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1. Summary of Recommendations
This report provides a summary of the history of Oakwood Cemetery and Chapel, the current rehabilitation
project and the department’s final recommendation for the disposition of recently discovered burials beneath
Oakwood Chapel. The department’s final recommendation is based on a number of criteria, including
professional and regulatory feedback, precedent cases, and community feedback collected at public meetings
conducted on March 25 and April 11, 2017, and subsequent input periods that followed.
The Austin Parks and Recreation Department (PARD) is recommending that the recently discovered burials
within the footprint of the Oakwood Chapel, where safely recoverable, be exhumed and reinterred in close
proximity to the chapel and within the section of the cemetery historically called the “Colored Grounds.” As
communicated to the public and as stated in this report, there are limitations to exhuming every burial that
may be discovered due to constraints imposed by the building’s structural grade beams. PARD pledges to work
with the community to develop strong elements of interpretation and commemoration for all the burials that
have been discovered, which will extend to a better understanding of the historically significant section of the
cemetery for people of color.
The Oakwood Cemetery and its burial patterns are products of incremental development and growth, and no
section of the cemetery contains a monolithic community of people or a singularly consistent form of
documentation. The discovered burials within the section designated on archival maps as the “Colored
Grounds” are no exception. Based on currently discovered documentation from the Austin American
Statesman, it is also unknown to what extent grave markers or other physical indications of these burials
existed at the time of the chapel’s construction. What is known is that in 1859 the City of Austin established a
section of the cemetery for burials of “people of color1.” This section, referred to in sexton records as “Colored
Grounds,” “Mexican Grounds” and “Stranger’s Grounds,” was likely full by approximately 1890, 24 years prior
to the chapel’s construction in 1914.
While community feedback received during the outreach process has supported differing solutions, it seems
agreed upon that the burial discoveries underneath the chapel are a source of reflection about a community’s
responsibility for treatment of those who have come before us, and provide an opportunity for the City of
Austin to acknowledge a past injustice.
PARD would like to give their sincere thanks to District 1 Council Member Ora Houston and Policy Aide
Genoveva Rodriguez for their support and assistance in outreach to the local community, facilitating public
discussion and seeking a resolution through this process.
PARD would also like to recognize the support of Ms. Nefertitti Jackmon, director of Six Square (Austin’s
African American Cultural Heritage District), Pastor Keith Brown of the Church of God in Christ and Pastor Billy
McClendon of the St. James Missionary Baptist Church for their involvement in the public process and for
reaching out to their communities and congregations. Finally, PARD extends thanks to our nonprofit partner,
Save Austin’s Cemeteries, for their thorough research into the history and development of Oakwood
Cemetery, and for their continued support and stewardship of municipal cemetery causes.
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2. Project Overview
The historic Oakwood Cemetery Chapel was constructed in 1914 to function as a mortuary chapel. It sits within
the Oakwood Cemetery, a City of Austin Historic Landmark, a registered Historic Texas Cemetery, and a
National Register of Historic Places site. In the subsequent 103 years since its construction, the building has
suffered from uneven foundation settlement and deferred maintenance. Due to its existing condition,
rehabilitation of the Oakwood Chapel was identified as a top priority for cemetery improvements that were
funded under the 2012 General Obligation Bond. PARD is in the process of rehabilitating this structure to
function once again as a space for services as well as a visitor’s center and community space. Once restored,
the building will be programmed in partnership with PARD’s Cemetery Operations and Museums & Cultural
Centers Division as recommended by the COA Historic Cemeteries Master Plan, which was adopted by City
Council in 2015.
Construction drawings for the chapel rehabilitation were completed by local architecture firm, Hatch + Ulland
Owen, public bidding was completed in summer of 2016, and construction began in October 2016 by Gadberry
Construction Inc.
The scope of the Chapel rehabilitation includes:
● Structural stabilization of foundation
● Surface drainage improvements
● ADA access improvements
● Rehabilitation of single‐occupant restroom
● Mechanical, electrical, lighting overhaul
● Restoration of interior and exterior finishes, including doors, windows, masonry, roof, plaster, etc.
3. Archeological Investigations
The 1914 chapel was constructed in an area of the cemetery that was designated as a racially segregated
section beginning in 1859. Within this section, designated for people of color, there is scarce burial
documentation and comparatively few remaining gravestones.
Research provided by non‐profit partner Save Austin’s Cemeteries and supported by PARD staff cites evidence
of “Negro,” “Mexican,” and “Stranger/White2” burials within this section of the cemetery – with at least one
example of each community in close proximity to the Chapel. With few grave markers still existing today and
no direct descendants who have come forth with knowledge of ancestral location, it is unknown at the time of
this report’s issuance what communities are represented by individual graves underneath the chapel footprint.
Given the sensitivity of the cemetery site, PARD contracted with an archeological firm, Hicks and Company,
and secured an Antiquities Permit with the Texas Historical Commission (THC) prior to construction in July,
2016. The Antiquities Code of Texas requires state agencies and political subdivisions of the state to notify the
THC of ground‐disturbing activity on public land. No site disturbance has taken place without monitoring by
the archeological team.

