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Introduction 
Since 1865 Arlington County has been home to the neighborhood ofHall 's 

Hill. 1 A predominantly African American community, Hall's Hill has a distinct 
history. Hall's Hill was one of at least eleven black neighborhoods created in 
the Civil War era. However Hall's Hill is one of only three able to survive as 
an African American community into the twenty-first century.2 The other com
munities, Green Valley and Johnson's Hill, were both middle class communities 
in the more traditionally black eastern portion of the county. These communi
ties stand in contrast to the working class Hall's Hill located in the otherwise 
primarily white western portion of the county.3 This paper tracks Hall's Hill's 
earliest development to help to explain how it was able to endure. 

This work also helps to show how the individuals and families who created 
their lives in freedom in Hall's Hill shaped the county's overall development. 
The single family homes on smaller lots with residents who largely commuted 
to work and created a robust community identity through community institu
tions shaped the trajectory of the county's growth as it transitioned from rural 
hinterland to suburban enclave. This helps to highlight the influence of some of 
Arlington's early black residents and also challenges ideas that African Ameri
cans did not play an active role in American suburbanization. 

I argue that the kind of physically insulated and socially active com
munity built in Hall's Hill not only shaped Arlington's overall trajectory but 
also allowed the community to survive the Jim Crow era when state and local 
segregation, zoning, and planning laws all worked to attempt to push African 
Americans from the county. 

Establishment of Black Communities in Arlington 
In the second half of the nineteenth century, Arlington County, Virginia 

(then Alexandria County until 1920) was a community in transition. During 
and immediately following the Civil War white Arlingtonians were not in a 
place of power. During the war Arlington existed in an uncertain middle ground 
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between Union and Confederate lines. Although the county, then mostly rural 
farmland, did not enthusiastically support secession, when Virginia seceded from 
the Union, Arlington, being a part of Virginia, did so as well. But Arlington's 
secession was never implemented because at the opening of the war in the sum
mer of 1861 the county was occupied by federal troops. To protect Washington 
and its claims in Virginia, the federal government erected twenty-one forts in 
Arlington County as part of the Civil War defenses ofWashington.4 

Federal occupation during the war and Reconstruction hurt white Arling
tonians' social and political power, while the war's destruction and lean post
war years hurt their economic power. So, following the Civil War, Arlington's 
existing white community was not in a position of strength to keep the best lands 
for themselves. Economic hardships led many white Arlingtonians to subdivide 
and sell their land, turning the formerly farming community into a more densely 
populated environment. At the same time, rail networks expanded in the county. 
The possibility of easier commuting further pushed expansion in Arlington. In 
the immediate postwar years white Arlingtonians took a less active role in shap
ing the county and their own communities into a unified suburban environment. 

New arrivals of African Americans seeking to make lives for themselves 
for the first time in freedom took advantage of this situation and began purchas
ing lands. Far from being bystanders or absent from the suburban landscape, 
a robust African American community survived and thrived in Arlington with 
the creation of as many as eleven black localities by the tum of the twentieth 
century. These individuals and families were drawn to Arlington for several 
reasons. Arlington provided unique employment opportunities for blacks with 
the federal government, where early reforms ensured more egalitarian employ
ment policies. 5 Here African American residents found the possibility of building 
new communities in an area where lands were available near preexisting black 
communities. Arlington was host to the pre-war community of Green Valley 
as well as the large, preplanned community of Freedman's Village.6 The Vil
lage began as a contraband camp for escaped slaves during the Civil War, but 
grew into a large and thriving African American community which was home 
to black churches and schools. Freedman's Village was also home to social and 
cultural institutions, such as the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows fraternal 
organization, which provided services to black residents county wide. Civil 
War era black settlers arrival in the county at a time of transition for Arlington's 
form, function, landscape, and built environment meant as the area moved 
from a rural farming community to a predominantly domestic suburb, African 
American visions about what made an area a good place to live influenced the 
trajectory of the county's earliest suburban development. 
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Hall's Hill 
One of Arlington's earliest post-Civil War African American communities 

