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Making Slums and Suburbia
in Black Washington 
During the Great Depression

Sandra R. Heard

In April 1937, black Washingtonian Selma Thomas wrote Eleanor Roos-
evelt to say that she thought Maryland’s “Greenbelt resettlement community” 
would be an “ideal place . . . to live.” Thomas longed for a “modest little home” 
to help find security during the Great Depression because her husband, a parcel 
porter for Union Station, was unable to land “a job with a livable salary to care 
for” his family. While Greenbelt was designed for whites, Thomas seemed to 
think that even a racially restricted, inexpensive home set in green pastures 
would be akin to “paradise,” allowing her and Mr. Thomas to gain economic 
stability and raise their “three lovely little ones.”1

For many Americans like Thomas, an idyllic community on the outskirts 
of the city was important during the Depression, because at least a third of 
the nation’s populace lived in impoverished conditions.2 Government officials, 
social workers, and ordinary citizens, like Progressives before them, also be-
lieved that poor housing was a major contributing factor in the purported crime 
surge in cities.3 The sanitary modern house and neighborhood were hallmarks 
of proper citizenship in the 1930s. Since scores of African American homes in 
urban centers were ramshackle and congested, many blacks did not meet that 
measure of society. African Americans who were fortunate enough to rent or 
own updated, spacious quarters in Washington, D.C., boasted of their elite sta-
tus and the latest conveniences in their houses.4 Yet they had to contend with the 
stigma of the slum because of the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision to validate re-
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strictive covenants in its 1926 Corrigan v. Buckley ruling. These discriminatory 
covenants prevented blacks from purchasing, leasing, or occupying property 
in white neighborhoods.5 Strained living arrangements exacerbated intraracial 
conflicts and caused some African Americans within the nation’s capital to use 
the rhetoric and strategies of the larger society to distance themselves from their 
poor neighbors. Instead of adequately addressing policies that kept working-
class blacks in low-quality shelter, members of the city’s African American 
professional class deemed certain homes as threats to community and nation-
building. Blacks who could afford to flee Washington, D.C.’s urban core moved 
to segregated housing tracts constructed near the district line to own a modern 
home surrounded by nature.

Suburban settlements, such as Kingman Park and DePriest Village-Capital 
View, housed upwardly mobile African Americans in Northeast D.C. in the 
early decades of the last century (See Figure 1). Marshall Heights, a suburb in 
the Southeast D.C. quadrant, attracted working-class blacks during the same 
time (See Figure 1). A select group of residents in DePriest Village-Capital 
View attempted to insulate themselves from “undesirables” and their neigh-
bors in Marshall Heights. To demonstrate diligence and responsibility, a few 
Marshall Heighters tried to dissociate from Washington, D.C.’s alley residents. 
As a result, these Marshall Heighters helped to further marginalize poor urban 
dwellers. Moreover, black Washingtonians in Kingman Park, DePriest Village-
Capital View, and the city’s older communities embraced a deeply entrenched 
American notion that “good” housing and environments would make “good” or 
upstanding citizens.6 Poor- and middle-class African Americans, who lived in 
the inner-city and suburban neighborhoods, used their dwellings as spaces of 
refuge to ward off “disreputable” elements. By equating “slums” with degen-
eracy, representing low-income residents as bad neighbors, and moving to new 
suburban tracts, various blacks in the nation’s capital helped to stigmatize and 
ghettoize a segment of their community during the Great Depression.

Inner-City Threats
During the economic downturn, African Americans lived in all of Wash-

ington, D.C.’s four quadrants. However, they were concentrated in what is pres-
ently called the Shaw-U Street area located in the Northwest section of the 
city and in the Southwest neighborhood that was bordered by the Potomac and 
Anacostia Rivers, the Mall, and South Capitol Street (See Figure 1). From 1930 
to 1940, blacks made up 55% to 62% of Shaw’s total population and com-
prised 48% to 57% of the Southwest populace; by 1940, approximately 50% of 
the Washington, D.C.’s African American community lived in these localities.7 
Blacks were corralled together in older, rundown parts of the city. In many 
cases, the housing stock they inhabited was inferior and more expensive than 
the dwellings that were sold or rented to the city’s white residents.8
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The city’s most underprivileged black citizens lived in alley tenements, 
which were typically owned by slumlords who charged exorbitant prices for 
cramped spaces with inadequate toilets, substandard lighting, and heating sys-
tems. However, African Americans who inhabited alleys were incredibly re-
silient in their efforts to navigate these harsh environments. Historian James 
Borchert has argued that alley residents successfully used southern traditions, 
built life-affirming communities, and devised various strategies to help brave 
the challenges of urbanization and racial and class discrimination.9 African 
Americans who were trapped in the city’s alleys relied on extended family 