2

Terms referenced are those used in cemetery logbooks
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On Nov. 22, 2016, while excavating soil outside of the chapel, two buried headstones and one footstone were
discovered approximately one foot under existing grade. On Nov. 29, while drilling a pier shaft within the
chapel interior, small bone fragments were discovered about 4’ under existing grade. At this time, all
construction activity was immediately halted. The THC, Council Member Houston and City leadership were
immediately informed.
Per direction from the THC, the contractor and archeological team proceeded with closely monitored soil
removal in order to assemble a better understanding of the inventory on site. As of February 13, 2017,
approximately 3.5’ of soil had been removed from the chapel interior, which allowed the archeological team to
assemble a more complete assessment of indicated burials within the building footprint (refer to Figure 1). At
this depth, the archaeologist is able to approximate
grave shaft locations without disturbing burial
contents.
Except for objects discovered during scraping
(including several small bone fragments), no
exhumation of human remains has occurred at this
time. The indication of burial shafts is based on visual
evidence of soil discoloration and the actual totals
could fluctuate. Currently, the estimated number of
burial shafts on the interior of the structure totals 25.
Field reports prepared by the archeologist are
available in the report appendix. As noted in these
archeological field reports, it is likely that at least some
portion of interior burials have been previously
disturbed by initial construction (1914) and perhaps by
subsequent renovations (most notably in 1944). The
grade beams that support the building walls extend
approximately five feet below the soil, which is deeper
than the height of indicated burials observed to date.
At this time, there is no way to predict the physical
condition of the burials.
Figure 1: Archeological site inventory prepared by Hicks &
Co. Archeology (refer to Appendix for full sized image)

So far, no identifying information has been uncovered
on headstones or recovered artifacts. The
archeological team will excavate soil using hand tools
and record any discovered burials through global positioning technology, sketch maps, detailed notes and
digital photography. Where objects are exposed, this will include documentation of casket morphology, casket
hardware and any funerary objects before stabilizing the interment.

In the case that exhumation and reinterment of human remains take place, archival research and
bioarcheological analysis will be performed to help determine identity and relative age. No destructive DNA
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testing would take place on discovered remains, and all exhumations would comply with Chapter 711 of the
Texas Health and Safety Code. A more complete explanation of a bioarcheological analysis is discussed in
section 10 of this report.
Because existing burial documentation does not map specific burial plots within this section of the cemetery, it
is unlikely that any burials will be able to yield information about identity.
4. Public Process
PARD has made every effort to follow archeological best practices by first assessing and developing an
inventory of conditions on site, followed by public notification and community engagement. Together with
Council Member Houston’s office, the City provided information to the community in several ways.
Notification to local clergy:
10am‐12pm, Saturday, March 4, 2017
Britton, Durst Howard & Spence Building
1183 Pleasant Valley Rd., Austin, TX 78702
Media release and press conference:
10am, Tuesday, March 7, 2017
City Hall
301 W 2nd St, Austin, TX 78701
1st Public outreach meeting:
Community Conversation on Oakwood Cemetery Chapel
10am‐12pm, Saturday, March 25, 2017
Delores Duffie Recreation Center
1182 Pleasant Valley Rd., Austin, TX 78702
*an open feedback period extended from March 25‐April
7

Figure 2: Public meeting at Delores Duffie Recreation
Center on March 25, 2017

2nd Public outreach meeting:
Community Conversation on Oakwood Cemetery Chapel
6:30‐8pm, Tuesday, April 11, 2017
Britton, Durst Howard & Spence Building
1183 Pleasant Valley Rd., Austin, TX 78702
*an open feedback period extended from April 11‐April
21

Through this public process, PARD informed the community of Oakwood Cemetery’s historic context, the
background of the construction project, and the constraints to the archeological scope of work. The primary
goals conveyed to the community by the City of Austin were:
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●
●

to restore dignity to the discovered graves
to return to the construction project as expeditiously as possible

