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Back out of all this now too much for us, 
Back in a time made simple by the loss 
Of detail, burned, dissolved, and broken off 
Like graveyard marble sculpture in the weather, 
There is a house that is no more a house, 
Upon a farm that is no more a farm 
And in a town that is no more a town... 

—from ‘Directive’  
 Robert Frost

Dear Mr. Elrich, 

Please find attached photographs showing possible funerary markers inside the site of Moses African 
Cemetery #1201702800/820170110. Note also that these items were not reported by Bethesda Self Storage 
Partners’ contract archeologists as possible funerary objects. Therefore, for the third time, we ask that you put 
an immediate stop to the construction/desecration at this site. At this very moment dozens of truckloads of 
potential criminal evidence, and irretrievable African and African-American artifacts, are being carted away 
from the site to a landfill. This represents the de facto erasure of African and African-American culture in 
Montgomery County. 

As you are aware, the descendant community has always been and is still locked out of the cemetery, has 
not been and is not being consulted about this and other items in the attached photographs. We are 
confined to viewing potential funerary objects from the parking lot of McDonalds, the contemporary 
equivalent of the back of the bus. This is unacceptable but consistent with a pattern and practice of how 
Montgomery County has treated African-Americans since our arrival. 

On July 23, 2020, State’s Attorney, John McCarthy, writing to Mr. David Felsen, of Felsen & Sargent, and Mr. 
Steven Lieberman, of Rothwell Figg, stated: 
  
“I reviewed the Maryland law with them as cited in your letters. They were familiar with their legal 
obligation and were advised that failing to notify both the planning board and the State’s Attorney’s office 
and continuing the project without proper notification to both would be a violation of law.” 
  
The requirements of the planning staff of the Maryland – National Capitol Parks and Planning Commission – 
Final Forest Conservation Plan project #1201702800/820170110 / Phase 2 of 3 (Sheeting and Shoring) for 
Bethesda Self Storage Partners, L.L.C., 5204 River Road, Bethesda, (also doing business as Bethesda Self 
Storage Partners L.L.C., Tax Map HM #13 Grid 0000, P171, P177, P191, P219, P242., states: 
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A. If Human Remains or Funerary objects are encountered at any time on any properties 
subject to preliminary plan 120170280 (Parcels 242, 191, 217, and 177, on Tax map 
Montgomery County Planning Department must be notified. (Emphasis added) 

  
We request that you, as Montgomery County Executive, contact State’s Attorney, John McCarthy immediately 
and inform him with photographs we provide herein of the possible funerary objects that have been found 
and not reported at parcel 242. Failure of Bethesda Self Storage Partners to notify the Montgomery County 
Planning Department of this possible funerary object is a possible criminal violation. As you are aware, 
Bethesda Self Storage Partners has denied Dr. Michael Blakey's request to conduct an independent 
investigation of Moses Cemetery (parcel 242 on the basis that BACC members must first relinquished their 
first amendment rights of free speech and assembly.)  Continued delay on your and State’s Attorney 
McCarthy’s part will result in more irretrievable destruction of funerary, biological materials, and erasure of 
Montgomery County’s African and African-American History.  Please be aware that the State Historic 
Preservation Office (SHPO) imposed a stop work order on  Macgruder Blacksmith Shop at 8300 Seven Locks 
road, 3.9 miles from Moses Cemetery, for noncompliance due to conservation concerns over a roof. Our 
community has cried out to stop the destruction and desecration of the historic Moses African Cemetery, 
parcel 242, 175, 177 for years. Surely our ancestors hold more standing than a roof. 

A July 21, 2020 Email from Dr. Michael Blakey, William and Mary Professor of Bio-Archeology remarked: 

I read the archaeological report. Looks like about 2 weeks monitoring conducted over 2 
months, May and June.   Pitifully lax.   No bones reported but a building foundation was 
reported. The(sic) did go below fill to original surface soil.  
Michael  
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1: POSSIBLE TOMBSTONE



4. SERIES OF PHOTOS OF CEO R.W. MURRAY 

BREAKING CHAIN OF CUSTODY BY REMOVING 

OBJECTS KNOWN TO BE AFRICAN-AMERICAN 

FUNERARY OBJECTS.
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5.

6.

7. CEO TAKES FUNERARY OBJECTS 

AS SOUVENIRS.

8.

"Glassware such as glass bottles are important funerary 
objects in many African and African Diasporic communities and 
are very commonly found at gravesites. Glassware is also an 
incredibly useful tool for dating the age of sites and therefore 
other objects in the surrounding matrix (soil contexts) since 
glass manufacturing developments, molds, and embossed 
designs/text are well documented." 

—Elizabeth Thomas Crocker, PhD Cultural Anthropology with a 
focus on African and African Diaspora Religion, Identity, and 
Sacred Spaces
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"I can and will act to halt construction." —Marc Elrich, in letters to constituents 

A number of your constituents have provided BACC with your written response to their concerns about the 
ongoing desecration of Moses African Cemetery. As citizens we expect that everyone will be treated equally. 

You wrote: "If they fail to comply with the site plan requirements, I can and will act to halt construction." 
  
