcher and the Deputy Director of the 
Kinder Institute for Urban Research. And I'm the author of Power Moves: Transportation, 
Politics, and Development in Houston. As we think about contemporary debates, is that these 
infrastructure projects, they last for somewhere between 30 and 50 years in the natural life of a 
highway. And so when you make a decision in 1960, which at that time would have involved no 
public input and no public engagement, certainly not to any meaningful level at the resident level 
at all, maybe some elected officials. But again, those are also probably not representative 
elected officials. When a decision is made in that environment, it's also one that then continues 
to affect that community for 30 to 50 years. And that doesn't count new projects and new efforts 
that might impact that same community. Because once you set a route for a highway, that's 
where the highway is. And so the folks who live on both sides of it are going to continue to 
absorb a lot of the impacts from that. And so one of the things that I think is really critical to kind 
of keep in mind as we think about the historic context of highway construction, is the fact that 
folks from every neighborhood that was impacted by a highway. No matter if it was an upper 
class, White community or a historically Black community, like Independence Heights, they had 
very little input on the route and they had very little input on the decisions that went into it in the 
early years of construction. 
 
John: 
And how does what is being proposed today by TxDOT with this I-45 project, how does it fit into 
this historical picture? And what is the specific problems that it's going to create for 
Independence Heights? 
 
Amy: 
This is Amy Dinn, Lone Star Legal Aid, Environmental Justice Team. Once the freeway is built, 
the freeway needs to be improved and expanded as growth occurs in the region, or at least that 



then the typical planning mode that agencies like TxDOT that are responsible for building roads 
has taken to the project. So these traditional barriers that were put in place back in the 60s only 
get reinforced through these projects. It's very uncommon, for the agency to decide that they're 
also going to put the road in a new place. So hope we continue to have these community be 
threatened. And when you have a community that's uniquely positioned like Independence 
Heights, you have two large freeways on two sides of the community, it is continually under 
threat such as expansion or additional construction associated with new projects around that 
existing infrastructure. And so the impact are what we would see as cumulative, because we not 
only have the historic issues of “hey, someone put this freeway here in the first place.” But as 
we grow, the need to expand that infrastructure provides additional impacts that are only 
exacerbating the impacts that has been there for a very long time. And then the threat of a 
proposed expansion and whether that infrastructure is going to acknowledge that prior impact 
and correct it. With the new construction, there's an opportunity for that to be fixed.  
 
But the cumulative impacts are not just that residual flooding that we've had and what that will 
look like going forward with the new projects, but you also have air impacts from the freeway 
getting even closer to the community, you have displacement impacts from 48 residential lots 
that are being impacted 31 of which have homes on them, and approximately 104 multifamily 
units being impacted. So there will be displacement from a community that is already fighting to 
keep people in their homes under the economic pressure that we see due to gentrification. It’s a 
very concerning picture when you see that historic legacies, that placement of that freeway, 
which started back in the 50s is now having this many years later, and will continue to have for 
future generations, as highways continue to expand. 
 
So trying to take this opportunity to pause and be reflective and protective of the community 
going forward and making sure that the next infrastructure project doesn't threaten this 
community in the same way is one of the community's utmost goals in interfacing right now with 
TxDOT. Because TxDOT’s approach to other communities is different than it is in Independence 
Heights. And the taking, that is doing with respect to this infrastructure project, meaning 
Germantown, which is also known as Houston Heights, is being insulated from this project. It's 
residents are not being displaced in the same way and because their history is recognized. And 
the fact that Independence Heights was not included in the scoping of the historic resources, 
that TxDOT undertook as part of this project, we feel is one of the major oversights that they 
made in undertaking their environmental impact statement and review. And that omission, we 
believe, is so significant, that it threatens the project. And we have raised that issue with them. 
And we cannot continue to allow agencies like TxDOT to devalue communities by failing to 
recognize that history. 
 
John:  
Amy would you summarize very briefly, what you've done and what Lone Star Legal Aid has 
done with regards to trying to get TxDOT to do something different? What's the legal basis? And 
what have you done? And what very specifically, are you asking TxDOT to do? 
 