The department invited feedback at both public meetings and for an extended period by email.
Overall, public feedback was wide‐ranging. Some community members felt it would be most appropriate to
move or remove the Chapel from its current location, though City of Austin staff explained this was not a
feasible option. Some felt leaving burials in place was a more respectful option, while others felt exhuming and
reburying was a more dignified solution. Many citizens offered general questions about how we could learn
more from this situation and what options existed both for the archeological and building rehabilitation
scopes. A complete documentation of submitted questions and comments is available in Section 4 of the
report appendix.
5. Timeline of Oakwood Cemetery Site Development and Management History
Understanding the historical development of the Oakwood Cemetery can help to better contextualize the
discovered burials and determine a path forward. A bulleted timeline of known significant events follows:
1839: City Cemetery (later called Oakwood
Cemetery) established at the northeast corner
of the original town plat. At that time, Austin
was the capital of the Republic of Texas
1839: First burial, possibly that of an enslaved
person killed between Austin and Bastrop
1841: Earliest recorded burial (George Logan)
1845: Republic of Texas enters the Union and
becomes the 28th state of the United States of
America
1856: Texas Legislature relinquishes State’s
interest in the cemetery and grants ownership
to the City of Austin
1859: Austin City Council passes ordinance
designating the burial grounds as “Austin City
Cemetery” and designates the cemetery into
three sections:
One section ”for use of the inhabitants of the city of Austin”

Figure 3: Oakwood Cemetery Development diagram; source:
City of Austin Historic Cemeteries Master Plan

●
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●
●

One section for the interment of “strangers”
One section for the interment of “people of color”

1859‐1880: Approximately 1,200 people of color were interred in the section historically known as the
“Colored Grounds” according to research conducted by the Austin History Center
1890: The racially segregated section of the Oakwood Cemetery had reached capacity, leading to the
development of Bethany Cemetery and Plummers Cemetery
1908: City Cemetery formally named Oakwood Cemetery
1914: Oakwood Mortuary Chapel constructed
1926: Establishment of Evergreen Cemetery as exclusively segregated cemetery for people of color
1890s‐c. 1970: Much of the maintenance of Oakwood Cemetery performed by individuals and various
cemetery associations
1970: Oakwood Cemetery became more formally managed by the City of Austin
1970‐1989: Maintenance performed by Public Works and Parks and Recreation Departments
1989‐2013: All municipal cemetery sales, operations and maintenance contracted to outside corporation
2004: Formation of Save Austin’s Cemeteries, nonprofit group, to advocate for and support the preservation of
municipal cemeteries, including Oakwood Cemetery
2006‐2011: Save Austin’s Cemeteries funds a number of reports and studies to support the rehabilitation of
Oakwood Chapel
2013: PARD assumes full management and oversight of all municipal cemeteries, including Oakwood
Cemetery. More information on services provided can be found here: http://austintexas.gov/contact‐
information/cemeteries
2013‐2015: PARD develops the Historic Cemeteries Master Plan, which was adopted by City Council in
September, 2015. The planning process galvanized the Austin community around recommendations to restore
and activate Austin’s historic cemeteries. Following is a link to the plan: https://austintexas.gov/cmp.
6. Historical Significance of Oakwood Cemetery’s “Colored Grounds,” a segregated section for people of color
The racially segregated section of Oakwood Cemetery is historically significant and is the final resting place for
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prominent Austin citizens. Many of the older graves in the “Colored Grounds” were likely marked at one time
with less permanent markers such as wooden crosses or modest gravestones, which did not stand the test of
time. In later years, prominent African American leaders and families chose to be interred in Oakwood
Cemetery’s “Colored Grounds” as evidenced by the graves of many significant Austin residents, including:
●

●

●

●

Reverend Jacob Fontaine (1808‐1898) ‐ The Reverend Fontaine, who was born into slavery, was a
political and civic leader, newspaper publisher and established numerous churches throughout Travis
County. He is especially known for the establishment of the St. John Regular Missionary Baptist
Association and was its first moderator. The Reverend Fontaine was also a leading advocate for the
establishment of the University of Texas in Austin.
Edward H. Carrington (1847‐1919) ‐ E.H. Carrington, who was born into slavery, was a prominent
business and community leader. His grocery store, the E. H. Carrington store was located on E. 6th
Street. Carrington was best known for lending money to poor farming families and worked with the
Friends in Need to cover funeral expenses for the needy.
Laurine Cecil (L.C) Anderson (1853‐1938) ‐ L.C. Anderson was well‐known as the longtime principal of
L.C. Anderson High School. He made his mark long before as the first president of the Colored Teachers
Association and president of Prairie View University, the first state‐supported Texas college for African
Americans. Throughout his life, L.C. Anderson worked to unify African American leaders in business,
politics, and religious and fraternal organizations, and to improve conditions for black Texans through
education.
Dr. Everett Givens (1888‐1962) ‐ Dr. Everett Givens, though recognized as an excellent dentist, is
better known for efforts to gain equal privileges, rights, and opportunities for African American citizens
of Austin. After being denied admission to University of Texas in 1946 for a course, he sought action in
the Texas Supreme Court to compel the University of Texas Board of Regents to establish in Austin a
branch university for African Americans. While the writ was denied by a district court, his lawsuit is
seen as setting the stage for Heman Sweatt v. Painter, one of the nation’s most significant civil rights
cases, which integrated the University of Texas’s Law School.

