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Denial of Cemetery Access To Be Stopped 

Historic African American cemetery with Native American Burials  stirs Texas Landowners, Legislature, and Funeral Commission
April 21, 2009 – Austin, TX, and San Francisco, CA –  “Keeping people locked out of their family burial grounds has created a horrible situation,” says Rep. Garnet Coleman of Houston. “This should have never happened.  I’ve introduced legislation to make sure that this doesn't happen again,”  Rep. Coleman told author, China Galland.  Coleman introduced HB # 3739 on March 12th, 2009, to strengthen existing Texas laws.  On April 14, 2009, there will be a public hearing in Austin on the bill.  


During a family visit in East Texas, the Keeper of Love, Mrs. Nuthel Britton, asked Ms. Galland to help her regain access to her community’s land-locked 175-year-old Love Cemetery.  Love, an African-American burial ground that was open until the mid-1960’s, the height of the civil rights movement, remained locked up and inaccessible for nearly forty years thereafter.  The gates of Love were re-opened in March, 2003.  


Love descendents Mrs. Doris Vittatoe, Mrs. Wanda Britton Jackson, Mrs. Nuthel Britton, and their friend, Ms. Galland, worked with other descendents and volunteers to reclaim the cemetery.  Boy Scout Troop 210 and Troop Master Philip Verhalen, helped clear 40 years of wisteria vines that covered the graves. The chief archaeologist for the State declared Love Cemetery a must for historic preservation.  After four years of work parties and a reconsecration of the cemetery, the community was locked out again on March 10, 2007, this time by a Marshall timber corporation, Snider Industries, LLP.  Snider changed the lock on the gate, demanded liability insurance, and denied access even to Texas State officials.  Galland published the story of Love Cemetery.  

Hearing about the controversy from his constituent Mrs. Wanda Jackson, and learning of other such cemeteries in his district, Rep. Garnet Coleman, D-Houston, became concerned.  The Texas Attorney General’s office investigated, the Texas Funeral Commission convened public hearings in 2008 and discovered at least 35 more cemeteries where descendents are illegally denied access.  

Galland’s book, Love Cemetery: Unburying the Secret History of Slaves (HarperOne 2008), sparked the public outcry that helped give Love Cemetery’s descendents their voice.  They continue to speak out on behalf of their ancestors and those of people whose burial grounds remain inaccessible today. Galland finds herself at the forefront of a tailspin that spans Texas and reaches across the country.  

Love Cemetery has graves not only of prosperous black farmers and former slaves, but Native Americans too.  Family lore points to Caddo ancestry, Cherokee too.  Though the Caddo were the primary tribe in the area for over 1,000 years, Comanche, Creek, Osage, Lipon Apache, Kiowa and others, also lived in East Texas and may be buried there.

Texas State Representative Garnet Coleman, D-Houston, the Texas Attorney General’s office, and the Texas Funeral Services Commission, became interested in the historical account of Love after reviewing Galland’s documentation and current state laws.  Though the Attorney General’s office and the Texas Funeral Commission uphold the descendents’ right of access to Love, the gates remain locked.  The problem is spread across Texas.

In South Texas, Rev. Sampson Thompson had his life threatened, his family harassed, and court rulings ignored that require that he be given access to his family’s 19th-century cemetery.  Mowers flattened his ancestors’ headstones, post holes were dug in the cemetery and cattle left to run across his great-grandparent’s graves because of claims of an adjacent landowner.  In Houston, historic 19th-century Evergreen Negro Cemetery with its with slave burials and Buffalo Soldier graves was divided and part of it paved over as a feeder road to Interstate 10.  Dr. Woodrow W. Jones, II, of Project Respect, has developed curriculum from Evergreen for schools.  The Dallas Freedman’s Memorial sits on the site of a 19th-century African American cemetery where people’s headstones were ground up for roadbed for Highway 75.  Few know of the Native American burials found in these cemeteries.

People’s ability to pass on their cultural and religious heritage, no matter what their background, is at stake.  Valuable American history is lost when people’s contributions are denied.  Honoring one’s ancestors, cleaning their graves, and sharing stories of “who your people are” is a powerful lesson for the young in who they are and where they come from.
“The challenge for us all, white and black, as we sit under a black president, is [to ask] do things continue on as they always have?  Or is there going to be some kind of breakthrough where we finally have the courage to address the issues of reconciliation, both large and small,” says Reverend Professor Peter J. Gomes of Harvard University.  Rev. Gomes appears in the documentary on reconciliation that Galland’s making as part of The Keepers of Love, her university-sponsored non-profit work.  Students and faculty at nearby Wiley College in Marshall, home of “The Great Debaters,” stand by to help clear the ground when Love opens up again.  Some Love descendents are Wiley graduates and a potential collaboration with Wiley College is underway.  

From Love Cemetery in Texas, to Flat Rock Cemetery in Georgia, to the African Burial Ground National Monument in New York, the ancestor’s bones are surfacing giving us new ways to be reconciled with one another.  This is why legislation in Texas must move forward.  

New technology and clean energy will not be enough to meet our escalating global crisis, author Bill McKibben says, we have to recognize our complete dependence on one another, we have to turn back to “that most ancient technology of all -- building community.”  

Part of building community is truth-telling.  These little-known conflicts over burial grounds are powerful opportunities for differing sides to come to the table, to hear each other out, and to acknowledge our difficulties with one another.  Assuring access to these African American and Native American burial grounds for their descendents, gives us a way to tap the energy for change and to connect with a larger, more truthful, communal America.  The work of reconciliation is essential to building community.

About the Author:  Born and raised in Texas, China Galland, M.A., is the award-winning author of Love Cemetery, Unburying the Secret History of Slaves ( 2008) and Longing for Darkness, Tara and the Black Madonna (2007).  She is a Professor in Residence at the Center for the Arts, Religion, and Education (CARE) at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California.  The Keepers of Love is part of the Alliance for Truth and Racial Reconciliation, sponsored by the William Winter Center for Race and Reconciliation at the University of Mississippi.  Galland will be the 2009 recipient of the “Courage of Conscience” Award of the Peace Abbey in Sherborn, Massachusetts.  See www.chinagalland.com.  

To view a five-minute trailer from Galland’s documentary film-in-progress, go to www.chinagalland.com or www.chinagalland.blip.tv.  For more information or to set up an interview, please e-mail lacargill@gmail.com or call 415/706-0408.  You can also contact the author directly at chinagalland@yahoo.com.
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