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Vacation time …

When I was a kid, most of our vacations were 
to Colorado to see Nannie, our mother’s mother. 
She lived in the San Luis Valley for several years. 
One year, she was living at South Fork, where her 
husband was working on a ranch. Their house was 
right on the Rio Grande. At that place, it was a clear, 
cold stream.

We went wading and pulled several small granite 
boulders from the riverbed. One was a roundish, 
drab purple chunk, with a more vibrant purple stripe. 
Another was a smaller, lumpy yellow and brown 
stone. My sister and I named them. The purple one 
was Tina. The yellow one was George. We had those 
rocks for decades. We may still have them somewhere.

While we were there, the owner of the ranch 
slaughtered a buffalo. Nannie cooked a delicious hump roast. I don’t 
remember any of the other meals. We spent time with our aunt and uncle, 
Mom’s younger siblings. We sang songs and listened to funny stories full of 
lies, exaggeration and silliness.

Before we left, some of the other Dallas relatives also showed up. It turned 
into a sort of impromptu family reunion.

Rock on!
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Old East Main Street, what is now Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd., was long the heart of the 
Black community in Waxahachie. In the days before Emancipation, this area was called 
Negro Town on old maps. But after news reached Texas that the slaves were free, this 
area was renamed. Abraham Lincoln established the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865, to help 
the newly freed former slaves establish new lives for themselves. Like many other similar 
communities, the east side of Waxahachie became known as Freedmen’s Town.

This is an area rich in history, but many of the physical markers have already disappeared, and many more are under 
threat from time and its effects. Dr. Jamal Rasheed of the Ellis County African American Hall of Fame Museum and Library 
is working hard to see that this history is not forgotten. “East Main, MLK, from the 200 block to the 600 block, was the 
Black business district. This was Freedmen’s Town. On the other side of the railroad tracks was New Town, where the more 
affluent Blacks lived. Freedmen’s Town had its own school, Oak Lawn. There were cafes, a blacksmith, churches, the Gem 
Theater and a hospital. Edna Black’s boarding house was listed in the Green Book of Safe Travel. Leonard Carol Davis built 
most of the houses on this side of town.”

— By Adam Walker
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Unfortunately, much of the land 
Freedmen’s Town was built on is in 
the floodplain. So it’s difficult to repair, 
maintain and preserve these structures. 
Many of them are already gone. The 
two-room hospital that stood on the lot 
across from the Masonic lodge building, 
which now houses the museum, is 
only preserved by the outline of its 
foundations and the monument that 
nearly fills the space of the former 
building. This hospital was the only 
access to health care the residents of 
Freedmen’s Town had for many years. 
Now it is a memory.

Next to Samaria Baptist Church, 
there used to stand a cafe and several 
houses. Those are long gone. The 
other major church in Freedmen’s Town 
was Joshua’s Chapel. Two adjoining 
cemeteries on East Jefferson served the 
African American community. “At first 
it was just called Colored Cemetery. 
Prince Hall Fraternal Cemetery is the 
area inside the fence. There are burials 
dating back to the early 1800s. There’s 
one grave I’m aware of dating to 1821. 
Wakefield is the cemetery west of 
the fence. There used to be an old 
community of wooden houses there. 
Mr. Tatum tore them all down. It was 
outside the city limits. Some people say 
there are unmarked Indian burials there. 
Wakefield is almost full now. Prince 
Hall still has space. It’s still an active 
cemetery. But you have to be careful. 
“There are over 3,000 burials marked 
with headstones and another maybe 29 
percent are photographed and marked 
with blank headstones,” according to 
Dr. Rasheed who keeps the historical 
burial records.

Dr. Rasheed has been active in 
getting historical markers for some of 
the remaining buildings in Freedmen’s 
Town and for several of those long 

American to attend law school in Texas 

Americans. It’s a large building, but 



www.nowmagazines.com  11  WaxahachieNOW  July 2025

gone, so this history will be preserved 
for future generations. One of the 
remaining houses is known as the 
Sweatt house, where the first African 
American to attend law school in Texas 
once lived. There is a marker across 
the street from the house, explaining 
its significance.