Figure 1: Illustration prepared by Sandra R. Heard, using a 1930 Precinct Map 
taken from; Fifteenth Census of the United States, 1930, Population, Volume 
III, Part 1, 384, https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1930/
population-volume-3/10612963v3p1ch04.pdf (accessed 10/2/2018).
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networks, took in boarders, washed clothes, and collected and sold discarded 
building materials to deal with extreme financial hardship. Many worked dili-
gently to take care of themselves and their families, without assistance from the 
government or social service organizations. Washington, D.C.’s poorest resi-
dents even tried to keep their overcrowded quarters clean, though they often 
encountered rodents, lack of regular trash removal, poorly ventilated rooms, 
crumbling walls, and other dilapidated conditions in and around their homes. 
Moreover, alley dwellers heavily defended their neighborhoods from outsiders 
(white and black) to maintain control over their territory and keep their cultural 
values intact.10

Some critics of the city’s “slums” assumed that alley dwellers’ perceived 
refusal to appropriate mainstream cultural norms was a testament to their in-
ability to adapt to “normal,” and presumably healthier, ways of living.11 Many 
of the city’s residents also defined alley housing and other quarters that were 
available to low-income blacks as intolerable places that produced bad health 
and delinquency. Washingtonians were not alone in thinking that impover-
ished settings caused degeneracy and sickness. Researchers, journalists, social 
service workers, and ordinary Americans regularly claimed that environment 
played a key role in determining behavior and well-being.12 Like Progressive 
reformers decades earlier, government administrators and other professionals 
focused much of their attention on “slums” during the economic crisis of the 
1930s, because they believed these communities were impediments to raising 
upstanding families and building civil society.13 Months before the stock market 
crash, African American sociologist William Jones claimed that there was a 
“surprisingly close relationship between the morbidity, mortality, and criminal 
conduct of Negroes in cities and their bad housing.” For Jones, “the poorest 
and least resourceful sections” of Washington’s black populace lived in back 
alleys, which cultivated and attracted a “certain kind of retrograde Negro . . . 
[who] did not wish to measure up to the white cultural standard” or refused to 
assimilate into mainstream society.14 The only way to effectively deal with the 
alley resident, Jones suggested, was to clear the slums and replace them with 
new buildings. An updated, clean environment would purportedly “benefit . . . 
the entire [capital] city” by transforming a shiftless underclass into productive 
citizens or by encouraging underprivileged African Americans to behave more 
like the middle-class in “stable” settings.15

A few years after the Jones findings were circulated, black architect and 
Howard University professor Hilyard Robinson publicly declared that alleys 
in the United States were havens for wards of the state that threatened neigh-
borhood stability. Robinson also claimed that America’s slum dwellers were 
noticeably different from those he observed in Europe. The European alley 
residents possessed a sense of “tradition” and civic pride; their homes pos-
sessed a “rather charming quality of picturesque squalor,” asserted Robinson, 
which helped to attract tourist traffic and dollars. On the contrary, he continued, 
alleys in the United States were occupied by a “very large number of very 
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poor colored people, and a few white people” who had become a “burden upon 
the public,” because they were diseased transients who needed assistance and 
monitoring from social, religious, and government agencies.16 By this, Robin-
son suggested that upwardly mobile residents wasted their money, time, and 
effort to reform the city’s underclass populations, which purportedly refused 
to amend their unruly behavior or could not do so because they were morally, 
mentally, and physically incapacitated by their environment. Robinson further 
intimated that the only way that Washington, D.C., could remove its onerous 
slum-dwelling population would be to convert alley hovels into European-style 
villages that housed industrious working-class people.17