was Hall's Hill. Founded in 1865, Hall's Hill featured "a fine stream of water" 
which afforded "water for cooking and bathing," "woodlands, which furnished 
fuel," and "a view of the country for nearly ten miles."7 These descriptions of 
lovely, pastoral views and natural resources show how Hall's Hill was built on 
desirable land. Nationally it was unusual for African American communities to 
be in such sought-after areas. Even elite and middle class black communities of 
the New South, such as the Hayti African American neighborhood of Durham, 
North Carolina, were forced to take up residence in an undesirable periphery 
of mud flats outside the city. 8 But these residential patterns were not seen in 
Arlington. Nationally the only African American communities which developed 
in such well-to-do areas were domestic service enclaves created so domestics 
could live close to the elite homes they serviced. Seven percent of Arlington's 
African American residents worked as domestic workers, including Hall's Hill 
residents Ellen Rayson, who worked as a cook, and her daughter Margaret, 
who worked as a live-in maid. But this employment type does not seem to have 
impacted Arlington's African American settlement patterns.9 

Hall's Hill's location in desirable areas can be linked to Arlington's Civil 
War and post-war realities which resulted in a weakened white landowning 
class. The hard-times of the Civil War are what spurred white land-owner Bazil 
Hall, the name-sake of Hall's Hill, to sell his land to African Americans. During 
the war, Hall fled his house when a skirmish between Union and Confederate 
forces put his home in the crossfire. During his absence his home and farm were 
stripped of furniture, timber, fences, crops, and farm animals. 10 Before the war, 
Hall's 327 acre property was valued at over $10,000, with an additional $15,000 
in personal property. But following the war, his land was valued at only $6,400 
and his personal property was estimated to be worth only $30. Hall was in his 
late-fifties with four young children still living at home. 11 To survive he needed 
to sell his land. 

Even at that depressed, post-war rate, Hall's land was still valued at more 
than $19 per acre. In 1865 he began selling his land for $10 to $15 per acre. 
Needing funds and provisions desperately, Hall was willing to sell his land at a 
lost to African American individuals and families. He would even accept lump 
sums of cash, in-kind trade, or installments of $0.60 per month for his land. 

Most Hall's Hill residents were freedmen who came from rural lives on 
Virginia and Maryland farms and plantations. That was the case for James 
Washington who relocated on his own from Maryland to purchase two lots to
taling three acres in Hall's Hill in 1866. 12 Other early purchasers in Hall's Hill 
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included the Upshires, Archibald, Eliza, and their growing family. 13 Whether 
they came as individuals or in family units, on their land residents built simple 
single-family wood frame or brick homes. Residents built their own homes, often 
in a piecemeal fashion as supplies could be afforded and time could be secured 
to complete the work. Though they only built modest homes for themselves, 
Hall's Hill had high rates of home ownership. By 1900, 59% of black families 
county-wide owned their homes, well above the national rate of 46.5% of home 
ownership for all Americans that same year. 14 

Though white landowners in Arlington, including Bazil Hall, sold land 
to African Americans immediately following the Civil War, this willingness to 
sell should not be equated with support for Arlington's new and growing black 
community. This is especially true in the 

case of Bazil Hall. Hall was known for Bazil Hall was rumored 
his violent temper generally and for his 
aggression towards blacks in particular. 
He was rumored to have "shot one negro 
simply in bravado," and was quoted by 
a Union soldier as having asserted that 
"any man of common sense will say 
that slavery is the very best thing for the 
South." 15 Though Hall had at least four 
slaves -Thomas Merchant and the Fair 
family, Alfred, Genny, and son John -
between 1855 and 1860, none stayed in 
Hall's Hill to purchase land from Hall. 
He was known for being incredibly hard 

to have "shot one negro 
simply in bravado," 
and was quoted by a 
Union soldier as having 
asserted that "any man 
of common sense will 
say that slavery is the 
very best thing for the 
South." 

on his slaves, an Evening Star article noted that he and his wife were known 
"as being hard on servants." 16 It is very possible that their former slaves did 
not wish to continue any relationship with Hall in freedom. It is also possible 
that Hall was unwilling to sell to his former slaves. Unfortunately for residents, 
Hall's involvement in their lives did not end with the bill of sale. Bazil Hall did 
not want the new residents on his land to "forget their places." 17 He discour
aged them from taking employment which he believed was above their station 
and instead hoped they would rely on his benevolence. 18 So even though white 
Arlington found that they needed to sell to African Americans, they only did 
so begrudgingly. Despite this, Bazil Hall and his land sales represented an op
portunity for black residents to buy land and create lives for themselves in a 
lovely, desirable location within the county. 