The lodge building was an active 
center of social life. The room upstairs 
was rented for parties and weddings 
and graduations. Dr. Rasheed has 
restored the room, so it’s once again 
usable. “This building was in bad 
shape when I bought it in 2006,” he 
remembered. “There were leaks. The 
city fixed the roof.” The downstairs now 
contains the museum tracing the history 
of the African American experience in 
the U.S. and here in Ellis County. One 
room has a wall dedicated to the Hall of 
Fame, where leaders like the first Black 
city counselors and mayors of various 
Ellis County towns are remembered, 
along with educators, artists, doctors, 
lawyers and other community leaders. 
The same room houses the growing 
collection of books on and by Black 
Americans. It’s a large building, but 
not large enough to contain so much 
history. Too much is still in storage, 
awaiting its turn in the light. “We’re 
attempting to purchase land and build 
an annex onto the back to allow more 
room for more exhibits. We also have 
plans for murals on the outside of 
the building’s east and west sides to 
depict life in Ellis County and honor 
Waxahachie’s own Bessie Coleman. We 
have pages on GoFundMe and Givelify 
to raise money for the annex, for the 
building and for parking.”

This part of Waxahachie’s heritage 
is slipping away. But people like Dr. 
Rasheed are working to preserve 
what’s left, so future generations can 
remember where we came from, how 
far we’ve come and how far there is yet 
to go.
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With a century separating us from the days of Prohibition, the age of speakeasies seems 
like a distant, almost fictional moment in history. However, history may be closer than 
you think. Located in Arlington, Top O’ Hill Terrace, served as a gambling den to some of 
American history’s favorite celebrities for nearly 30 years.

In 1921, Beulah Adams Marshall, a former culinary writer for the Dallas Journal, saw the need for an eatery along the newly 
constructed cross-continental Bankhead Highway. She and her husband, Thomas, purchased a hill on the edge of Arlington and 
constructed a sandstone house to host Beulah’s vision. The tearoom became a hit amongst residents of the DFW area. People 
traveled from all over to try her famous chicken fried steaks or attend events hosted at the tearoom.

Upon visiting Beulah’s Top O’ Hill Terrace tearoom, Fred and Mary Browning found potential in its location to create a highly 
profitable gambling hotspot right off the popular thoroughfare. In 1930, the Brownings bought the property from the Marshalls 
and converted it into a destination for illicit activities such as drinking, gambling, prostitution and horse betting. Fred Browning 
already owned clubs in Richmond, Texas, and near Tulsa, Oklahoma, so establishing a location in Arlington wouldn’t be a 
troublesome pursuit. After all, he’d built up a reputation in the gambling world and had connections he could use to fill Top 
O’ Hill with dealers, dancers and moonshine. This also meant he knew what precautions he’d need to take in ensuring his 
business would survive police raids.

Fred began to make renovations to the land to keep his staff, patrons and business safe from “Johnny Law.” A sandstone 
wall was erected around the property with guards posted at its iron gate entrance. At the guard towers, warning buzzers were 
installed, which, when pressed, alerted those in the main house that the cops were on their way, giving them time to hide the 
evidence or escape.

As the gambling den’s popularity grew, Fred expanded his operation. He dug a two-story basement underneath the house, 
designating it as the base of illegal operations. He also created a labyrinth of escape tunnels, should the need for a quick exit 
arise. Some of these tunnels spilled out into the nearby woods or circled back to the tearoom’s garden, allowing guests to 
pretend they were merely enjoying the flowers and teacakes. Although many of these tunnels have been found over the years, 
historians believe there may have been many more which were lost to time.

In the height of its success, gamblers traveled far and wide to spend the evening at Top O’ Hill, including celebrities such as 
John Wayne, Frank Sinatra, Ginger Rogers and the infamous Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow. To ensure these visitors weren’t 
cops in disguise, the Brownings created a series of checkpoints patrons had to pass through before reaching the main attraction.