Throughout the 1930s, Washington, D.C.’s black journalists reported that 
racially designated areas of the city, with a high concentration of alley dwell-
ings, spread tuberculosis that compromised the health and prosperity of the 
city’s populace. The Afro-American attempted to debunk health officials’ claim 
that the tuberculosis death rate was highest in the city’s Northwest black com-
munities. However, newspapermen concurred with the District Tuberculosis 
Association’s classification of slum areas as centers of “concentrated misery 
and disease—the capital’s tuberculosis sore spot[s].”18 Relying on Jacob Riis’s 
characterization of New York’s slums at the turn of the twentieth century, re-
porters described alleys as wards “where the other half live[d].”19 Alley dwell-
ers who subsisted next to prominent African Americans were deemed hazard-
ous to their more fortunate neighbors and the larger city. The “stench” from the 
alley was used as a rhetorical device to play into the prevalent view that homes 
of the underprivileged were filthy places that produced noxious fumes and other 
affronts that interfered with the comfort and everyday functioning of the black 
professional class.20

African American journalists who desired to reform the city’s working-
class population also targeted and maligned other areas of the city that accom-
modated the poor. Washington, D.C.’s black press frequently provided accounts 
of domestic disputes that occurred inside and around boarding homes, apart-
ment buildings, single-family dwellings, and commercial buildings located in 
Shaw and other “Negro” sections of the city. Black homes were depicted as 
perpetual war zones, characterized by chaos and unrest. According to newspa-
pers, African American men and women who lived in two- and three-story row 
houses on 6th, 6½, and I Streets NW stabbed, shot, and beat family members 
and perceived rivals with iron pipes and other weapons because of irrecon-
cilable differences or suspected love affairs.21 Headlines of street fights, mug-
gings, seemingly random acts of violence or “black on black” crimes that took 
place in the Shaw District on Q, 14th, and V Streets NW further conveyed that 
racially marked areas in the city were dark places, brimming with terror.22 Af-
rican Americans were additionally charged with robbing unsuspecting citizens 
inside and outside their communities, organizing “burglary rings,” or hoarding 
stolen merchandise in their homes. In the late 1930s, the Afro-American told of 
a police raid that took place in Precinct 2 at 255 K Street NW, which netted 17 
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black men and women, and confiscated “5,000 worth of loot” that was allegedly 
stolen from “homes in various parts of the northwest quadrant of the city.”23

Velma Williams, president of the black-run Pleasant Plains Civic Asso-
ciation in the 1930s, was adamant that “laborers and other types of [sordid] 
people” brought unsanitary living habits to her community. Williams lived in 
a neighborhood located near Howard University and more or less bounded by 
6th Street, Euclid Avenue, and 13th and Harvard Streets NW. Poor blacks (and 
their network of associates), according to Williams, were lazy, dirty, and im-
moral neighbors who let “their property rundown, [threw] paper and trash in 
the streets and [did] many other things below the standard of their community.” 
She also claimed whites were somewhat justified in their use of restrictive cov-
enants that barred African Americans when she admitted that she understood 
why “[white] people hat[ed] to see a Negro move into their neighborhood.”24

Like Williams, other leading black Washingtonians denounced working-
class African Americans who migrated to their communities, because they be-
lieved that association with those who did not share their values would ruin 
their reputations and jeopardize their social status. Howard University students, 
for instance, recorded “family histories” for E. Franklin Frazier’s sociology 
course to document and analyze their family dynamics and community rela-
tions. In so doing, a few revealed that they thought their neighborhoods were 
deteriorating due to the influx of people of questionable character. Anacostia 
resident James G. Banks flatly admitted that his father, a Howard Law gradu-
ate and supervisor in the Treasury Department’s Procurement Division, did not 
allow him to “mingle with certain kids” in his “neighborhood, [which] was 
gradually becoming occupied by Southern [black] migrants who were not at 
all desirable associates.” African American migrants were objectionable, ac-
cording to Banks, because they did not hold his father’s middle-class status and 
values or were too poor to “dress comfortably” and too crude to “maintain a 
well-balanced home” that supposedly offered the best setting for rearing well-
behaved children.25

