
Fortune smiled on the Neill-Cochran House Museum for this 

yearôs Museum Day on September 20th!  Not only was the 

NCHM the featured museum on Time Warnerôs News 8, it was 

one of three locations interviewed by KUT Radio.  But thereôs 

more! 

 

An annual event organized by the Austin Museum Partnership, 

Museum Day is an opportunity for the NCHM to meet members 

of the community from babes in arms to senior citizens.  For the 

past three years expert Civil War interpreters have joined NCHM 

docents to give the public a wonderful educational experience to 

accompany offerings of ice cream, cookies, and lemonade on the 

porch.  This year, in addition to an authentic collection of Civil 

War medical equipment, long guns, period dress, and examples 

of tatting, the soldiers and wives brought with them a field     

ambulance used by the Union Army during the conflict.          

Perfectly restored to its original bright yellow with a reproduction 

canopy, the ambulance rolled up San Gabriel Street from its   

storage location in Crockett, Texas, surprising staff and quickly 

becoming the hit of the day with both adults and children. 

 

Four hundred visitors passed through the doors again this year.  

In addition to the Civil War interpreters, Richard Lyon, Janet and 

Jim Rice, Debbie and Bob Russell, and Diane (Dowdey) and 

James Watson, NCHM docents and new members of the Friends 

board were stationed around the House to answer visitorsô    

questions.  Amidst the festivities, a middle school student       

directed a film she had written as a history class  project. 

Among 

Modern Times started its fourth season with a full house       

enjoying a lively day.  The Neill-Cochran House Museum 

speaker series has moved into the productive decade of the 1870s 

with the kickoff conversation Naming an Era: The Gilded Age 

led by Kevin MacDonnell speaking on Mark Twain.              

MacDonnell, an Austin-based rare books dealer, is one of the 

nationôs top Twain scholars; his vast personal collection includes 

manuscripts, first editions, photographs, playbills, and examples 

of Twainôs inventions.  (Who knew that Mark Twain invented a 

scrapbooking technique?)  Examples were on hand, including the 

gold-plated inkstand that, it is safe to assume, the author used to 

edit The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, The Prince and the Pauper, 

and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

 

The Gilded Age was Mark Twainôs first novel, which he            

co-wrote with Charles Dudley Warner, his Hartford neighbor.  In 

the title, the two coined the phrase that has stuck through history 

to describe an era that seems remarkably contemporary.  The 

story is that their wives challenged them to the task, which they 

shared (to the detriment of the novel).  A potboiler, the book has 

everything from orphaned children to murder, land speculation, 

and hilarious get-rich-quick schemes.   Twainôs portions seem to 

be a prequel to his own life during which his fortunes waxed and 

waned in the extreme.   

 

Mr. MacDonnell, a frequent speaker at the Mark Twain House & 

Museum in Hartford, is as entertaining as he is knowledgeable.  

And he humanized the ñcharacterò Mark Twain, explaining the 

delicate balancing act the author faced between public persona 

and private self, to leave the audience with clearer pictures of 

Samuel Clemens, the man, along with Mark Twain, the writer.  

 

Check the Calendar for the next Modern Times! 
Civil War interpreters left to right, stand before their period ambulance:  Debbie Russell, Bob 

Russell, James Watson, Diane Dowdey, Richard Lyon, Jim Rice, and Janet Rice 

Museum staff arrived at 6:30 AM to greet News 8 reporter Jenna 

Hiller and her cameraman Eddie Garcia.  Four live features and 

two interviews were shot and aired throughout the morning    

featuring museum director Cecille Marcato, Kirk Hubbell 

(designer of Sterlingôs Gift, the NCHM computer game),            

re-enactor Richard Lyon, and an Austin ISD student who was 

receiving extra class credit for visiting.  What a great opportunity 

to talk to the public about the NCHM and its programming and 

sing the praises of the areaôs unique consortium of museums -- 

the Austin Museum Partnership. 
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The Andrew Neill family purchased the Neill-Cochran House Museum property in 1876 and became its first resident owner.  The 

house sat alone on a large property with room for suburban farming and a few horses, chickens, and cows.  Similar properties lay to 

the south, but the Neillôs neighbor to the north was a thriving African-American community that had developed in the aftermath of 

the War and Reconstruction: Wheatville. 

 

Wheatville was the first and largest of Austinôs freedmenôs communities.  The settlement extended approximately from the north side 

of 24th Street to 26th Street and from Shoal Creek (on the west) to Rio Grande Street (on the east).  The first settler was John Wheat.  

A former slave from Arkansas, Wheat bought land at 24th Street and San Gabriel in 1867 and established a farm.  He sold and rented 

portions of his property, and in 1870 there were about 30 families in the area, more than half of whom owned real estate, probably 

lots bought from John Wheat.  Many of the inhabitants were day laborers, but there were also a shoemaker, blacksmith, carpenter, 

and house servants.  By 1880 about 150 people lived in the community, and occupations had changed primarily to trades (carpenter, 

brick maker, painter, teamster) for the men and domestic service for the women (cook, laundress, servant).  The Neills, no doubt, had 

servants drawn from Wheatville. 

 

The communityôs most prominent structure, and the Neillôs nearest neighbor, was the two-story stone building still standing at 2402 

San Gabriel. Constructed in 1869 by black carpenter George Franklin, it may have served as the residence of the prominent African-

American Jacob Fontaine family as early as 1870.  The family was in residence through the 1880s.  The Fontaines were active in the    

religious and civic life of the Wheatville community.  The building was the home 

of Fontaineôs Gold Dollar newspaper in 1876 (one of Austinôs earliest black news 

organs), and the original site of the New Hope Baptist Church (1889), also started 

by Fontaine.  The building (pictured right) was purchased by Joe M. Franzetti in 

1919 and did not change hands again until 2008 when restaurateur Cuatro 

Kowalski, who has loved the structure since his college days, bought it to restore 

and return to its business and public uses.  
 

The 1928 City of Austin master plan located all public and school facilities for the 

cityôs African American population on the east side of town, and by the             

mid-1930s, most Wheatville blacks had moved away.  Today, the area is home to 

mid-rise condominiums and apartments housing University students. 

 

The next issues will look closely at the Neill family and their occupation of the Neill-Cochran House Museum property. 

The Friends of the Neill-Cochran House Museum is growing in 

both numbers and savvy in order to fulfill our mission of raising 

the operating budget of the museum.   Fundraising is active on 

four fronts: 

�x�� We have launched a corporate membership campaign 

with board members and staff meeting the business   

community with well-crafted packets of information; 

�x�� We are receiving $500 sponsorships for the Modern 

Times speaker series; 

�x�� We are seeing heartwarming results from our ñEvery 
Dame a Friend!ò campaign throughout NSCDA in Texas 

Town Committees, and 

�x�� We continue to enroll and renew individual memberships. 

 

Our energetic and committed board members have developed  

procedures to guide their activities and have established standing     

committees that will share the ongoing initiatives in           

development, programs (Modern Times, Champagne &  

Carols, Abner Cook Birthday Party & Awards Ceremony, 

Museum Day, Youth Events, and Study Tours), nominating, 

and the museum store.  These committees are open to any 

member of the Friends interested in becoming more involved 

in the museumôs work. 

 

Your involvement matters.  Our museum is the most          

unchanged and accessible of master builder Abner Cookôs 

historic Greek Revival houses, which also include the Texas 

Governorôs Mansion (still closed after the 2008 fire) and the 

privately owned Pease Mansion.  Please join us or renew your 

membership and get involved! 

Elizabeth Ann 
Brown  