Thanks to Fred’s precautions, in the nearly 30 years of its operation, his gambling club survived several police raids. However, 
that all changed on August 10, 1947. Led by M.T. “Lone Wolf” Gonzaullas, a small team of Texas Rangers crawled through the 
woods, effectively giving Fred’s guards the slip. The men snuck through a back door, catching patrons by surprise. The rangers 
arrested eight employees and 50 patrons and confiscated $25,000 worth of equipment, which, according to Federal Reserve Bank 
of Minneapolis’ inflation calculator would equate to over $352,000 in 2024. This raid marked the end of an era for the tearoom.

— By Emma McKay



Top O’ Hill gambling parlor never 
regained the same number of patrons 
as it did in its heyday. Founder of 
Bible Baptist Seminary, Frank J. Norris 
had been one of Top O’ Hill’s biggest 
opposers during its operation, and 
had vowed to one day own the land 
and shut down the gambling parlor. 
In 1956, four years after Pastor Norris 
passed, Bible Baptist Seminary, now 
known as Arlington Baptist University, 
purchased the property. In 2003, the 
Texas Historical Commission named the 
tearoom as a historical landmark. These 
days, visitors can donate $10 to schedule 
a tour of the tearoom to learn about its 
history and see surviving memorabilia 
collected by Vickie Bryant, wife of former 
university president, David Bryant.

Photos, unless otherwise noted, by 
George Moreno from the Top O’Hill 
Terrace Collection, courtesy of Arlington 
Baptist University.

Sources:
1. Barker, E. and Bryant, V. (2012). Top 
O’ Hill Terrace. Arcadia Publishing.
2. hmdb.org/m.asp?m=245089. 
3. tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/
top-o-hill-terrace. 	
4. topohillterrace.com.
5. statesman.com/story/
news/2011/02/05/ghosts-gambling-
lingers-on-arlington/6701861007.

Photo by David Pillow | Dreamstime.com.
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GrandC (Carolyn Campbel), helps 
Emersyn Simmons (center) celebrate 
her 4th birthday with Bella Barnch, 
London Dowell and Drew Simmons at 
Waxahachie Urban Air.

Astrid Chavez and Lanie Gillen share a 
dessert and catch up after not seeing 
each other for a long time... a week-
and-a-half.

Around Town   NOW

Zoomed In:
Myla and Ethan Combs

Myla Combs and her big brother, Ethan, who does not like to smile, came to 
see the Creature Teacher and her assistant, Carley, the handler, present some 
exotic animals including a skink, a chinchilla, toucans, a python and a baby red 
kangaroo. “The animals were cool,” Ethan declared. “I like the snake best,” 
speaking of the albino reticulated python.

“I liked them all,” Myla added, not wanting to play favorites.
Both siblings declared Angus, the red kangaroo, to be “cool,” and Myla noted 

how soft he was. The kangaroo, who wore a diaper for the occasion, remained 
safely swaddled in the arms of Carley while all the children and parents stood in a 
line halfway around the Lyceum for their turns to pet the animals.

By Adam Walker

Railport Brewing Co. celebrates their seventh anniversary with a ribbon cutting.
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Around Town   NOW

Everyone shows up for the start of 
summer reading at Sims Library.

Waxahachie Foundation supports the 
Ellis County Rural Heritage Farm.

Patricia Johnson helps you Love Your 
Neighbor at the thrift store.

Kelsey Strickland and Lauren Edwards 
make sure the food is great and the 
drinks are cold at College Street Pub.
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year Moncrief Cancer Institute brings 

you,” Angie added.

Hope Health
572 Coleman St.
(972) 923-2440
hopehealthtx.org
Facebook: Hope Health Ellis County
Instagram: @hopehealthelliscounty

Hours: Monday-Thursday: 7:00 a.m.-6:00 p.m.
Friday: 7:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m.

Hope Health
BusinessNOW

— By Adam Walker

Hope Health is an affordable option for health care in Ellis 
County. They have two locations, the main one here in 
Waxahachie and a second location in Ennis. They’re a 
federally qualified community health center set up to provide 
affordable health care to the region. “We use a sliding fee 
scale based on your income and family size if you don’t 
have insurance, or if your insurance has a high deductible or 
co-pay,” Angie Gann, their revenue cycle manager, 
explained. “We take most forms of insurance, including 
PPOs, HMOs, Medicare and Medicaid. If your insurance 

provider isn’t in our system, we look to see if we’re in 
network. And anyone is welcome to apply for our sliding fee 
discount program.”