African Americans who resided in poor neighborhoods also complained 
that “disreputable” people in their communities could have a negative impact 
on their families, particularly their children. To ward off potential injury, par-
ents used their homes as places of refuge. They turned inward and isolated 
themselves from “undesirable” neighbors so that they could protect themselves 
from verbal or physical harassment and cultivate proper citizenship. Frazier 
and his team of researchers asked Mrs. Coleman, a striving Washingtonian who 
lived in a “slum section” of Southwest D.C. with her husband and children, if 
she were satisfied with her home. Coleman replied that she would have “pre-
ferred to live in Southeast,” because the environment in her neighborhood “was 
so bad.” She continued by disclosing that her “biggest trouble . . . was fight-
ing against outside influence,” like juvenile delinquents who would attempt to 
persuade her children to question authority, disobey rules, or “sprout wrong 
ideas.”26 By Southeast, Coleman most likely meant Anacostia. Anacostia was 
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technically a part of Washington, D.C., proper during the 1930s, but it con-
tained a manmade park and reservoir, as well as a sizable working-class popu-
lation that lived in modest homes set in country or rural surroundings.27 Cole-
man’s Southeast would likely not have included the area near the city’s Navy 
Yard, because various black Washingtonians saw it as a dangerous slum district 
that could adversely affect its inhabitants.28 Mrs. Douglas, a single mother and 
domestic servant who worked for a family during the day, lived with her son 
William at 326 L Street SE, about two blocks north of the Navy Yard. When 
talking with Frazier researchers about the Southeast D.C. quadrant, she report-
ed that the young men in her community would no doubt damage her son if 
she allowed him to freely associate with them. According to Douglas, she kept 
William “home most of the time.” Douglas added that she wanted to shield her 
son from the boys “around her neighborhood,” whom she claimed would steal 
and “act so bad” or use “more cuss words in three seconds than she could think 
of all day when she was their age.”29

Black Suburbia as Refuge
A significant number of Washington, D.C.’s black residents moved to 

newly built, segregated housing subdivisions to avoid what they perceived as 
disorderly inner-city neighborhoods. The city’s white builders and developers 
ran ads throughout the 1930s to persuade African Americans to invest in new 
residential tracts named Kingman Park and DePriest Village-Capital View, lo-
cated off Benning Road in the Northeast section of the city (See Figure 1).30 
Businessmen like Charles D. Sager, the builder for Kingman Park, and Ray-
mond Evans, one of the owners of DePriest Village-Capital View, were among 
the few whites across the nation who offered attractive financing to help African 
Americans relocate to “colored” suburbs between World War I and World War 
II.31 Historian Andrew Wiese has argued that it was sound business strategy 
for elite whites to lend to working- and middle-class blacks, enabling them to 
make affordable down payments and monthly installments to purchase homes 
in suburban settings. However, according to Wiese, it was also a way for the 
building and banking industries to maintain racial segregation in housing while 
appeasing blacks who wanted to escape urban ghettos and avoid interacting 
with whites and their discriminatory ways.32

In 1929, Sager established Kingman Park—bordered by H Street-Benning 
Road, the Anacostia River, and East Capitol and 15th Streets NE—because he 
“realized [that] there was a definite need for a place for the colored to live.” 
Sager was certain that blacks “would much rather live together” in segregated 
modern communities “than meet all the opposition of . . . whites” who vehe-
mently objected to living in integrated settings.33 Howard University student 
Geraldine B. Alves resided in an aging city home in “the middle of a [predomi-
nantly mixed-income] white community.” This living arrangement was vexing 
to Alves and her family from the 1920s through the 1930s, primarily because 
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she and her siblings “felt the sting of race hatred much earlier than [black] 
children” who were insulated “in Negro neighborhoods.” According to Alves, 
her parents would not allow her to socialize with either the disreputable “poor 
whites” who lived on her block or the rowdy “Negro children” who lived on 
“one of those terrible short streets,” a derisive connotation for a lesser-known 
road that ran behind the residences of elites.34 She added that her mother ad-
vised her to “buy a house in a Negro community in the suburbs.”35 That is, 
Alves’s mother believed that a middle-class black neighborhood at the city’s 
edge was a better option for African Americans who could not stand to live 
among working-class blacks and bigoted whites of any economic background.