In addition to a large number of African American community members, the cemetery also holds the remains
of Mexicans and Mexican Americans. Further, as recent research from Save Austin’s Cemeteries suggests,
areas within the section of the cemetery referred to as the “Colored Grounds” also serves as the final resting
place for ”strangers” not from Austin, including individuals with European ancestry. This section of the
cemetery is nuanced, and presents an opportunity for continuing research and discovery.
7. Project Constraints and Challenges
A path forward that satisfies the two project goals of restoring dignity to the discovered burials and proceeding
with the construction project is largely shaped by constraints and feasibility. A list of limitations and challenges
follows:
●

Moving or raising the chapel is infeasible because the process would cause significant damage to the
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●
●
●
●

●

●

●
●
●
●

condition of the graves underneath the building.
The Oakwood Cemetery Chapel has been a part of the cemetery landscape for over 100 years, and is a
City of Austin Historic Landmark.
Some burials extend underneath the building grade beams and cannot be exhumed without
compromising the structural integrity of the building and creating life safety concerns.
Per direction from the THC, any casket or human remains with potential to be disturbed by
construction activity would have to be exhumed.
The structural beams extend deeper into the soil than the top levels of some discovered burials, which
creates a likelihood that burials in close proximity to beams were disturbed during the building’s initial
construction.
The Chapel has undergone at least one significant renovation in 1944, which added a new restroom
and altered the flooring of the Chapel to a floating concrete slab, both of which disturbed interior soils
to some degree.
Limited documentation of burials from this time period exists, and documented burials within this
section are not referenced to a specific location. Therefore, outreach to direct descendants
underneath the chapel is not a viable option.
Legal and regulatory considerations outlined in the Antiquities Code and the Texas State Health Code
provide guidance for treatment of burials and construction impacts.
Burials should be addressed quickly to ensure protection and safety at the project site.
Construction and demolition are underway, and therefore the building is vulnerable to water
infiltration.
Construction delay results in increased costs, and there are additional project costs for exhumation,
architectural redesign and adjustments to proposed construction.