“We offer primary care services, like annual checkups, 
sick visits and monitoring chronic conditions,” Kevin 
Crouch, the outreach coordinator, explained. “We have labs 
on-site for doing blood work. We also offer pediatrics, 
women’s health, behavioral health and dental care, all under 
one roof. If your primary care provider needs to refer you to 
another department, they don’t give you a card and tell you 
to call someone. They walk you across the hall and 
introduce you. Our behavioral health services include 
counseling and a nurse practitioner who can prescribe 
medications. Behavioral health and dental services are 
available to established patients.”

If you’re interested in becoming a patient at Hope Health, 
you need to fill out the registration forms on their website or 
in their office, and submit them with any required 
documentation. Then, they’ll call to set up your first 
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“One misconception people have is 
that we only take you if you don’t have 
insurance,” Kevin explained. “Some of 
our patients have very good insurance, 
but choose to come here because of 
the quality of care they receive and 
because we have multiple wellness 
services all in one location. Wait times 
for initial appointments are not nearly 
as long here as at some other 
providers. We have a number of 
providers, so you’re not waiting on just 
one person to have time in their 
schedule. Our providers like to be able 
to refer on-site, and they don’t feel as 
constrained by insurance companies 
here, so they feel like they’re able to 
provide better care.”

“We are here to treat the whole 
person, not just one thing,” Angie 
added. Their outreach and enrollment 
specialists help patients and other 
members of the community access 
other services such as government 
programs like pregnancy Medicaid, 
food banks, rent assistance and 
employment services. “If you can’t eat 
well and take care of your basic needs, 
medical treatment is not going to be as 
effective. We’re all about affordable, 
accessible health care.” Their new 
location off of Farley Road is designed 
for easy access and comfort.

appointment. After that, you are eligible 
for other services, like sick visits, or 
some procedures. “There are some 
medical issues that we are not able to 
treat, such as a broken bone. For those 
types of conditions, you will need to 
go to urgent care or the ER. However, 
we are able to refer out to many 
specialists, if needed” Angie explained.

Another service they refer is 
mammography. “But several times a 
year Moncrief Cancer Institute brings 
their bus here to do mobile testing, and 
we can put you on the reservation list 
for that, if that’s more convenient for 
you,” Angie added.

“We are here to 
treat the whole 
person, not just 
one thing.”
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Waxahachie’s Presunder Wilson enjoys cooking, which she learned 
from her mother. “She started teaching me when I was probably 12 or 
13,” Presunder said. She doesn’t really have a favorite spice or cooking 
technique, but she grew up in Louisiana and says that experience 
influenced how she cooks. “I have some holiday recipes that I inherited 
from my mom and other relatives. I mostly cook for my family. If 
somebody wants to learn, I’ll teach them, like I’m teaching my grandkids 
now. They watch me in the kitchen, while I cook.”

She doesn’t claim to have a lot of hobbies, but in her free time, when 
she isn’t cooking, Presunder likes to read and watch TV. That’s her way of 
relaxing after a long day at work.

In the Kitchen with 
Presunder Wilson
— By Adam Walker

CookingNOW

3. Place a pepper ring on each chop. Put an 
onion slice inside each pepper ring. Top 
with a lemon slice. Cover with ketchup.
4. Bake for 1 hour.

Ham and Noodle Casserole

2 tsp. vegetable oil
3/4 cup onion, diced
1/2 cup bell pepper, diced
1/2 lb. wide noodles
1 3/4 cups canned tomatoes
1 cup water
1 1/2 cups ham, diced
1 tsp. salt
1/4 tsp. pepper
1/2 tsp. paprika
1/2 lb. cheddar cheese, grated

1. In a saucepan, over low heat, add the oil; 
cook the onions and peppers until the 
onions are transparent. Add everything, 
except the cheese, and simmer for 10 
minutes. Stir in the cheese.
2. Pour the mixture into a greased 
2-qt. casserole dish. Bake at 350 F for 
40-45 minutes.

