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After more than a decade of
volunteer work to restore the
historic Conroe Community
Cemetery, the burial ground
for the city’s early Black fami-
lies received historical recog-
nition from the state.

ATexasHistorical Commis-
sion marker was dedicated at
the cemetery on 10th Street in
Conroe Saturday before a large
gathering of descendants of
those buried there. Some fami-
ly members came from as far
away as California and Geor-
gia to honor the burial place of
their ancestors that was once
an overgrown lot.

Volunteers, historians and
elected officials also joined the
ceremony.

“As a young man in my 20s
I’d come out 30 years ago and
clear out asmuch as I could on
the weekends,” said James
Pitts III, grandson of James
Pitts Sr., who is buried there.
“To see what you have accom-
plished here is amazing. I love
that you have recaptured our

history and brought this back
to life for all the descendants
and the community of Con-
roe.”

The cemetery’s history
Laura McNeese Henderson,

who lived from 1854 to 1941 and
is buried in Conroe Communi-
ty Cemetery, purchased 40
acres in November 1898 that is
now the site of both Conroe
Community Cemetery and ad-
jacent Oakwood Cemetery on

10th Street in Conroe.
The first burial in Conroe

CommunityCemeterywas a 9-
month-old baby with the last
name of Armstrong in May
1892. The final burial was of
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Pete Matson and sister Tevis Matson meeting relatives they have never previously met after the dedication of a state
historical marker to the Conroe Community Cemetery on Saturday. The site is a historic cemetery where many of Conroe’s
early Black residents are buried. The Matson siblings are descendants of Laura McNeese Henderson, who was born a slave,
but was later freed and able to own land.

Historic Black cemetery
receives statemarker

Cemetery continues on A12

By Sondra Hernandez
STAFF WRITER

Descendants of the interred at Conroe Community Cemetery unveil a state historical marker
dedicated to the cemetery on Saturday in Conroe. The Conroe Community Cemetery is a
historic cemetery where many of Conroe’s early Black residents are buried.
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INSIDE

As a popular truck show re-
turns to Conroe thisweekend, a
new law enforcement task force
will work to prevent potential
after-hours street takeovers,
parking lot takeovers and other
possible illegal activity, Mont-
gomery County Sheriff Wesley
Doolittle said Wednesday.

He said around 100 officers
will join the zero-tolerance task
force as the Lone Star Throw-
down is held Friday through
Sunday at the Lone Star Expo
Center, 9255 Airport Road.

“We want to proactively pre-
vent (illegal activity in the
county),” Doolittle said during
a news conference. “It will at-

New task
force
looks to
prevent
street
takeovers
About 100 officers
will patrol following
Conroe car show

Force continues on A13

By Catherine Dominguez
STAFF WRITER

Two teenage girls arrested
Wednesday are accused of plot-
ting “a mass casualty attack” at
MemorialHighSchool in Spring
Branch ISD, according to au-
thorities.

The SpringBranch ISDpolice
department was initially noti-
fied by the FBI of a potentially
credible threat against the
school on Tuesday and arrested
the student involved, according

to Spring Branch ISD Chief of
Police Larry Baimbridge.

The threat involved putting
pipe bombs in various locations
in the school and using a gun to
shoot students, Baimbridge said
Wednesday. Once police were
notified of the threat, they acted
fast to catch the 16-year-old stu-
dent, who was in the hallway at
the time. Because they did not
have a timeline on the threat,
Baimbridge said they had to act
as fast as possible. The teenager
did not have weapons on her
and was eventually arrested in

connection with the threat.
She had been working in tan-

dem with another student at
Willis High School inWillis ISD
who was already in custody in
Montgomery County on unre-
lated charges, according to a
news release from the Mont-
gomery County Sheriff ’s Office.

Baimbridge said he did not
know why the Spring Branch
student wanted to pose a threat
against her former campus, just
that her online messages
seemed to show a “generic dis-
dain for students.” While the

teenagerwas zoned toMemorial
High School, she was attending
class in a different building de-
signed to help students falling
behind catch up. That building
also houses the disciplinary ed-
ucation program, but she was

not attending for disciplinary
reasons, Baimbridge confirmed.