8. Options for moving forward
The PARD team has worked closely with City staff, project archeologists, THC and sought the opinion of other
professionals to make deliberate decisions on site and to understand best practices in these circumstances.
PARD and City staff recognize the sensitivity of this situation and are committed to moving forward in the most
dignified and respectful manner.
As previously discussed, PARD’s primary goals are to restore dignity to the discovered gravesites and to
resume the construction project.
While the immediate priority is to come to a solution regarding the discovered burials, PARD also plans to
facilitate a public process resulting in recommendations for commemoration and interpretation of the burials
in a parallel effort to the building rehabilitation. This process has been messaged in community meetings and
will commence in late spring. More information about this process can be found in Section 10 of this report.
With an understanding of public input heard to date and practical constraints outlined above, the department
has explored two feasible options for consideration:
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1. Discovered burials could be exhumed from their current locations inside the chapel and reinterred
within Oakwood Cemetery with appropriate grave markers in close proximity to the chapel. To
maintain building stability and worker safety, it will not be feasible to remove all burials underneath
the structure and this is understood by the THC and the archeological team. If it is decided to exhume
and reinter burials, the archeologist under contract to the City will provide a full report documenting
the archeological investigation and reinterment process.
2. Burials could remain intact underneath the chapel, and separated by a suspended wood floor with
crawl space. These design changes to the project would remove the immediate impact to the soils
above the interior burials.
It should be noted that significant design changes have been proposed to eliminate nearly all exterior
hardscaping, which will remove impacts above the newly discovered burials outside the chapel, and perhaps
others still unknown. Coordination for this effort is ongoing with architect and contractor. It is the intent of
PARD Cemetery staff to memorialize all discovered interior and exterior burials as a part of the chapel
rehabilitation project.
9. Criteria for Decision Making
At the Community Conversation on March 25, 2017, PARD laid out the criteria which would guide the
department’s decision making process. As stated in the executive summary, PARD staff is recommending
exhumation of as many graves as feasible, given the structural limitations. Following are the criteria that were
evaluated as part of the process:
Community input from public meetings and open feedback periods:
When confronted with issues related to the discovery of previously unknown graves, it is a best practice to first
attempt to connect with the descendent community. In the case of the graves that were discovered beneath
Oakwood Cemetery, there is no definitive information about exactly who may be interred in the graves. PARD
sought the guidance of District 1 Council Member Ora Houston in order to connect with congregations and
long‐time residents in the local community. It should be noted that the Oakwood Cemetery community is
diverse and includes community members of different backgrounds. Further, the cemetery has a strong and
dedicated group of supporters who have long advocated for the restoration and promotion of the cemetery.
PARD has received feedback from a variety of voices about whether the graves should be exhumed or remain.
The responses are varied, recommendations are nuanced and there is not a clear and universal consensus.
Several people have cited European traditions where human remains are intentionally buried underneath
chapels or churches, as was done in Westminster Abbey. Recommendations to leave in place include
suggestions about how to indicate the location of graves through design and interpretation. For some people,
moving the graves is seen as an unnecessary or potentially disrespectful act.
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Alternatively, there are others who feel that to leave the graves in place would perpetuate and condone the
widespread practice throughout the United States of disrespecting the graves of African Americans and other
communities of color. These voices express concern that if this chapel is to be used as a public space, people’s
graves would unavoidably be walked over and on top of. These community voices view this as a statement of
disrespect.
PARD staff has concluded that given the decision of Austin’s past City leaders to deliberately designate this
section of the cemetery as an area for “people of color,” the opinions represented by the communities of color
and the traditional burial practices of these communities are of significant importance. Oakwood Cemetery
was originally established as an “Upland South Folk Cemetery,” which is distinctive for its characteristics of
site, orientation, plantings, grave markers and decorations and grave‐tending rituals and practices.3 Graves
were oriented with feet to the east, a practice that has roots in Christian and Jewish traditions, but also seen in
the funereal practices of Africa. It was also a practice that graves would be covered with mounds of dirt, to be
renewed as the earth settled, Further, graves were often scraped bare of grass as allowing grass to grow on a
grave was seen as a sign of disrespect. As stated in Austin’s Historic Cemeteries Master Plan, “Scraping of
individual graves or entire burial grounds was common throughout the east and central Texas, in both white
Anglo and African American communities. These practices were part of a ‘cult of piety,’ in which the care of
the burial grounds enabled the living to continue to memorialize the dead, and both mounding and scraping
are seen today.”4
While PARD staff has received thoughtful suggestions regarding some European funerary traditions, such as
intentional burials within chapels, there is concern that the circumstances at Oakwood Chapel are
representative of a different context. The Oakwood Cemetery Chapel, which was likely a segregated space
given the time period of its construction and use, was constructed atop the graves of the marginalized with a
diminished voice in their own community. One could ask: what statement would the City of Austin be sending
by doing nothing to return dignity to these grave sites previously purchased by its own residents?
Where possible, PARD staff has reached out to members of the known descendant community, such as the
great‐grandsons of the Reverend Jacob Fontaine. When asked about exhumation of as many graves as possible
and reinterment with new headstones in close proximity to the Chapel, Mr. Rudolph Abdul‐Aleem stated, “that
would be a step in the right direction.” Mr. Lambuth Fontaine echoes these sentiments by stating, “the
remains should be respectfully exhumed and reinterred with proper commemoration.”
Professor Roland Hayes, professor of history and director of the African American Cultural Center at Austin
Community College facilitated discussion amongst a group of multi‐generational Austin residents, and
submitted comment saying, “Those human remains found should be respectfully exhumed and reinterred.
Properly marked as best can be done and identified, close proximity of their original interment.”