Hall's Hill was a largely working class community. James Washington 
worked as a farm hand. Both Archibald and Eliza Upshire worked outside of 
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the home, he as a laborer and she as a domestic. 19 In freedom, many Hall's Hill 
residents worked as unskilled laborers in Washington, D.C. for $0.15 to $0.50 
a day, less than half the rate received by skilled laborers at that time. These 
residents relied on the nearby steam and rail trolley system to take them in and 
out of the city for work. Hall's Hill was built along the Washington and Old 
Dominion line, which was first chartered in 1853.20 While providing access to 
employment, the trolley posed some risks for residents as well. As a boy local 
resident William H. "Willie" Pelham was responsible for watching the tracks 
during the summer when "the broom sage [grass] would grow tall. "21 White rail 
workers would "take a shovelful of hot coals and throw it over in that brush" 
when passing through the Hall's Hill area.22 With homes lining the tracks, lo
cal children "would have to get out there with pine brushes and all that kind of 
business to smother the fire out before it got to our homes."23 Pelham believed 
that "they did it deliberately" when passing through the black community.24 

Beyond this potential risk associated with living along the lines, traveling 
by trolley was also difficult for many of Hall's Hill's working class residents. 
Though riding the rails was convenient and the most reliable way to travel 
in the county, where despite road improvements made during the war years, 
almost all of the county's road networks were still dirt or gravel, trolley travel 
still proved difficult. A two-way ticket cost $0.05 per day, taking up one-third 
of some residents' average daily income. While employment in D.C. offered 
job opportunities, the significant cost to travel into the city for work shows that 
this employment choice was not without its trials. Most of Hall's Hill's work
ing residents needed to travel beyond the community for employment because 
the community had few, if any, businesses at the end of the nineteenth century. 

With a majority coming from lives on rural plantations, the residents of 
Hall's Hill used their farming skill-sets to improve this bleak economic situa
tion. Shaping their environment to meet their needs, they created a semi-rural 
community. Residents created extensive gardens, and raised hogs, chickens, and 
turkeys for consumption or sale. 25 Residents often expanded their land holdings 
slowly in order to make this a reality. For example, when Robert E. Ferguson 
first purchased land from Bazil Hall he was only able to buy one-half of an 
acre. But over time his land holdings expanded until his lot was large enough to 
support some modest farming. Coming from the rural Herndon, Virginia, Fer
guson used his farming skill sets to grow cherry trees whose fruit was harvested 
for sale by his wife Ellen D.V. Rayson and their children.26 Though residents 
focused on buying larger lots so they could grow food, their land was much 
smaller than the larger farms of Arlington's past. These smaller land holdings 
point to the beginnings of a suburban existence for Arlington with Hall's Hill as 
an intermediary step. In this way Arlington's early African American residents 
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influenced the county's development by pushing the county towards becoming 
a more densely settled suburban environment with smaller landholdings. 

Beyond their individual attempts to create successful lives in freedom 
through work and home, the residents of Hall's Hill created community institu
tions to help establish the kind of social and physical environment they thought 
ideal. The Pelham family was a part of this development. Moses Pelham, fa
ther of Willie Pelham, came to Hall's Hill from Culpepper, Virginia with his 
extended kin network, including his brothers Burrell, Gipson, and Ed.27 These 
kin networks combined with residents high rates of home ownership to create 
a very stable environment where children raised in Hall's Hill continued to live 
in the community in adulthood. From this place of stability residents created 
community institutions. Only one year after the first bills of sale, they created 
their first church congregation. In 1866 Moses Pelham organized a Methodist 
prayer services which grew into the Calloway United Methodist Church.28 