Sager portrayed Kingman Park as a “convenient in-town community with 
extensive park and school surroundings that furnish[ed] suburban advantages” 
to appeal to those who thought that mixed-income city spaces were anathema 
to their sensibilities and threatening to their children.36 He catered to renters 
who linked homeownership with economic stability when he advertised that 
Kingman Park would solve the “family man’s problem of furnishing [the] best 
housing for [the] least cost” and urged his audience not “to waste money for 
rent that [could] be used for purchase” in a “growing community.”37 Sager even 
tried to entice blacks who may have associated the middle-class suburb with 
exclusivity and respectability when he publicized that “over 200” of his homes 
had been sold to “discriminating people.”38 Sager ultimately sold the idea that 
blacks could become citizens through homeownership instead of remaining 
dependents who looked to government officials and landlords to provide shel-
ter for them when he included the following Theodore Roosevelt quotation in 
one of his ads: “Every person who invests in a well-selected home in a grow-
ing section of a prosperous community adopts the way to independence.”39 By 
coupling homeownership with self-sufficiency and status, Sager tapped into a 
well-established American belief that the property owner was socially, econom-
ically, and morally superior to the renter. He implied that blacks could purchase 
citizenship or demonstrate that they were upstanding Americans who deserved 
equal access and treatment under the law because they, like many middle-class 
whites, opted to raise their families in single-family housing set in “extensive 
park” surroundings.40

In 1929, Washington, D.C., teacher Gertrude Cope established the King-
man Park Civic Association (KPCA), whose main goal was to help its mem-
bers create a prosperous suburban black community. Sometime shortly after its 
founding, the KPCA joined the Federation of Civic Associations, an umbrella 
organization established in 1921 by black Washingtonians who were denied 
membership in the city’s white-run Federation of Citizens Associations.41 The 
KPCA’s first successes as a group were securing “better light facilities, greatly 
improved streets, and an improvement of the [neighborhood’s] sanitary con-
ditions.” Members of the agency convinced the D.C. Board of Education to 
build three new schools in their area amid the economic downturn. They ac-
complished this feat by showing that most Kingman Park residents were tax-
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paying homeowners who apparently believed that modern educational facilities 
provided the proper teaching environment to mold children into respectable 
adults. In 1933, city officials gave KPCA “a silver cup” to commemorate the 
neighborhood’s win for “the best kept lawns in the George Washington Bicen-
tennial Garden Contest.”42 In as little as nine years, the KPCA had organized 
government lobbying and beautification efforts. Furthermore, the civic associa-
tion had wielded sufficient influence in the nation’s capital to make its neigh-
borhood the thriving “in-town” community that Sager spoke of in the many ads 
he posted in the city’s black newspapers. By 1938, Kingman Park was home to 
“300 satisfied” African American customers, described by a Frazier researcher 
as well-dressed “middle-class Negroes” with “spic and span” dwellings and 
yards and “inexpensive . . .Fords and Chevrolets.”43

Located east of Kingman Park and bounded roughly by Benning Road and 
East Capitol, 53rd, and Blaine Streets NE, DePriest Village-Capital View was 
planned in the 1920s and 1930s for African American professionals (See Figure 
1). The owners of the Capital View Realty Company, the builder for the subdi-
vision, were whites who likely collaborated with prominent black businessman 
John Whitelaw Lewis and hired black real estate brokers to make the pitch 
to would-be homeowners.44 Salesmen publicly referred to DePriest Village as 
the “City of Mansions” to attract those who cared about living in a prestigious 
neighborhood named after Oscar DePriest, a property owner in Washington, 
D.C.’s famed Ledroit Park neighborhood and the first African American, out-
side the South, to serve in the US Congress in the early twentieth century.45 
They also described DePriest Village as a neighborhood with “executive quali-
ties” and “rigid restrictions” to reinforce that only a select few would be al-
lowed the opportunity to purchase in the development.46 Frequently, realtors 
marketed DePriest Village-Capital View as “Washington’s Most Exclusive Col-
ored Home Community,” offering wide paved streets, shade trees, and access to 
water, sewer, gas, electricity, schools, churches, and stores.47