“They were communicating
back and forth and planning. So
that’s the reason why both were
detained at the same time. And

Willis teen arrested in connection to
threats to Spring Branch ISD school

Threats continues on A5
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A sign outside the entrance to Memorial High School.

By John Lomax V
and Elizabeth Sander
STAFF WRITERS

Teachers across Texas could
receive a long-awaited pay
bump under a new Texas Sen-
ate proposal.

The bill would raise class-
room teachers’ pay by at least
$2,500 a year, with a bigger
boost for the most experienced
teachers and smaller school
districts.

The proposal comes amid a
statewide shortage of public
school teachers and as many
districts are trying to make up
budget shortfalls. While rais-

Pay raise
for Texas
teachers
possible
Proposed bill offers
the biggest boost to
small districts

Teachers continues on A5

By Isaac Yu
AUSTIN BUREAU
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James Pitts Sr. in 1966. Pitts was
a highly regarded educator.

A list of burialswas cataloged
by Oveta and Horace Wright in
April 1978. Over time the prop-
erty became overgrown and it
was difficult to tell that a hal-
lowed burial ground existed
there. Newspaper articles dis-
cussing the plight of the ceme-
tery were published in the 1980s
and more were published by
The Courier writer TimWessel-
man in 1992.

An overgrown discovery
In 2011, Conroe genealogist

Jon Edens was transcribing
graves across the fence at Oak-
wood Cemetery when he saw a
grave on the north side of the
fence of the property.

It was the grave of Dora Grif-
fin Armstrong, who lived from
1863 to 1918. An elaborate cement
monument was in pieces, a vic-
tim of time. As he surveyed the
brush Edens foundmore graves
and it became amission of his to
reclaim and clean up the over-
grown area.

What the volunteers found
was a unique and interesting
picture of the lives those buried
led and how they were honored
in death. Many graves were
adornedwith pottery, glassware
and items dear to the person.
Some graves had seashells as a
symbol related to their journey
across the sea in slavery.

The nonprofit Conroe Com-
munity Cemetery Restoration
Project began in 2016 to organize
the cleanup, restoration and
preservation of the cemetery.
Cleanup efforts started in 2019
and in May 2020, for the first
time in its more than 100-year
history, a cemetery entrance
sign was installed. Historian
John Meredith and other local
historians also took up the proj-
ect.

During the summer of 2021,
the Conroe Community Ceme-
tery was designated a Historic
Texas Cemetery by the Texas
Historical Commission.

The total number of graves is
unknown, but as of 2025, 239
have been identified. Some are

marked with elaborate family
headstones. Others are marked
with smaller generic granite
stones.

At Saturday’s marker dedica-
tion, Edens said he had a simple
goal of cleaning up the cemetery
a bit back in 2011; he never imag-
ined so many years later this
project would continue on.

Who is buried there?
Many figures key to Conroe’s

early Black community are in-
terred there.

• Jacob Francis Cozier —
1830-1903—Hewas a pastor and

teacher at the Union Church, St.
James Methodist School in
Huntsville. He established the
first Freedmen’s church outside

of Galveston.
• James C. Pitts Sr. — 1876-

1966 — In 1900, he was a teacher
having graduated from Prairie
View State and Normal College.
He was a principal of Marion
County’s school for Black stu-
dents and worked tirelessly to
advance education in the Black
community. He was also a min-
ister.

• Mittie J. Campbell — 1875-
1933 — Campbell was credited
with opening the first school for
Black students in Conroe and
servingas the school’s principal.
She left education to become a
Montgomery County home
demonstration agent. Marking
her place in history, Conroe ISD
will open a new elementary
school named after her in Au-
gust.

• Sgt. Luther James Dorsey
— (Approximate) 1852-1939 —
Dorsey isMontgomeryCounty’s
only known Buffalo soldier
serving in Company E of the US
Cavalry from 1873 to 1878. He al-
so worked as a carpenter in the
community.

Members of the Lewis family,
who own Clarence Lewis & Son
Mortuary, are Dorsey’s Conroe
descendants.

Creisha Lewis Cotton, Dor-
sey’s great-great granddaughter,
attended Saturday.

She said when she was grow-
ing up in Conroe, the cemetery
could be accessed but over time
it became overgrown.