3
4

City of Austin Historic Cemeteries Master Plan. p. 78.
City of Austin Historic Cemeteries Master Plan. p. 80.
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Further, Austin resident Marilyn Poole submitted comment, noting, “...I will offer a suggestion that the best
course, the most sensitive and empathetic course given the circumstances, might be to exhume and identify to
the fullest extent possible the skeletal remains underneath the treasured building, but only if a significant
percentage of the skeletal population (e.g. 90%) can be recovered. Then, memorialize those remains
individually, by exhibit or monument. This would be respectful. This would be sensitive to both history and its
impact. This would be ameliorative.”
Representing an alternative view, Rick Stryker, a historian, preservationist and former director of the Corpus
Christi Museum of Science and Natural History, submitted comment, stating, “The construction of a chapel
over burials, however inadvertent and perhaps unintentional, is unfortunate in retrospect. However, the
integrity of the burials and the structure, in this case, ought to be respected. As was pointed out, the
mitigation of all the burials is not possible given the location of some of them under the walls of the structure.
… In my opinion, such a carefully designed floor treatment should be installed leaving the graves below
undisturbed.”
Resident Steven Brown offers a similar conclusion in a different context, “My feelings are that Blacks have
been relocated out of East Austin due to gentrification. We've already lost the land that we were once
segregated to. Our ancestors losing the land…they are resting in would only compound the loss. I believe that
moving the bodies to make a way to repair the chapel is a parallel to blacks being relocated out of Austin to
make way for the new development that has left blacks out of "East Austin 2.0."
In summary, while there was not a universal consensus about whether the burials should remain in place or be
moved, several voices from the communities most closely connected to the historically‐named “Colored
Grounds” had a preference for exhumation. PARD recognizes that there is no perfect solution to this past
injustice. However, exhumation will allow for the respectful reburial and marking of long‐forgotten graves.
Additionally, given the chapel’s future function as a public space, reinterment of the burials mitigates direct
impact above the exhumed gravesites.
It must be stated that the section known as the “Colored Grounds” also holds the graves for people of other
races and ethnicities and PARD welcomes continued research and scholarship to expand the historical record.
Professional archeological and regulatory recommendations:
PARD has been in close communication with the project archaeologist, the THC archeological regulator, and
the City of Austin Law Department. Further, PARD has consulted with professionals in the field of archeology,
public history and African‐American studies to seek opinions across the broader field of study.
Dr. Maria Franklin, a professor of archeology, anthropology and African Diaspora studies at the University of
Texas submitted feedback, stating, “Given that the chapel is slated for renovations and will continue to be
used for public functions, I’d recommend that the burials be exhumed and reburied elsewhere at the
cemetery. Moreover, all of the personal effects and coffin hardware of the deceased should be reinterred
along with the remains of those deceased, and Austin Parks should solicit the support of a local church or
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churches to perform burial rites. Each individual deserves to have their burial marked with a permanent grave
marker, as well. I’m basing my above recommendations on the practices carried out at other significant African
American historic cemeteries, including the Dallas Freedmen’s Cemetery, and the African Burial Ground in
Manhattan. Of prime importance is the respect for those buried; continuing to use the chapel would
undoubtedly have a negative impact on the burials, and disturb the remains.”
The letter submitted from the THC reads, “It is our position that if any portion of casket and human remains
will be impacted in any way by the project, those remains must be exhumed. This applies to the entire work
site, including piers for wall stabilization, piers for the floor, etc.” Citing precedent from across the country, the
City of Austin Law Department is in agreement with recommendations of the THC.
Related to project constraints discussed in Section 7, the Hicks & Co. field report states, “because of
engineering, structural, and safety concerns it is recommended that each of these interments be considered
on an individual basis regarding practicality and degree of exhumation required.” PARD, the City of Austin and
the project team understand that some burials may not be recoverable due to the pre‐existing building
conditions, but do propose exhumation of all burials that can be safely accessed.
Time constraints & financial feasibility:
As with any construction project, schedule and cost are significant drivers of progress and feasibility. However,
the discovery of burials introduced an unforeseen element into the rehabilitation, and warrants community
dialogue before any decision to proceed is made. Time and cost alone do not dictate the recommendation
from the project team, but do provide parameters for what can and cannot be done.
There was citizen feedback suggesting that the Chapel be moved to another site or temporarily lifted from the
ground while remains are exhumed. This option is infeasible not only for the damage it would cause to burials,
but also because the cost and schedule impact would be prohibitive. Alternatively, some citizen discussion
suggested that due to the cost impact of exhumation and other practicalities, remains should be left in place.
PARD is cognizant that exhumation is not the easier choice with respect to time and cost. While exhumation
and reinterment was not part of the original scope of work for the building rehabilitation project, PARD
acknowledges the City’s obligation to facilitate discussion and seek the best possible solution. Upon
completion, the chapel will serve as a civic asset that will tell a more complete story of the history of the
cemetery, including its segregated past. Further, through interpretation and commemoration, the chapel will
serve as place to honor and tell the stories of all the people for whom the cemetery is the final resting place.
Projections for cost impact remain estimates at the time of this report’s issuance, however, a total figure will
be inclusive of fees for exhumation and associated documentation, architectural redesign to mitigate impacts
to discovered burials outside of the Chapel and change order fees to the contractor for design adjustments and
project delay. It is expected the total project impact will approach $200,000 to $300,000. Funding for the
additional costs will come from the project contingency from the 2012 Cemetery Renovations Bond funding,
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and will be offset by Hotel Occupancy Tax funding that PARD was recently allocated in Fiscal Year 2017.5
Precedent cases:
Precedent cases, specifically in regard to discovery of lost African American cemeteries, can be cited all over
the United States. During the community meeting on March 25, PARD discussed several significant projects
that were both discovered and resolved in differing contexts. While each situation has differed, there were
clear lessons that could be learned.
The African Burial Ground in lower Manhattan is perhaps the most well‐known site nationally where previously
unknown burials were discovered. From the 1690s through 1794, free and enslaved Africans were buried in a
6.6 acre site in lower Manhattan. The construction of a federal building in 1991 led to the discovery of the
burial site. Many years of exhumation and reburial, archeological study and public engagement led to a new
understanding of people whose lives were poorly documented and understood. The African Burial Ground is
now a U.S. National Monument and Memorial managed by the National Park Service. For more information
about the African Burial Ground, visit https://www.nps.gov/afbg/.
The Dallas Freedman’s Cemetery is the burial site for approximately 2,000 graves of African Americans in
Dallas between 1869 and 1907. When the Texas Department of Transportation began expansion plans for the
North Central Expressway, it was discovered that highway construction in the 1940s had paved over nearly an
acre of the site. The Freedman’s Cemetery Archeological Project allowed for the excavation, documentation
and analysis of more than 1,000 burials. The project resulted in a greater understanding of the material culture
of late 19th century African Americans and chronology of the burial site. A memorial now stands near the
expressway. More information can be found at http://texaslakestrail.com/plan‐your‐adventure/historic‐sites‐
and‐cities/sites/freedmans‐cemetery‐memorial.
The expansion of the Texas Ranger Museum in Waco is a cautionary tale of the consequences of failing to
consult with archeological professionals early in a construction process and the critical importance of early
community engagement when burials are discovered. The Texas Ranger Museum’s expansion led to the
discovery that graves that were thought to have been relocated in the late 1960s were left in place with only
headstones being relocated. Construction crews discovered the remains during excavation. More than 200
graves were exhumed and a costly and protracted process unfolded over the course of many years to identify
and reinter the remains. While no formal website exists to document the project, there are many articles
online that document the discovery and subsequent process.
It is important to recognize that while each community may address situations related to burial discoveries
differently, the solution settled on by PARD and the City of Austin could become a model that others reference
in the future.