Potato Pancakes

2 eggs
2 Tbsp. milk
2 Tbsp. melted butter
2 Tbsp. flour
3/4 tsp. salt
1/8 tsp. pepper
1/4 small onion, sliced
2 cups raw potatoes, peeled and diced

1. In a food processor or blender, add the 
first 7 ingredients and half of the potatoes. 
Mix for 5 seconds. Add the remaining 
potatoes; mix for another 8 seconds, until 
coarsely chopped.
2. Heat and grease your griddle or large 
frying pan.
3. For each pancake, pour about 1/4 cup 
of the mixture onto the griddle, and spread 
it into a 4-inch pancake. Brown on the first 
side. Turn and brown on the second side.

Bean ’n’ Wiener Boat

1 loaf French bread
1/4 cup butter, softened
1 21-oz. can Van Camp’s Pork 
   and Beans
1/2 lb. wieners, cut in chunks
1/4 cup brown sugar, packed
1 tsp. mustard
1 Tbsp. dry onion soup mix
3 slices American cheese, halved
   diagonally

1. Scoop out the inner part of the bread 
loaf, leaving 1/2-inch thickness along the 
bottom and sides. Spread the butter on the 
inside of the bread boat. Place on a cookie 
sheet; bake at 350 F for 15 minutes, until 
golden and crusty.
2. In a saucepan, combine the pork and 

beans, wieners, brown sugar, mustard and 
soup mix. Heat thoroughly, stirring gently.
3. Pour the heated ingredients into the 
bread boat. Top with cheese slices. Return 
to the oven; continue baking for an 
additional 10-15 minutes.

Baked Pork Chops

6 pork chops
Salt, to taste
Pepper, to taste
1 bell pepper, cut in rings
2 small onions, sliced thick
1 lemon, sliced thin
1 cup ketchup

1. Preheat the oven to 350 F.
2. Place the chops in a casserole dish. 
Season with salt and pepper.

Baked Pork Chops
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7/1-7/7
Quilters Guild of Ellis 
County Quilt Display: 
Free. Monday-Friday: 8:00 

a.m.-5:00 p.m.; Saturday: 9:00 
a.m.-3:00 p.m., Ennis Welcome 
Center, 201 NW Main St., Ennis. 

www.elliscountyquilters.com.

7/3-7/4
Crape Myrtle Festival: 

Thursday: Events begin: 6:00 
p.m.; fireworks: 9:15 p.m., 

Waxahachie Sports Complex, 
151 Broadhead Rd. Friday: 

Hometown Parade: 10:00 a.m., 
from Getzendander Park  

down Main Street to 
Downtown Waxahachie. 

7/4

VFW Fourth of July Lunch: 
Everyone is welcome for pulled 

pork sandwiches and sides. 
Free. Noon, VFW Post 3894, 

1405 N. I-35 E.

7/5
Summer Soul Affair: 

A celebration of soul, funk  
and R&B, food and good vibes. 

Free. 7:00-11:00 p.m.,  
Railyard Park,  

455 College St.  

7/8
Carter BloodCare

Blood Drive: 
Hosted by the Waxahachie 

Rotary Club. 11:00 a.m.-4:00 
p.m., Sims Library,  
515 W. Main St.

7/12
Cars in the

Park Car Show: 
9:00 a.m.-2:00 p.m., 
Getzendaner Park,  
400 S. Grand Ave.

7/18-7/19
Miss Nelson is Missing!: 

Presented by Ellis County 
Children’s Theater. 2:00 p.m., 

Coleman Fine Arts Center, 
1000 Hwy. 77 N. Ticket info: 

general@ecctheater.org.

7/25-7/27
Dare to Dream Jr.: 

A Disney musical revue. 
Tickets: $25. Friday and 

Saturday: 7:30 p.m.; 

Sunday: 2:30 p.m., University 
Church, 221 Solon Rd. 
Tickets: https://www.

waxahachiecommunitytheatre.
com/.

7/26
Let’s Go Girls – 

A Tribute to Country’s 
Leading Ladies: 

Free live music, food trucks. 
7:00-10:00 p.m.,  

Railyard Park,  
455 S. College St.

Submissions are welcome and 
published as space allows. Send 
your current event details to  
adam.walker@nowmagazines.com.
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