“I’m assured that hewould be
happy that someone took an in-
terest and finally started to mo-
bilize,” she said. “This is a piece
of history and history is impor-
tant. It’s important to me and to
my family that we are a part of
Conroe’s history.”
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Peggy Taylor is emotional when she reads the state historical marker dedicated to the Conroe
Community Cemetery, which is a historic cemetery where many of Conroe’s early Black residents
are buried.

Meriel Pitts Hawkins, granddaughter of James Charles Pitts
Sr., an early African American educator from Conroe, shares
the history of the Conroe Community Cemetery during the
state historical marker dedication ceremony Saturday.

Descendants leave fresh
flowers at Laura McNeese
Henderson’s grave at the
Conroe Community Cemetery.

CEMETERY
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“This is a piece of
history and history is

important. It’s
important to me and
to my family that we

are a part of
Conroe’s history.”

Creisha Lewis Cotton,

great-great granddaughter of

Sgt. Luther James Dorsey

Eager to reverse a string of
defeats at the Texas Legislature,
pro-gambling forces are bring-
ing a new attitude — and a
pared-downvision— to the goal
of allowing state-sanctioned ca-
sinos and sports betting in Tex-
as.

Gone is the detailed vision of
building destination resort casi-
nos in Dallas, Fort Worth and
other cities, including a pro-
posed gambling oasis housing a
newstadiumfor theDallasMav-
ericks.

Delayed, for now, are plans to
create a sports betting appara-
tus in Texas, which could have
included betting parlors at race
tracks and pro sports arenas or
partnerships with online bet-
ting platforms.

With support in the Legisla-
ture still on shaky ground, the
focus this session is on leverag-
ing public support for gambling
by pushing amendments to the
Texas Constitution — putting
the legalization of casinos and
sports betting before voters in
November.

The details can be hashed out
in the future.

“Texans want to decide and
vote on this issue, and we look
forward to working with the
Legislature to give them that op-
portunity this session,” said
Andy Abboud, a senior vice
president at Las Vegas Sands, a
heavyweight in the casino in-
dustry that has been a driving
force behind efforts to expand
casinos in Texas.

Two brief resolutions, filed
recently in the Texas House,
would amend the Texas Consti-
tution to give future lawmakers
the power to set the boundaries
of gambling in the state:

• A resolution by Rep. Sam
Harless, R-Spring, would give
lawmakers the power to “autho-
rize and regulate the placing of
wagers on sporting events.”
Sports wagering would be de-
veloped by existing sports
teams, race tracks or sanctioned

professional golf tournaments.
• A resoluation by Rep.

Charlie Geren, R-Fort Worth,
would give the Legislature pow-
er to “authorize and strictly reg-
ulate casino gaming and sports
wagering.” There could be no
more than 10 new casinos in
Texas, and it would be up to fu-
ture lawmakers to determine
where the casinos would oper-
ate.

Leaving the details to future
sessions of the Legislature is a
departure from detailed pro-
posals offered in previous ses-
sions.

In 2023, Las Vegas Sands
pushed a grandiose plan to
build eight destination casinos
in specific cities, prompting
squabbling from areas denied a
piece of the action.

Legislation to establish sports
betting in 2023 and 2021 also fo-
cused on specifics, such as part-
nerships between gaming com-
panies and professional sports
franchises or race tracks.

Geren said he hoped the new-
ly simplified approach is a step
towardmaking casinogambling
and sports betting a reality.

Last session’s effort “was just
too complicated,” Geren said.
“This one is pretty easy to read
and I think that will help.”

Mike Lavigne, a longtime
gambling consultant based in
Austin, said the previous ap-
proach was wrongheaded.

“The mistake that they’re
making over and over is cutting
up the pie between owners be-
fore there’s even a law,” Lavigne
said. “They come in, they’re try-
ing to dictate who gets what and
where, and that’s just never go-
ing to fly.”

Because the politics of gam-
bling is too complicated to sort
out before voters weigh in, the
competition for gambling li-
censes, particularly for casinos,
should come after a constitu-
tional amendment is approved,
he said.