5

Hotel Occupancy Tax funding allocated to the chapel will be used only for allowable expenditures related to the building
rehabilitation, allowing 2012 G.O. Bond funding to be redirected to costs related to exhumation and re‐interment.
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Interpretive value of bioarcheological analysis:
A significant differentiating factor between the two options under consideration is that the option to exhume
and reinter burials potentially allows for greater understanding of the lives of people of color in Austin in the
mid to late 19th century. Under the requirements of the issued Antiquities Permit, a bioarcheological analysis
would occur if exhumation is performed. Burial context can be provided by a non‐invasive analysis of the
physical remains, which often provides demographic data, including race/ethnicity, gender and approximate
age. In some cases, physical remains can also inform about cause of death and aspects of lifestyle, such as
physical health, levels of nutrition or stresses endured. Further, artifacts may reveal aspects of material culture
and possibly the cultural significance for those buried in this section. It must be understood, however, that the
physical condition of the remains is unknown until exhumation takes place.
As stated previously, the primary justification for the department’s recommendation is informed by a variety
of factors. PARD acknowledges and welcomes the opportunity for discovery through archeology and
interpretation, with an understanding that this analysis is not a driver of the decision to exhume. However,
bioarcheology does hold potential to provide additional information that could serve as a basis for future
onsite interpretation. For those burials not able to be exhumed, it is PARD’s hope that elements of
commemoration and interpretation will restore dignity to all the burials underneath the chapel. For those
burials not recoverable, citizen Grania Patterson offers this dedication, “Beneath this floor, enfolded by the
walls of this chapel, lie the remains of past citizens of Austin. Not forgotten, but cherished by the community.”
10. Next Steps: Commemorative Public Process
In managing and maintaining cemeteries, PARD recognizes the sensitivity of burial sites and welcomes a
community voice in this process. While the context of the chapel construction over burials may never be fully
known, PARD recognizes this situation as an opportunity to acknowledge a past injustice by commemorating
burials that were formerly ignored and later lost to time, and also to interpret this situation so that the history
is not lost on future generations.
Staff from the PARD Museums and Cultural Centers Division will facilitate a public process beginning in late
Spring, which will ultimately result in recommendations for “Interpretation, Commemoration, and
Reclamation” of the burials in the larger context of the Chapel Rehabilitation and the segregated section for
people of color. This public outreach plan is currently being developed, and information about the process will
soon follow.
It should be noted that the Historic Cemeteries Master Plan, adopted in 2015, recommended that PARD
actively interpret and program historic cemeteries with an emphasis on the historic “Colored Grounds” at
Oakwood along with Plummers Cemetery and Evergreen Cemetery, which are predominantly African‐
American. Further, partners such as Save Austin’s Cemeteries and Six Square (Austin’s African American
Culture Heritage District), have long promoted programming and interpretation of historic municipal
cemeteries.