In 1868 residents organized a school for the expanding numbers of chil
dren in the community.29 James Washington, who purchased his lot as a single 
man, married his wife Lucinda in 1882 and the pair raised six children in Hall 's 
Hill. Moses Pelham also had six children. The Upshires had two children when 
they purchased their home and four children as of 1870. These young, growing 
families pushed for a good education and a better life for their children. Hall's 
Hill's school was a simple one room school with one teacher. Though modest, 
this school was unique for the area. Hall's Hill was located within Washington 
District, the county's westernmost voting district. In Washington District, lo
cal white residents resisted public education. Even after the county established 
a public school system in 1870, the region opted out of the program, waiting 
until 1878 to open the Carne School for white children.30 This resistance likely 
had less to do with an outright rejection of public education than the fact that at 
this time many Arlingtonians sent their children to school in Washington, D.C. 
The District provided the possibility for students to attend private school and 
children of federal employees could also attend D.C. 's public schools for free . 
With these options open to their children, Washington District's white residents 
resisted being taxed for education closer to home. The white residents near Hall's 
Hill did not yet view the area as a growing community. Their disinvestment 
in community schools points to a continued lack of vision for the area's future 
development as compared to their black neighbors. 

However, for Hall's Hills residents it was important not only that their 
children receive an education, but that they receive that education close to home. 
This could be the result of many practical factors, such as the difficulty for 
school-aged children to navigate the trolley cars. Many trolley advertisements 
warned parents to "caution the children as to the danger of walking on railroad 
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tracks," "to look in both directions" before crossing tracks, and to never step 
on or off of a moving car.31 The lack of curbs or sidewalks in the community's 
roads could have increased these safety fears. Or concerns about paying addi
tional trolley fares beyond those already paid by parents traveling beyond the 
neighborhood for employment could have been a contributing factor. 

But this choice to create a school for and within their own community 
shows distinct visions from black Arlingtonians about what makes an area a 
good place to live. Unlike their white 
neighbors, the residents of Hall's Hill 
felt that it was important to create their 
own schools within the community. A 
path also taken by the residents ofFreed
man 's Village, the desire to have a local 
school shows not only the importance 
of education for the first generation of 
African Americans in freedom, it also 
shows how schools were perceived to 
be neighborhood institutions, pillars of 
the community. The physical location 
of the Hall 's Hill school in the center of 
the community, alongside the church, 
highlights this fact. Schools were used 
not only for education but also to provide 

The desire to have a 
local school shows not 
only the importance of 
education for the first 
generation of African 
Americans in freedom, 
it also shows how 
schools were perceived 
to be neighborhood 
institutions, pillars of 
the community. 

neighborhood children with a sense of community, connection, and insulation 
from negative outside white influences which they would be more likely to 
experience if they had to travel great distances beyond their communities. 

This call for isolation is also suggested in the layout of the community. 
Hall's Hill church and school were clustered along Fairfax Road, the commu
nity 's main connector to the District and other parts of the county. With homes 
fanning out from the main road and these institutions, Calloway Church and 
Hall's Hill school were the anchors of the community. With these institutions 
at the center of their community physically and socially, the environment built 
by Hall's Hill's residents was a physical representation of their preferences for 
what community life should be like. As previously mentioned, the county's road 
network was primitive with primarily dirt roads. On top of this, in Hall's Hill 
the roads were narrow and most did not open out to connect to other roads. Be
yond the main thoroughfare of Fairfax Road through the community, few roads 
passed through Hairs Hill. This limited connectivity and general impassability 
of Hall 's Hill's roads could certainly be inconvenient for residents; however it 
also provided insulation from surrounding white neighbors. It is important to 
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remember that although Hall's Hill was increasingly becoming a black com
munity, full residential segregation was not yet a reality. Instead, Hall's Hill's 
black residences neighbored white farming families and newly emerging white 
neighborhoods, in what Thomas Hanchett has described as a "salt and pepper" 
residential pattern common to post-Civil War southern residential expansion.32 

Residents were also isolated from other black communities in east Arlington 
where Freedman's Village and Green Valley were located. This separation from 
a larger local network of black communities could have heightened their desire 
to create some breathing room for their community by becoming insulated. 