Amy:  
So under the National Environmental Policy Act, which is commonly known as NEPA, TxDOT is 
undertaking an environmental review of the impact that the project or the proposed project has 
on the community and in doing so, it had to issue an environmental impact statement that 
identifies those proposed impacts. In preparing the historic resources report, TxDOT omitted 
Independence Heights as a historic neighborhood impacted by the project. And under the 
National Historic Preservation Act, we believe there was a very good argument that 
Independence Heights should have been included because of the designations it had from the 
National Register of Historic Places. That not only acknowledged it as a historic district, but also 
identified a number of homes in the area that were historically designated. While those homes 
that have actual historic designations on them were not directly impacted by the project, we 
already detect that there are a number of properties that are very comparable, that would be 
eligible for the same designation, if a community had the resources to make those applications. 
However, TxDOT’s Independence Heights Redevelopment Council through their counsel, Lone 
Star Legal Aid, me, Amy Dinn raised this point to TxDOT, and we have their attention. As part of 
what the community may ask for in the situation when you've identified an impact to an affected 
community, particularly one is an environmental justice community like Independence Heights, 
TxDOT has an obligation to mitigate those impacts, as well as determine how severe they are to 
that particular community. So, the community is uniquely positioned to need an extreme amount 
of mitigation in order to mitigate the adverse impact from those from the proposed project. So 
that's where we are. 
 
Christina: 
So you have mentioned that you have TxDOT’s attention. And so what's next? 
 
Amy: 
They are on notice that they need to mitigate the impacts to the community. And if they failed to 
mitigate them, they may be subject... the project could be subject  to challenge after the final 
EIS published. 
 
John: 
The complaint that you have written is a real masterpiece of telling about the inequality that's 
rolled out over history, and painting the picture of the dignity and the heritage and all that went 
into the founding of Independence Heights. Is there some place that people can go to read the 
materials, the historical materials you have produced? 
 
Amy: 
I believe we have published a blog post that has a link to the comments, if people would be 
interested in learning more. 
 
Musical Interlude 
 
 



Christina: 
So as Tanya says in our interview, I-45 means a lot more than some units of housing being 
destroyed in her family's historical community. She's taking on this pattern that you referred to 
earlier, John, this pattern of highways coming in and creating nuisance and pollution and 
increased segregation. Her battle is with this pattern and this narrative we have in our country.  
 
John: 
First, they wall, the southside of the community off by the loop, then they wall the east side of 
the community off by the Interstate 45. And now they're coming back with the widening of 
Interstate 45, and taking another big chunk of the community. People like Tanya, who have 
studied the issue and this historical pattern, see something that those of us who just hear about 
these things as one off news events don't appreciate. The context of this is this is a repeated 
assault. This is something that is part of a pattern, which means it's a deliberate act. If you think 
about what's happening elsewhere in Houston today, with the proposal to abandon and tear 
down what's called the Pierce Elevated, which is the major freeway that runs on the westside of 
downtown Houston. That freeway was built at the time the African American settlements of the 
Fourth Ward and the Third Ward existed on the westside of Houston, and the freeway, in 
essence, walled off those African American communities from the downtown business district. 
Gentrification has pushed the Fourth Ward virtually out of existence. And the Third Ward is 
under significant assault. And now, in the face of the demographic change as those 
communities become White, the barrier, the wall, that is a freeway, is being torn down. And that 
area is opened up to the rest of the city. And as an alternative, what the city and the highway 
department have decided to do is to greatly expand the freeway on the eastside of town, where 
there still are thriving African American and Hispanic communities in those areas. So in 
essence, the walls been reinforced on the part of town where people of color continue to live, 
and the wall comes down on the part of town, which is now a White community. If you don't live 
the experience over the long time, you don't put these pieces together and understand the 
pattern of what's going on here. And if it makes us sound cynical, if it makes us sound 
conspiratorial, if it makes us sound angry, then that's a truth. 
 
Christina: 
So what can we do about it, other than grappling with this history and the discomfort of knowing 
what our public funds have gone toward? 
 
John: 
We have to have the perspective that Tanya and Amy Dinn have over what has happened over 
the long term. We have to understand the assault that Independent Heights has undergone, and 
that this is not just a matter of taking another hundred lots from a community. But this is the 
latest in a in a big book, the latest chapter in a big book. We owe communities like this the 
respect to not do what is expedient, and argue it's not on the basis of race, when it is the next 
chapter in what is incrementally a racist assault on these communities. So we have to honor 
their heritage. And we have to realize what we've done historically to these communities, and 
we have to stop. 



 
Christina:  
And it's important to know that these are public funds, these are public processes, and we have 
to engage in them and speak out even when it's not, it doesn't affect us. But we know the story 
of Independence Heights and various other, probably hundreds of other communities around 
the country, we have to demand better from our public funds and our public agencies. That's our 
show everybody. Thanks for listening. If you can do us a favor if you like what you hear if this is 
useful to you. Rate us and review us on iTunes, Spotify, Stitcher, wherever you get your 
podcasts, it helps people find us. And send me some feedback. You can email me at 
Christina@texashousing.org and let us know what you want to hear. The music is by JT 
Harechmak, editing and producing is done by me and John brings the flare. 
 
John: 
And I plug the microphone in too, Christina. 
 
Christina:  
Alright. Bye, y'all. 
 
 
Outro Music 


