
The Sarah Whitby Site and African-American History Rock Creek Park 

Sarah Whitby w as an Afr ican­
American woman whose family lived 
in Rock Creek Park between 1870 
and 1900 . The remai ns of her house 
w ere discove red by archeologists in 
2005. Excavations of the Wh itby 
house cellar, and documentary 
research done as part of the same 
project, have opened a window into 
Washington's African-American 
past. 

The People of the Valley 

Today Rock Creek Park is a wooded 
refuge within the crowded city of 
Wash ington, a place of recreation 
and relaxation. It is easy to imagine 
that this landscape is ancient, these 
trees a remnant of the primeval 
forest. But the park has a rich 
human history stretching back 
10,000 years. When the park was 
established in 1892, the land was 

not vacant , and dozens o people 
lived with in its boundaries. The 
residents of t he future par included 
property-owning fa rmers, tenants, 
an e en a fe pioneering 
subu rbanites. The most prominent 
residents w ere the Shoema er 
family, w hich owned Peirce ill and 
took their legal batt le against he 
Park Commission to the United 
States Supreme Court. Among the 
other residents were several African­
America n tenants. Du ri ng a four­
year archeologica l an d historical 
st udy of t he park, comple ed in 
2007, these unknow n African­
American families were a major 
focus of the research. 

A Diverse Population 

Many records were made e 
Rock Creek Park was es ao s ed 
that help us learn abou - e peop e 

Historic Map Showing Peirce Mill, the homes of the Blagdens and Shoemakers, and the Mix o Farms and 
Woodlands along Rock Creek in 1860. 

w ho lived t here . Deta iled 
descri ptions were made of the 
propert ies pu rchased for t he park, 
including the va lue of the bu ildings 
on hem. Lists ere also made of 
t he tenants w ho leased land in t he 
park. A few of t he houses on land 
bough for the par ere orn do n 

i hin a ew years, bu many 
survi ed and were rented ou un ii 
at least 1900 . By comparing the !is s 
of owners and 
enants with the U.S. 

Census, w e can 
discover the ethnic 
identity and 
occupations of the 
park 's residents . 

par as rac a 
d erse. Samue 

Dom1fless, Lou s 
Sa oy, Fa nnie 

black, and then Hugh Mc ahon 
and Patrick Ryan, both Irish. 

African American Migration to 
Washington 

A er the Civil War, many thousa nds 
of frican-Americans left the South 
and moved north to Washington 
and o her cit ies. Black Washington 
was booming in those years. The 

. ' e harles 
and Ja ne 
Dickson, Elijah 
and Sarah 

James ormley's Hotel, One of Washington's Premier Black-Owned 
Businesses in the 1800s." 

Whitby, and Hannah Williams 
were African -Americans. Hugh 

c ahon w as an immigrant 
rom Ireland and James Fegan 
as he son of Irish 

immigrants, w hile Mason 
nderson and David Duley 
ere hite men born in t he 

Dis'ric. One segment of the 
1880 census could represent a 
li ne of enant houses along 
Blagden Road . It lists, in order, 
Robert Cross, Augustus 
Johnson, and Thomas Sharp, all 

black populat ion of the city grew 
from around 14,000 in 1860 to 
87,000 in 1900, more han half of 
them immigran s rom he Sou h. 
Many African- mencans 1ere able 
to move up the econom1C ladder, 
entering skilled rades, founding 
businesses, and o ning heir o n 
homes. A few even go rich, Ii e 
James Wormley, who buil his 
famous hotel at 15th and H s ree s 
in 1871. But most African­
Americans in Washington remained 
relat ively poor, their economic 

op ions I mited by racism. 
- o sa ds of women worked as 
do es c servants, many men as 
laborers. 

Delancey Gill and Black 
Washington 

any of Washington's new African­
mencan residents settled around 

the ringes of the city, including the 
heights overlooking Rock Creek. We 
have a good idea of the kind of 
houses occw pied by black migrants 
to ash in ton in the 1880s because 
of a series f remarkable drawings 
by Delancey Gill. Gill was an artist 
w it h the Smithson ian 's Bureau of 
E o a hy, and his professional 
spec a 'llas drawing Hopi pueblos, 

a a o ogans, and other Ind ian 
res from the southwest. But 

e e Nas in Washington, Gi ll 
a e a- east a dozen studies of the 

o es occupied by black migrants. 
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The Sarah Whitby Site 

Among the many African-American 
famil ies that moved to Washington 
were the Whitbys . In 1895 the 
Whitbys rented a house on a small 
parcel of land that had belonged to 
Isaac Shoemaker. According to the 
census, the family came from North 
Carolina . One part of the 1895 
rental lists the fami ly under the 
name Elijah Widby, but in the other 
part of the rental and in the 1900 
census t he family is headed by Sarah 
Whitby, probably Elijah's widow. 
According to the census, Sarah 
Whitby worked as a laundress. She 
had nine children, and although she 
was herself ill iterate, all of her 
ch ildren could read. Because the 
property was small and included 
only one house, archeologists 
thought it gave them a good chance 
to find the home of an identifiable 
African-American family. 
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Drawing by Delancey Gill of one of the Houses on Washington 's Outskirts where Black Migrants from 
he Sou h lived, 1883. 