Changing Realities 
Despite creating a strong community Hall's Hill experienced many chal

lenges at the dawn of the new century. At this time white Arlingtonians regained 
power after the Civil War had diminished their social and civic influence. During 
the last decades of the nineteenth century, Arlington politics became controlled 
by Democrats from the latest generation of established Virginia families, most 
of whom had served as Confederate officers. On the local level Arlingtonians 
undertook conservative reforms through the Good Citizen's League which 
pushed policies that worked against black rights and the perceived democratic 
excesses of the previous decades. White citizens in Arlington claimed "largely 
black majorities" had to be overcome to ensure Arlington would be a "white 
man's county" with "white man's rule."33 In I 902 a new Virginia State Con
stitution was ratified which disenfranchised nearly all African Americans and 
significantly curbed hard-won civil rights. With these changes the road was paved 
for discriminatory, segregationist policies. Later that same year the "Virginia Act 
Concerning Public Transportation" passed, segregating Arlington's streetcars. 34 

More segregation laws followed. As white political power and social 
control continued to grow throughout the Jim Crow era, white Arlingtonians 
attempted to reverse the black growth they had begrudgingly accepted out of 
necessity in the previous decades. Arlington's white leaders used their power 
to attempt to push out black Arlington from what they increasingly envisioned 
as an all-white, exclusively suburban landscape. Beginning in the 1910s and 
continuing into the 1930s white Arlingtonians began to focus on solidifying 
residential segregation. The new white middle class communities which were 
created at the tum of the century featured restrictive covenants aimed at keeping 
their domain white. For example, Lyon Park, the development of prominent Ar
lington land developer, political leader, and booster Frank Lyon, used restrictive 
covenants in its purchase agreements. These stated "neither said property nor 
any part thereof nor any interest therein shall be sold or leased to any one not 
of the Caucasian race."35 In 1912 the Virginia Legislature passed "An Act to 
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Provide for. .. Segregation Districts ... " which gave Arlington County the legal 
right to segregate residential areas beyond the individual home level.36 With 
this 1912 Act the use of restrictive covenants and community-wide segregation 
practices were expanded to all new and existing developments. This effectively 
prevented new African American communities from forming and prevented the 
boundaries of existing communities like Hall's Hill from expanding. 

Arlington's white leaders steadily created zoning, planning, and covenant 
legislation which would push out the black communities established throughout 
the county. In 1930 Arlington passed a new Zoning and Planning Ordinance 
which hurt Arlington's African American communities in several ways. The 
legislation tried to limit multifamily 
housing, which at the time existed al
most exclusively in black communities. 
Multifamily housing was embraced by 
African Americans as a way to deal 
with the inability to move beyond their 
preexisting communities because of 
segregation while allowing for growth. 
This legislation also required expensive 

Since its founding Hall's 
Hill's residents had used 
strategies of isolation to 
insulate themselves from 
hostile white neighbors. 

renovations which must be undertaken by professional contractors. Many 
of the working class residents of Hall's Hill, who had traditionally built and 
renovated their homes themselves, were unable to pay for these improvements. 
Additionally many white contractors were unwilling to work with African 
American clients. 

One element of this ordinance which impacted Hall's Hill in particular was 
a provision allowing for "the construction of a rear fence or wall to a height not 
exceeding seven feet." 37 This provision allowed for the continuation ofracial
ized building practices meant to isolate and more firmly segregate Hall's Hill. 
Along the rear property line of the white homes which bordered Hall's Hill, 
including the neighborhoods of Fostoria and Waycro:ft, residents constructed 
a seven foot tall cinderblock wall.38 This wall construction was executed on 
an individual home-owner level, however, it was planned out enough that by 
the early 1940s the entirety of Hall's Hill was quartered off. Since its founding 
Hall's Hill's residents had used strategies of isolation to insulate themselves 
from hostile white neighbors. Early roads and institutions faced into the com
munity and had few external access points. However, this new more pronounced 
division by local white residents created a physical barrier to punctuate Hall's 
Hill's segregated status in an area which was otherwise considered the domain 
of white suburban development. The wall meant that the community could not 
expand and that there was only one entrance or exit. 

2015 27 



With such mounting social and legal pressures many of Arlington's African 
American communities were not able to survive. From the 1900s to the early 
1950s, these forces resulted in the closing of nearly all of the area's African 
American communities. 