Realtors of DePriest Village-Capital View offered Federal Housing Ad-
ministration (FHA) loans to clients, which helped to maintain the suburb’s se-
lectivity. This action also allowed prospective homeowners to purchase “new 
[semiattached] stone, steel [framed], [and] brick homes,” equipped with oak 
floors, kitchens with built-in cabinets and electric clocks, tiled baths with tubs 
and showers, hot water heaters, and large basements that were suitable for rec-
reation rooms.48 It was not standard practice for the federal government to pro-
vide FHA funding to construct single-family housing in predominantly black 
areas inside or outside city limits. Sometimes, though, New Deal policymakers 
subsidized homebuilding in minority communities where citizens had demon-
strated an unflagging commitment to rehabilitating their neighborhoods and 
achieving independence through homeownership.49 Capital View Realty may 
have accessed FHA financing because it convinced government officials and 
the banking industry that federal housing dollars would be used to expand an 
elite black subdivision that was off limits to minorities who refused to or could 
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not display middle-class sensibilities in public and through home maintenance. 
That is to say, developers built FHA-approved homes because they successfully 
demonstrated that DePriest Village-Capital View was an “exclusive” suburb, 
not an aging inner-city district that housed “inharmonious racial and nationality 
groups.”50

DePriest Village-Capital View, like Kingman Park, had an active citizens 
association, designed to maintain a sense of order and propriety in an upscale 
black settlement. According to O.W. McDonald, the president of the Capital 
View Citizens Association (CVCA), the principal goal of his organization in the 
1930s was to protect the community from “undesirables.” The group sponsored 
“Better Gardens” contests to remind residents to clean and beautify their sur-
roundings. During the winter holiday season, the club organized neighbors to 
“decorate the exterior of their properties in the Christmas motif” to affect the 
appearance of a “Yuletide fairyland.”51 Homeowners were vested in protecting 
their real estate and making sure that their neighborhood was closed, or at least 
hostile, to those who did not abide by community standards. Nonetheless, the 
seemingly random violence that many middle-class Americans associated with 
urban zones and the laboring classes occasionally found its way to Washing-
ton, D.C.’s exclusive black suburb. The city’s black press headlined that the 
Mills Brothers, famous African American radio singers, had been “mobbed in 
[a] fight” that took place at the dwelling of Mrs. Williams, a DePriest resident 
and a Howard University employee. Journalists specifically reported that Car-
roll Swann of Deanwood, a predominantly working-class community located in 
Northeast D.C., attacked the Mills Brothers because he believed that they “paid 
too much attention” to one of Williams’s sisters. This action caused the Mills 
Brothers to retaliate by tackling Swann and giving him “a good beating.” After 
the brawl, Williams’s home was “completely wrecked,” the Mills Brothers had 
“bruised heads and bodies,” and Swann suffered a “black eye, and [a] possible 
fracture of the right arm.” Conscientious community members no doubt per-
ceived this incident of domestic violence as a stain on their development. As 
a result, they attempted to distance themselves from the debacle and reinstate 
their suburb’s exalted image when they reputedly told the Tribune, “none of 
the participants” in the fight “were members of the DePriest Village colony.”52

Years after the DePriest Village conflict, members of the CVCA denied 
a request from Marshall Heighters to join the CVCA in its bid for inclusion 
in the city’s Federation of Civic Organizations. It seems that CVCA members 
rejected this request because they thought that Marshall Heighters were not 
wealthy enough or did not share the same ideas about home maintenance and 
neighborhood beautification. In 1935, Reverend James White, president of the 
Marshall Heights Citizens Association (MHCA), stated that the CVCA’s char-
ter prohibited its members from forming political alliances or simply affiliating 
with those who owned or built homes “costing less than $4,000.” Since most 
of the houses in Marshall Heights were priced “anywhere from $50 up,” his 
working-class community was forced to create “its own citizens association” 
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that was “separate . . . from any other group” so that its residents could solve 
their “distinctive problems.”53

