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Even though the emancipation proclamation set 
forth legislation to end slavery, there were land 
covenants that forbade the sale of land to blacks. 
The Barry's Farm Project was established by the 
Freedman's Bureau in 1867 to make land available 
for purchase by African Americans who had come 
to Washington in great numbers before and 
during the Civil War (1861-1865). The bureau 
acquired 375 acres of land that was origianlly a 
tobacco plantation, from the Barry Family. A thriv-
ing community of formerly enslaved and free 
persons twas established. The acreage was subdi-
vided into approximately one-acre lots and sold 
on installment plans or leased.  The proceeds went 
to fund the start of Howard, Lincoln and Wilber-
force Universities.

Birney Elmentery School and students on 
Sumner Road. This street was named after 
abolishionist Charles Sumner.

St. Theresa’s Catholic Church, established 1879 at 13th and V 
Streets SE, began as a mixed-race congregation serving the 
religious needs of the white and black communities of Anacos-
tia and Hillsdale.  However when the white congregation 
wanted its black parishioners to worship in the basement, a 
group of black parishioners left and founded Our Lady of 

Perpetual Help Catholic Church (pictured above) 
around the turn of the 20th century.

Many of the new residents came 
from alley slums in Georgetown 
and Washington City, the only 
places they could find to live in 
freedom. By 1870 more than 500 
families had made Barry Farm 
their home and had started 
creating a community. For each 
buyer the Bureau provided 
enough lumber for a small house. 
Families worked in the city by 
day and built their homes across 
the river by night undercandle 
light. Macedonia Baptist Church 
and Mt. Zion Hill School were the 
first institutions built by 
residents; the school's lot was 
purchased with Freedmen's 
Bureau funds generated by land 
transactions. The community was 
renamed Hillsdale in 1871. 

       Solomon G. Brown, one 
of the first settlers of 
Hillsdale, his home once 
stood near the end of Elvans 
Road. He never attended 
school as a child, but went to 
work. He helped a team 
install the first magnetic 
telegraph system that oper-
ated between Washington 
and Baltimore, Maryland. In 
1852 he became the first 
African American employee 
of the Smithsonia institution, 
he represented Anacostia 
and Hillsdale in DC’s first 
territorial government (1871 
-1874) and was elected by 
both white and African Amer-
ican residents of Anacostia.  
was elected to the city’s 
House of Delegates.  

 
         Frederick Douglass is 
an intgernationally known 
abolitionist, orator, writer, 
and statesman. After escap-
ing from slavery, he became 
a leader of the abolitionist 
movement. In the 1870s,    
he broke the restrictive land 
covenant in all-white Union-
town prohibiting the sale of 
land and homes in Anacos-
tia to blacks. Although he 
was a member of the 
predominantly white Union-
town Literary Society; at the 
same time he also involved 
himself extensively in the 
life of the black neighbor-
hoods and churches in 
Hillsdale, especially 
Campbell AME.  

 
     General Oliver Otis 
Howard became com-
missioner of the Freed-
men’s Bureau in 1865. 
He set aside more than 
$50,000 in a trust to 
aquire land for blacks to 
develop what would 
become Historically 
Black Colleges and 
Universities. He 
attempted to protect 
freed blacks from 
hostile conditions, but 
lacked adequate power, 
and was repeatedly 
frustrated by President 
Andrew Johnson. eneral 
Howard is also remem-
bered for playing a role 
in founding Howard 
University.
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(Skyline view from Our Lady of Perpetual Help church) 


