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Uncovering St. John’s: The People 
● How we got started
● Where we began: St. John’s Cemetery
● Genealogy

○ How we found our people 

● Continued research 
○ Lynching 
○ Ku Klux Klan 



How We Got Started 

From Left to Right:
Brittany Jarvis 
Jessica Floyd
Micah Crittenden
Nick Ballesteros 
Emily Bowles 
Dany Covell 
Chris Beal 
Hannah Stewart 







Freedmen’s Communities
Born out of the horrors of slavery and the promises of emancipation, freedmen’s 

communities in the state of Texas arose out of the dual desires of recently freed African 

Americans to acquire land and autonomy from local whites. Typically organized around 

churches or schools, these communities possessed a unique name, established by the 

denizens of the community. Freedpeople primarily settled in two differing types of 

locations: first, on the periphery of towns, as far from the influence of local whites as 

possible, and second, on unsettled land in rural Texas, which local whites considered 

uninhabitable. Freedmen’s communities were distinct entities that came into existence in 

the decade after the Civil War and slowly faded away in the twentieth century with the 

Great Depression and Second World War. This, combined with racial tensions and 

economic pressures, pushed many African Americans to urban areas.

http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/church-life
http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/education-overview




Life in Pilot Point: St. John’s in Context
In the wake of the Civil War , a group of newly freed men and women from Chambers 

County, Alabama migrated to North Texas. There, they established a rural freedmen’s 

community near Pilot Point in Denton County during the 1870s.  This community of 

freedmen maintained the St. John’s church, school, and cemetery during the years from 

Reconstruction through the Great Depression, when the community seemingly vanished. 

In the decades since, the church disappeared, the cemetery neglected, and the freedmen 

were largely forgotten.  Recently, however, the Denton County Office of History and 

Culture has taken responsibility for maintaining the cemetery, which stands today as the 

sole remaining physical testimony to the free black community that once lived there.







Church Life and Education
Following the Civil War, the Church served multiple functions within freedmen communities

throughout the South. Churches, like St. John’s, stood at the heart of the community. Churches served 

not only as a setting for worship services, but often also functioned as a school and place to host 

community events such as graduation ceremonies, ball games, and other church-related activities.

Unfortunately, the information for St. John’s School is very difficult to find and as of right now there 

are only a few documents proving its existence; a map and a photo of John White’s father standing in 

front of the school.As a result, our team looked into other freedmen’s communities. We looked at 

overlapping information and patterns to justify what school life may have been like at St. Johns in 

Pilot Point. 

http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/freedmen
http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/st-johns-profile
http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/education-overview
http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/item/426


Historical Memory
Between the last known burial in 1938 and the mid-1970s, St. John’s cemetery faded from the collective 

consciousness of the people of Denton County. We know that in 1975 there was a survey completed of the cemetery 

by Richard Stevens. We also know that in 1993 there was another survey of the cemetery completed by Phoebe 

Tarver of the Denton County Historical Commission. More recently, a survey of the cemetery was completed by 

R.G. Milliken around 1996.

In the 21st century the St. John’s cemetery has garnered newfound attention from those who wish to preserve its 

legacy and learn about the lives of the African Americans who are buried within its confines. Willie Hudspeth, 

president of the Denton County NAACP, led a group of volunteers on weekly work trips to begin clearing the 

underbrush that had reclaimed the cemetery. In 2016, Denton County set aside $20,000 for restoration and 

revitalization of the cemetery. The allocation of funds by the county government indicates a shift in the collective 

attention toward historical places in Denton County. Coming nearly a century after St. John’s Cemetery became 

inactive, this recent attention allows for discourse surrounding the collective memory of African Americans and 

their communities within Denton County.

http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/stjohnscleanup
http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/williehudspeth
http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/stjohnscleanup


Where We Began 



Genealogy: Ancestry.com











Continued 
Research 



Next week...



Review from Last Week 
http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/welcome

http://omeka.library.unt.edu/s/stjohns/page/welcome


The Disappearance 
of St. John’s 



Jim and Roscoe Gertin 



The Second Rise of the  Ku Klux Klan 







Ties to Law Enforcement and County Officials 















How We Remember the Community Today 