The main issues that confronted Marshall Heighters included a lack of in-
door plumbing, a dearth of streetlights and paved roads, and inadequate public 
transportation. Although the community was established shortly after World 
War I, a significant number of Marshall Height’s residents moved to the area 
during the Depression.54 These migrants primarily came from the South and 
older neighborhoods in Washington, D.C. They settled in a rustic landscape, 
located south of DePriest Village-Capital View and bounded by 49th Street and 
Central and Southern Avenues SE (See Figure 1). At a “reunion of pioneers of 
Marshall Heights” that took place in the late 1970s, residents like Alice Hicks, 
who moved to the suburb from North Carolina in 1935, confirmed that her new 
community was a “wilderness” with “plenty of rabbits and rats” but “no streets, 
no lights, [and] no water.”55 Mostly skilled laborers and domestic servants, 
Hicks and other Marshall Heighters purchased plots for $100 or less and gradu-
ally built modest-sized houses when they had expendable income. A Frazier 
surveyor claimed that “most of the homes” in Marshall Heights were “so tiny” 
that he could not understand “how a single person could live in one, let alone a 
large family.” This researcher also noticed that “land around the small box-like 
structures was highly cultivated,” suggesting that many of the community’s 
residents used their yards for small-scaled farming or subsistence gardening to 
provide food for their families in times of need.56 For Marshall Heighters, erect-
ing single-family houses on inexpensive land on the outskirts of the city was 
more attractive than and preferable to paying exorbitant rents to live in what 
they perceived as cramped, squalid, or low-quality apartments in urban centers. 
According to one resident (a domestic servant and wife of a truck driver), “it 
[paid] to live” in the suburbs because “for $30.00 a month,” a black family 
“couldn’t get half [as] much” space if they rented in a rooming house within the 
city.57 Marshall Heighters were similar to other working-class blacks in Ameri-
can suburbs during the early twentieth century. As historian Weise asserts, Af-
rican Americans with little income created “rustic landscapes” at the edge of 
US cities because they desired to fulfill their own “vision of suburb[ia],” which 
“emphasized domestic production, thrift, and family security, while exposing a 
lingering ambivalence about urban industrial life.”58

Citizens of Marshall Heights understood their move to a semirural tract as 
a way for them to construct and own low-cost shelter in a countrylike setting, 
to show self-reliance, and to gain a semblance of economic stability. However, 
some affiliated with Washington’s elite saw Marshall Heights as a “shantytown” 
or a miserable slum district that had the potential to spread disease. In February 
1935, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt toured the working-class suburb because 
she and other government officials were curious to know where “evicted” al-
ley dwellers of Northwest and Southwest D.C. had “gone to live.” She saw the 
sheds and two-story houses that Marshall Heighters inhabited as “more unde-
sirable” than the alley hovels that had been razed by the federal government, 
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primarily because they were poorly constructed and had inadequate sewage 
lines.59 Mrs. Little, a mother who lived in the community, took issue with the 
First Lady’s characterization when interviewed by a reporter affiliated with the 
Afro-American. As Little told it, she and most of her neighbors “never lived in 
an alley” and freely chose to locate in Marshall Heights because “rents were too 
high in the city.” Little further stated that she and her husband “felt that [they] 
could acquire land cheap . . . [in suburbia], construct a temporary house and add 
to [their] comfort” as their “income permitted.” To show that Marshall Heights 
was a thriving community composed of decent, hardworking folks, Little was 
sure to let the public know that her family was “not on relief”; she also main-
tained that many of her neighbors were active participants in the community’s 
“self-help cooperative groups.”60 The Afro-American spoke with other Marshall 
Heighters who, like Little, objected to outsiders’ derisive depiction of their sub-
urb. These unnamed “citizens,” according to journalists, explicitly asserted that 
the “police and truant officers [did] not have much work in their community,” 
implying that they thought that behavior, not physical appearance, determined 
whether an area was a “shantytown.”61