“You can’t have some guy
come in from Macau or Vegas
and say, ‘Dallas gets two, Hous-
ton gets two. Austin gets one,
maybe two.Galveston,maybeEl
Paso gets one,” Lavigne said.

A shift in momentum
Even with the change in di-

rection, pro-gambling forces
face long odds of success,

There is strong opposition
from Christian conservatives, a
powerful faction in the Repub-
lican Party, and the most recent
state GOP platform opposes
“any expansion of gambling, in-
cluding legalized casino gam-
bling.” The Texas Public Policy
Foundation, an influential con-
servative think tank, also op-
poses gambling expansion in
Texas.

The Senate has been particu-
larly hostile to expanded gam-

bling, and Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick
says there still isn’t enough Re-
publican support there to move
gambling legislation forward.

Despite the Legislature being
in session for a month, support-
ers have yet to find aRepublican
senatorwilling to take on casino
or sports betting legislation.

Pro-gambling forces had a
taste of success in 2023, when a
constitutional amendment al-
lowing sports betting was ap-
proved 101-42 by the Texas
House, andapro-casinoamend-
ment was supported 92-51.

Unfortunately for casino
backers, proposed amendments
must receive two-thirds sup-
port, or 100 votes.

Sports bettors lost as well.
Patrick, who presides over the
Senate, did not refer the pro-
posed amendment to a commit-
tee, halting progress before it
could begin.

“The gambling industry has
not been able to adequately con-
vince the lieutenant governor
that the benefits of gambling
outweigh the societal costs of
gambling,” said Rice University
pollster and political scientist
Mark Jones. “Many of the 20Re-
publican senators would follow
the lead of the lieutenant gover-
nor on gambling.”

Patrick did not return two
telephone calls and a text mes-
sage to his office for comment.
In the past, he’s said hewon’t al-
low a floor vote on bills that are
not supported by a majority of
Republican senators.

In the House, Republican
support has slipped since a ma-
jority of representatives backed
casino and sports bettingbills in
2023.Many of the 26Republican
newcomers — who ousted two
Democrats and replaced 24 Re-
publicans who retired or were
defeated in last year’s primaries
— actively oppose gambling or
are focused on other issues.

Rob Kohler, a lobbyist for the
Christian Life Commission-
Baptist General Convention of

Texas, which opposes gam-
bling, has noticed a shift in mo-
mentum among gambling sup-
porters.

“After this last election, they
don’t even have those votes in
the House, so the mood in the
hallways is definitely at a differ-
ent tone,” Kohler said.

Geren said he didn’t have a
Senate sponsor for his bill and
hadn’t taken the temperature in
the House.

Asked about the prospects of
his bill, Geren said: “I don’t have
a clue.”

The appetite for gambling
Gambling expansion in Texas

is a rare occurrence.
Voters in1987 approved a con-

stitutional amendment allowing
the return of legal wagering on
horse races, then voted in 1991 to
legalize the state lottery, with
both measures passing by a 2-1
margin. Texas today allows the
lottery, bingo and horse and
greyhound racing.

Pro-gambling forces take
heart in recent polls showing
support for additional forms of
wagering.

A University of Houston poll
conducted in January found73%
of Texas adults support “legaliz-
ing the construction and opera-
tion of destination resort casi-
nos in Texas.” That included
74% of Democrats and 72% of
Republicans.

Asked about legalizing online
sports betting 60% of respon-
dents approved, including 64%
ofDemocrats and 59%ofRepub-
licans.

In addition, 56% of Texans
support legalizing the operation
of sports books in the stadiums
and arenas of Texas profession-
al sports teams— a potential for
teams like the Dallas Cowboys
and Texas Rangers.

Gambling proponents also
got a boost when Gov. Greg Ab-
bott recently told The Houston
Chronicle that he is supportive
of online sports betting.

What are the odds Texas gets casinos, sports betting?
Pro-gambling forces
bringing new attitude
to Legislature

By Gromer Jeffers Jr.
THE DALLAS MORNING NEWS
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Betting odds for Super Bowl LIX are displayed on monitors at
the Circa resort and casino sports book in Las Vegas.

Last session’s effort “was just too
complicated. This one is pretty easy
to read and I think that will help.”

Rep. Charlie Geren, R-Fort Worth


