G S\ HART Program
(g) Houston Action Research Team

CENTER FOR CIVIC LEADERSHIP Engaged Research Opportunity
RICE UNIVERSITY Fall 2024

Researching and Preserving
the Historic Black Cemetery at Burrell Chapel, TX

Project Description

The historic Black church community of Burrell Chapel, also referred to as Snipe, is a colony
established by formerly enslaved people following emancipation and occupied until 1932, located in
Brazoria County, Texas. It was founded at the establishment of Burrell Chapel, a Baptist church still in
operation a little over one mile away from the original community location. Burrell Chapel community
members were instrumental in the development of a post office and railway station at Snipe, near the
prison at Retrieve / Wayne Scott. This church community and the endeavors it supported shaped local
developments and beyond throughout the 20™ century.

Despite these contributions, the history of Burrell Chapel is difficult to trace in public records,
and its important story is little-known outside of local oral history. The site of the church, which also
served as a Rosenwald School in the 1920s, is now in ruin and located in the middle of a cattle ranch.
The church foundations and cemetery land have recently been donated to Burrell Chapel, and community
descendants and family members of those interred in the cemetery are working to preserve the space for
commemoration and visitation.

This project aims to aid in the preservation of the original location of Burrell Chapel by
researching and proposing historic designation status for the church and cemetery. This semester’s work
follows a summer Fondren Fellows project that conducted archival and oral history research to compile
available information on the history of the Snipe community. Continuing our partnerships with the
Brazoria County Historic Cemeteries Guardianship Association, Burrell Chapel Church, and the
Marshall-Wright Education Association, that information will now be used for application for Texas
Historical Commission (THC) designations, in partnership with the Brazoria County Historical
Commission. Discussions will engage staff from the THC to evaluate criteria for designation under the
Texas Historic Landmark and Historic Cemeteries programs. The team will also research the processes
involved in seeking historical designations, considering the challenges they pose to historically
underrepresented communities and histories.

Faculty Lead and Project Partners

Molly Morgan serves as faculty lead on this project. Morgan is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of
Anthropology and conducts archaeological research at plantations in the vicinity of Burrell Chapel. Her
work focuses on uncovering histories of captive laborers, their families, and descendants to fill the gap in
Texas history and offer a broader perspective on the history and legacy of slavery in the U.S.

Texas Historical Commission is the state historic preservation office in charge of managing historical
places in Texas. They decide on many types of historic designation. Primary contact- Jenny McWilliams.
Burrell Chapel Church is the founding organization and current guardian of the ruins of the community,
original church building, and cemetery. Primary contact- Lonita Lewis.

Brazoria County Historical Cemetery Guardianship Association is the cemetery preservation group
with experience maintaining historic cemeteries and attaining designation status in Brazoria County. They
currently manage access and maintain the site. Primary contact- Nancy Howard.

Marshall-Wright Educational Association is comprised of many descendants of Burrell Chapel
community members who are active in historic research and preservation in Brazoria County. This group
seeks designation for other landmark places in Brazoria County. Primary contact- Dr. Renard Thomas.



During the Fall semester of 2024, this Houston Action Research Team will:

We will begin with an orientation to the Black history of Brazoria County and its role in the early
developments of the state, including the Anglo settlement of Mexican Tejas, slavery,
emancipation, convict leasing, Jim Crow, and up to the current day. This will include field trips to
key locations in the county and meetings with history experts in the area.

Then we will spend some time learning about historic designations and processes for application
through study and meetings with the Texas Historical Commission.

By mid-September, we will present summaries and recommendations for Burrell Chapel
community designation to church leadership. Community members will then decide on which
designation(s) to seek.

Following the requests of Burrell Chapel, we will prepare the application for historic
designation(s) with input from community partners also including Brazoria County Historical
Cemetery Guardianship Association and Marshall-Wright Educational Association.

At the mid-October meeting, we will present the completed application packet to the Brazoria
County Historical Commission, upon which the committee will vote to decide upon application.
Finally, we will write up a report of our team’s work, including a critical review of the State
process for seeking designation for a historically Black community. If possible, we will integrate
this discussion of our work in scholarly discourse on Black geographies, placemaking, and
cultural heritage activism.

Upon completion, we will present our team’s findings on campus with the Center for Civic
Leadership and perhaps more broadly at local meetings.

This engaged research opportunity is available to Rice undergraduate students for Fall 2024 An
interdisciplinary team of four students, each of whom will bring different, but equally important, skills,
knowledge, and experiences, will undertake this project. Team members will each work approximately 10
hours per week on this project between September 9th and December 17th under the guidance of Dr.
Molly Morgan and the CCL and a graduate student team advisor. Students earn $10/hour for their project
work, and this position is Work Study eligible. Work time will be flexible, although team members must
attend weekly meetings and must coordinate time to work with other team members on the project as
needed. Undergraduate students from all fields of study with interests and/or skills in at least some of the
following areas are encouraged to apply: Anthropology, History, Community Engagement.

Relevant student skills and experience to be practiced/acquired: historic preservation, cultural heritage,
community engagement, data visualization, storytelling, professional writing, and public presentations.

APPLICATIONS ARE DUE August 25th, midnight
To inquire or apply contact Dr. Veronica Reyna, vr33@rice.edu
For more about Rice’s HART Program, visit: http://ccl.rice.edu/hart
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