Artist's Reconstruction of the Sarah Whitby House. 

w alnut tree . They 
dug a small hole in 
the center of the 
depression, and 
underneath about 
half a foot of sod 
and recent f ill they 
found bricks, 
corrugated roof ing 
metal, and arti facts 
dat ing to around 
1900. These f inds 
encouraged t hem to 
go back to the site 
and do a larger dig. 
They uncovered a 
cella r hole 
measu ring about 
1 Ox 12 feet, w ith 
stone fou ndations 
and a stone f loor. 
Most of t he artifacts 
found in t he cellar 
da e to around 
1900, bu a few are 
older. These include 
tw o sherds of 

ind of pottery made by slaves be ore 
Archeolog ists also suspected that the Wh itbys ' house ar. he discovery o hese sherds con irmed 
might be quite old. It was not sma ll by t he standards of a the h b s house as qui e old. I may 
t he t ime, since it had two rooms and a stab le, but its ha e ee b as ar bac as e ear 1800s, and 
cond ition was listed as "poor " and it rented for t he was pro ab occ p e b ncan- mer cans or man 
very small sum of $3 a mont h. Using the archeolog ica l decades. ore han 500 art1 acts ere found 1n he 
evidence from the excavation of t he cellar, the cella r. One of the most 
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room" ), and the Delancey Gill drawings, an artist w as this collection was how 0 0 \ 
able to reconstruct w hat t he Whit by house may have many buttons w ere J 
looked like. found : 52. It is very 

After taking a close look at the f ive-acre property where 
the Whit bys' house shou ld have been, archeolog ists 
noticed a depression in the ground close to a large 

Excavating at the Sarah Whitby Site. 

unusual to f ind so many 
buttons in such a sma ll 
excavation, and the 
buttons may be related 
to Sarah Whitby's w ork 
a a laundress. One of 
the buttons was 
inscribed "Savi lle Ro , " Some o the 52 Bu ons Found in 
t he S ree here he Cellar o Sarah 'hitby's House. 

London 's f inest tai lors 
plied their t rade. If t his button rea lly came from Saville 
Row it shows that at least one of Sarah Whitby's clients 
was very w ell dressed indeed . 

The Charles and Jane Dickson Sites 

Of all the property owners w ho sold land fo r the park, 
only two w ere African -Americans: Jane Dickson and 
Charles Dickson . The two Dicksons (we are not sure 

An Excavation Unit in Sarah Whi by's Cellar, Showing the S one Floor. 

how they were related) owned nearly identica l lo s, 
each consisting of a quarter acre of land, a small house, 
and a garden. These properti es caught t hee e o 
historians because hey represent the type o pro 1 ion 
some slave owners made for freed slaves, and 1 s 
though tha hey migh represent old slave qua er 
sites. Bu he name Die son does no appear among 
t he slaves o he Peirce amil , hrch o ed 
surrounding land. Though he cha n o e or 
prope es s obscure, seems ha- - e D c so s 
purchased hese o s n e - 60s. S ce · e oa s 
prope map ga e near e a L oca o s :or 

houses, archeolog ists found 

The Jane Dickson Site is 
on a smal l wooded 
hilltop. Here 
archeolog ists dug 
shovel tes s across the 
hi lltop and found a 
scattering o arti acts: 
na ils, brick fragmen , 
w indo glass, bo le 

glass, a small china 
button, and a piece of a white ceramic pla e. 

The Charles Dickson Site is a e hundred yards aw ay 
from Jane Dickson 's home. Here archeolog ists found 
almost nothing in their firs sho el tests, probably 
because t he area had been graded w it h heavy 
mach inery when t he park was built. But they noticed 
a sma ll depression at he edge of the grassy la n, 
and a test placed in the center of that depression 
produced brick pieces and a handful of artifacts. The 
depression, like t hat at t he Sarah Wh itby Site, t urned 
out to be the surfa s·gn of an r . T 
shovel test was expanded into a 3x3-foot excava ion 

PROTECT OUR SITES 

The Archeological Resource Protection Act makes it a federal crime 
to damage archeological sites on federal lands or to remove 
artifacts from federal property. Unauthorized metal detecting and 
artifact collecting are stnctly forbidden in the park and on all 
other federal property. 

Report Crimes and Park Emergencies to 1-866-677-6677 Toll Free 

and more artifacts were found, includ ing bottle glass, 
pieces of ceramic dishes, a glass bead, and a rai lroad 
spike. 

The Cart Driver 

One of t he art ifacts that came out of the cellar hole at 
the Charles Dickson Site was an iron fi gurine of a man, 
about 3.5 inches tall. He wore a hat and held his hands 
in fron t of him. His very f ull li ps suggested t hat he was 
intended to be African-America n. One of t he 
archeologists recog nized t hat he resembled the negro 
ca rt drivers t hat were common f igures in old metal toys 
(and in rea l life, as ca rting was one of the main 
occupations of black men in Washington). A bit of 
research led to an image of an antique mule cart toy 
for sale w ith a driver t hat looked very much like t he 
one from the Charles Dickson Site . This little object 
provides a delightfu l glimpse into t he Dicksons' home, 
where ch ildren played wi th the cart and imag ined 
having mu les and carts of their ow n. 

Collectible Object. 

rt ~ r 8 f, re Conser ation . Cart Driver After Conservation. 