In keeping with the spirit of displaying “good” behavior, self-determina-
tion, and citizenship, the MHCA eventually joined the Federation of Civic As-
sociations in 1935. Under the leadership of White, the MHCA was successful 
at getting the Washington, D.C., government to install streetlights and pave 
some of the suburb’s roads with cinders.62 Social worker Mary Booker was 
president of the MHCA in the late 1930s when it persuaded the city’s Public 
Utilities Transit Company to provide bus service through Marshall Heights and 
DePriest Village-Capital View to ensure that area children would have trans-
portation to and from schools. During Booker’s tenure, the group advocated 
equal voting rights for all Washingtonians when it supported the “Down with 
Taxation without Representation” campaign that was popular in the city during 
the Depression. Members of the association also called for the establishment 
of a “tuberculosis clinic at . . . Freedmen’s Hospital,” serving the city’s entire 
African American populace.63

Conclusion
Many African Americans who resided in Washington, D.C., during the 

Great Depression readily adopted the ideology of the nation’s middle class, not 
that of a racialized working-class minority, in their attitudes about housing.64 
Residents of Kingman Park and DePriest Village-Capital View, for example, 
established civic groups to help them create premier black suburbs within the 
city’s limits. They did so largely because they embraced the middle-class no-
tion that owning a well-maintained dwelling surrounded by a manicured lawn 
was a distinctive marker of respectability and status. Homeowners in Marshall 
Heights could not afford to build or buy homes that resembled those in King-
man Park and DePriest Village-Capital View. However, these working-class 
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African Americans also looked toward suburban environs to help them achieve 
and display the socioeconomic mobility and moral rectitude that they felt were 
unachievable if they lived in low-income urban areas. Marshall Heighters built 
“self-help” organizations to demonstrate autonomy and cooperation. They or-
ganized a citizens association to bring resources to their suburb, gain political 
power, and prove that they were upstanding residents, not dependents who were 
reliant on the state and others for survival. To cement their status as stake-
holders in Washington, D.C., and distinguish themselves from poor blacks who 
lived in the inner city, residents like Little publicly refuted claims that Marshall 
Heighters were “evicted” alley dwellers who were on “relief.” As a result, these 
working-class African Americans helped to further stigmatize their seemingly 
less fortunate counterparts who were trapped in decaying ghettos located in 
older sections of the nation’s capital.

Blacks who resided in Washington, D.C., during the economic crisis also 
did not undergo the process of proletarianization that has been well-document-
ed by historians. According to Joe William Trotter Jr., industrialization created 
black proletariats in manufacturing hubs during the interwar period; Trotter fur-
ther asserts that these proletariats often collaborated with the established black 
bourgeoisie in industrial cities and both groups expressed their class interests 
in racial terms to combat the discrimination they encountered.65 However, the 
city did not have a large working-class black population that toiled in factory 
settings during this time. Most African Americans in the nation’s capital la-
bored as underpaid government workers in the 1920s, and during the height of 
the Depression, a large percentage of the city’s black residents held low-wage 
jobs in personal and domestic service.66 Moreover, Washington, D.C., was a 
white-collar border city that did not receive a sizable migrant population dur-
ing and immediately after World War I; by 1920, more than 80% of the city’s 
African American populace were native Washingtonians and transplants from 
Maryland and Virginia who had lived in the area for at least a decade or more.67 
Blacks from Southern states increasingly flocked to the capital between 1930 
and 1940, looking for jobs, housing, and relief from the federal government.68 
But the traditions and customs of these migrants did not supplant the middle-
class ethos that was well established in the city before the Great Depression. 
There was also a visible working-class culture in the city’s streets, dancehalls, 
and other public spaces because of unemployed African Americans’ efforts to 
create recreational outlets and earn money during the economic downturn.69 
However, this working-class lifestyle was not necessarily the dominant or most 
pronounced culture within “Black Washington.” Because some poor residents 
boldly flaunted their activities, African Americans who upheld middle-class 
ideas of respectability became even more vocal and public about their disdain 
for what they perceived as lowbrow behavior. This middle-class outlook was 
especially noticeable when black Washingtonians referred to impoverished ar-
eas of the city and when they worked to protect their homes from perceived 
outside threats.
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