15

04/27/2017

Additional information about the rehabilitation project and contact information for select PARD staff can be
found below:
Project web site: http://austintexas.gov/page/oakwood‐cemetery‐chapel‐rehabilitation
PARD Media Contact:
John Nixon, PARD Communications Manager
512 974‐2464
john.nixon@austintexas.gov

PARD Cemeteries Contact:
Tonja Walls‐Davis, PARD Cemeteries Manager
512 978‐2320
tonja.walls‐davis@austintexas.gov

PARD Project Contact:
Kevin Johnson, PARD Project Manager
512 974‐9506
kevin.johnson@austintexas.gov

PARD Historical Resources Contact:
Kim McKnight, Environmental Conservation
Program Manager
512 974‐9478
kim.mcknight@austintexas.gov
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Oakwood Chapel Rehabilitation Project and Archeological Investigation
Appendix: Supporting Information
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1. Antiquities Permit from Texas Historical Commission
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2. Archeological Field Reports and Site Photos
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3. Engineering Letter regarding Structural Constraints
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4. Public Feedback
Questions and Comments submitted for discussion on March 25th Public Meeting:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Why are you just focusing on this one issue?
The stones and roads need restoration too. What are you doing to address these funding issues?
Why not move chapel to Austin Memorial Park? Leave graves alone
Offer families financial assistance to relocate graves.
Are you attempting to ID the graves to though DNA analysis?
Community Conservation: Why has PARD already decided that the graves will be
commemoration?
Are there plans for some type of memorial listing the names and location of prominent African
Americans?
Confusion about what was said 1. City Rep “Building being moved is not an option?” 2. “Decision
must be made quickly? Later said time is not of the essence”
Comment: Archaeological content, regarding the disinterment of the bodies under the Chapel.
(Grania Patterson)
A suspended wood floor can be installed in a way that grave can be undisturbed. Leave the
graves alone.
Has there been any information recovered that would indicate human remains were disinterred
purposely or otherwise during the 1914 building construction?
Any indication that there extant headstones or other markers in 1914in this area of the
cemetery?
Is there space in the cemetery to rebury the remains?
I am concerned that the “history” and a historical designation does not allow a relocation of a
building, but allows relocation (i.e. exhumation) of skeletons…. Smacks of acculturism & moral
elitism.
Is it morally wrong to build, pave, rebuild or restructure a building over graves?
How will you memorialize the graves?
Why are you not discussing North Bound Mopac built over graves too? Commemorate those too.
Is the THC permit online?
How are you funding this work?
Are you saying that the Chapel floor will not be disturbed to consider excavation?
Was the Chapel renovated earlier and when?
Can you just move the Oakwood Chapel onsite to a different location and leave the bone
fragments’ site as a sacred ground with a plaque?
Is there any records from the original construction of the chapel address the issue?
Does the existence of the graves pose a structural concern for the building in the future –
settlement issues, etc?
Leave remains in place with significant memorial.
Will artifacts be preserved and displayed?

•

Beneath this floor, enfolded by the walls of this chapel, lie the remains of past citizens of Austin.
Not forgotten, but cherished by the community. Dedication date. (Grania Patterson)

Questions and Comments transcribed from small table discussion from March 25th Public Meeting:
Table One: Share general feedback and thoughts for commemoration
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Stop walking pets/dogs from use of cemetery as a park
City needs to follow health and safety code 713.011 regarding care of municipal cemeteries
Notifying relatives about any memorials/services
Do African American churches and funeral homes have records of those buried at Oakwood?
Try to identify people under the chapel via DNA, Austin History Center records, and church
records
Note not just African American churches but also other people of color and white
paupers/”strangers”
List as a historic site on tours (especially promoted by the City of Austin)
Empty site- extend memorial into the burial garden (graves are often unmarked, THC is exploring
this)
Incorporate Oakwood into GWCM Juneteenth observances
Limited view for restoration
Glass floor for chapel so no one can ignore the significance
Or raise wooden floor with plaques included after wall is stabilized

Table Two: Provide input for additional outreach or notification (“who is not here?”)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Camacho family (Danny’s family) maybe his sister
Local churches (continue)
Elderly members (for research into who was there)
Provide info table at Juneteenth
Libraries/Carver Museum
Cyclical process- needs to address it again and again
Always seeking info
Always seeking collections
Funeral homes
Reach out to the community to get more people of African descent to be in the know
Encourage groups/people to share this information and to give feedback
Michelle Mears- author of book about feedman colony in Austin
Grace will lead home- book

Table Three: Learn about archeological process and construction project
Questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Artifacts- who do they belong to?
Memorial- would it have to be in the chapel space?
Is there a dental expert archeologist?
What is being done now to mitigate damage?
What can we learn about the people?
What condition are the remains in?

•
•
•
•

Can the chapel be raised to remove remains?
Does the chapel have to remain in place?
Is there any reported history from when the chapel was built and opened?
Can we do additional GPR?

Comments:
•
•
•

Do as much as possible through non-invasive process
Include Austin Parks Foundation for support
Michelle Mears Book on Freedman’s Colonies