Hall's Hill Stands Strong 
Against these mounting pressures Hall's Hill used its strong community 

to work against these obstacles. Residents used their fraternal, school, and 
church organizations to provide social and recreational activities which were 
not provided by the county under segregation. These same organizations took 
on increasingly political tones following African American disfranchisement. 
County-wide organizations took active stances on questions of black civil rights. 
Hall's Hill's residents were active members in these county-wide organiza
tions, which by the early twentieth century included not only the Odd Fellows, 
but also the Elks and Masons. In a 1927 "Proclamation," the Elks announced 
that "we demand more civil rights for 

"Proclamation " the 
' Elks announced that "we 

demand more civil rights 
for which we must fight 
so that we may occupy 
our rightful place as 
citizens of our great 

which we must fight so that we may 
occupy our rightful place as citizens 
of our great country. "39 The continued 
civic mindedness ofHall 's Hill residents 
despite a decline in formal rights and 
political participation can be seen by the 
candidacy of two residents for County 
Board. In November 1931 Hall's Hillers 
C.H. Mosley and Dr. E.T. Mortonjoined 
two other African American candidates 

country." from across the county in protesting in-
creasingly hostile laws by fielding black 
candidates for the first time since 1903. 40 Though none of the candidates won 
the election, the fact that half of the candidates came from Hall's Hill shows 
continued devotion to the political process.41 

Where possible Hall's Hill residents used their tight-knit community to 
organize and provided their own municipal amenities which were ignored by 
the county during segregation. With a high demand for a black housing industry 
following new zoning laws, three construction companies were created within 
the community. By 1950 there were twenty black construction companies and 
three black realtors in Arlington. Three of these construction companies were 
in Hall's Hill.42 They also improvised solutions to missing municipal services, 
such as street-lights. Without street lights in Hall's Hill each resident put lanterns 
in their front windows as a way to light their streets. The use of lanterns was 
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consistent enough across each household that residents used this lantern-light 
to give directions. Resident Robert Nickerson recalled that you would "tell a 
friend how to come to your place [by] counting off so many lanterns to here 
and tum, and so many lanterns to there and tum, and so many lanterns to my 
house."43 Hall's Hill created the county's first dedicated fire station, Fire Station 
#8, to benefit their community. 

Beyond the creation of strong community institutions, Hall's Hill was also 
able to adapt against changing realities in Arlington's social and political climate 
because of the stability of their community. Children of residents consistently 
chose to stay in the community when it came time for them to establish house
holds of their own. Rosia Washington Lewis, the daughter of one ofHall 's Hill's 
earliest purchasers James Washington, continued to live in the Hall's Hill. As 
did Benjamin "Benny" Robinson, son of William H. Robinson.44 These expe
riences were not unusual. By the first decades of the twentieth century many 
residents were second or even third generations of residents in the area. High 
rates of home ownership and the presence of extended kin networks within the 
neighborhood created a strong community able and willing to adapt. 

Hall's Hill also used its physically insulated layout to its favor. Geo
graphically isolated streets and homes made the community less vulnerable to 
white encroachment. African American residents who lived in less insulated 
communities amongst white neighborhoods, such as the black Low and the 
Lee families who lived on the outskirts of twenty white families in the Barcroft 
neighborhood, found themselves more easily uprooted. The few black residents 
of Barcroft before 1910 were gone from the community by 1920.45 

Conclusion 
The first generation of Hall's Hill founders created a community which 

reflected their wants and needs immediately following the Civil War. The com
munity they created used the land to help improve their economic situation 
through small scale farming. The smaller plots and increasingly residential 
nature of their neighborhood, with many residents using trolley lines to com
mute to work beyond the community, helped to push Arlington towards a more 
suburban, densely settled environment. This impacted the trajectory of the area's 
overall development. 

The community institutions created by the residents, including church and 
school organizations, had a profound effect on the community. These institutions 
created a more cohesive community than many of their white contemporaries, 
showing a more communal mindset than others who continued to see the area 
not as a unified, growing community but as a continuation of the area's pre-war 
isolated farms. The institutions also established the tools that later generations 
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of Hall's Hill residents would use to combat racially motivated laws designed 
to remove them from the environment. Because of these institutions and the 
physical environment created by the residents of Hall's Hill the neighborhood 
was able to survive the challenges of the Jim Crow era to remain a vibrant and 
important part of Arlington County today. 
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