As you are no doubt aware, each day that scores of truckloads of material are removed and hauled away 
represents destruction of evidence, erasure of the history of Africans and African-Americans on River Road, 
unimaginable harm to the evidence and artifacts of this once thriving community, and the remains of its 
African inhabitants. TONS of material (and evidence) have already been irretrievably lost. Your silence in the 
face of this erasure of Black history is intolerable and indefensible. 
  
You asked for the instances of noncompliance by Bethesda Self Storage Partners and 1784 Holding 
Company. We have compiled a list of 20 examples of noncompliance for your review below. 

  

9. STOP WORK ORDER AT MACGRUDER 

BLACKSMITH SHOP

Macgruder's Blacksmith Shop, 8300 Seven Locks Road, Bethesda, Maryland, has been placed under a Stop Work Order for 

architectural restoration non-compliance because the roof being installed wasn't deemed period. The importance of a period roof 

versus the desecration and loss of archaeological context for important and historic African American human remains is an 

interesting, diabolical, yet concrete example of the structural and systemic racism being addressed in our current national dialogue. 

See google drive for additional photos:https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1prHYfMOF4T-95q4cSs85VZYbP5ofilmP 
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Points of non-compliance/unethical activity:  
  
1. Undelineated Cemetery: failure to delineate Cemetery prior to current construction as recommended in 
Phase I reporting;   

2. Failure to engage the Descendant Community per the Standards and Guidelines for Archaeological 
Investigations in Maryland; page 63 

3. Failure to report osseous fragments to the County/lax chain of custody of osseous fragments;  
  
4. Non-collection of possible funerary objects to include possible funerary offering bottles; see pictures 4-8 

5. Objects from possible past funerary contexts/cultural property remaining or removed from the current 
construction site without proper collection and conservation protocols; 

6. Engagement of contract archeologists who summarily disregard the code of conduct of the Register of 
Professional Archeologists by not insisting on inclusion of Descendant Community; 

7. Removal of possible funerary objects/cultural property for personal use by R. W. Murray staff; 
        see pictures 7-9 below 

8. Poor archeological advising of construction company by Thunderbird regarding Descendant Community 
protocols; 
  
9. Possible labeling of osseous fragments as 'faunal' in the field without appropriate laboratory processing 
(especially in NW corner of 191) / decisions being made in the field re: human remains or animal remains in 
regards to osseous fragments without benefit of laboratory testing; 

10. Poor reporting on amounts of soil screened prior to soil dump on Mott road, Ijamsville, Maryland - 
photos of screened soils indicate that 400 cubic feet were not screened, lack of notes available on screening 
activity/no screening or monitoring activity during significant times of soil removal; 

11. Lack of transparency in providing body of archeological notes and photos of archeological activity to the 
Descendant Community and Montgomery County, opting for 'form letter' format in reporting; 
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12. Poor oversight in the field by 'monitoring' archeologist, photos of 'monitoring' archeologist on cell 
phone during excavation by construction company – numerous days and instances; 

13. Descendant Community has communicated with contract archeologists on the current site of 
construction to no avail- contract archeologists remain in a non-communicative stance with Descendant 
Community and in opposition to communication with proper representatives of Descendant Community; 

14. Lack of proper mapping of features/we have not observed the use of proper survey equipment to plot 
and map the features in the NW corner of parcel 191; 

15. Lack of laboratory or control area for sampling and collection of possible funerary objects/osseous/
cultural material; 
  
16. Lack of proper archaeological photography in documenting possible 'mortuary trench', soil horizons, 
features in undisturbed soil horizons (especially noting NW corner of 191), only intermittent cell phone 
photography is being conducted by contract archeologists; 

17. possible mortuary stone in plain sight and view of the Descendant Community and the public, aside 
from concerns about examples of 20th century commercial concrete; 

18. Several piles of intact historic bottles, some found in 'caches' per evidentiary photograph, on the current 
site of construction. No mapping of coordinates where the caches of historic bottles nor any archaeological 
photography; 
  
19. Allowing construction personnel to oversee monitoring and possible bias of archeological monitoring by 
construction personnel, notably the foreman,handling and moving around cultural property without proper 
archeological oversight. 

20. According to Dr. Michael Blakey, "two weeks of archaeological monitoring was conducted over 2 
months" at 5204 River road through the months of May and June 2020.  A building foundation was reported 
to DPS.   This is archaeological strata comprising important cultural resources for African Americans history.  
The construction excavation has removed soil to expose original surface soil.   On 8-24-2020, wholesale 
construction excavations continued, damaging and removing important archaeological strata with lax 
archaeological methodology, causing loss of archaeological strata and damage overall to the historic register 

x-apple-data-detectors://12
x-apple-data-detectors://12


eligibility of Moses Cemetery.   Once these strata are disturbed and destroyed, they can never be excavated 
again.   It is irreplaceable stratigraphy, the soil 'book' that we could have read at a slower pace in order to 
properly and scientifically record the history of African Americans at River road.  The foundation reported on 
7-26-2020 by Thunderbird Archeology was gouged out on 8-24-2020, not delineated, and summarily 
excavated with a large CAT excavator on 8-28-2020. 

While the above is an extensive list of non-compliance of  #1201702800/820170110 it is by no means 
comprehensive. At the very least it satisfies your repeatedly stated criteria for which you will “halt 
construction.” Please keep your word and halt construction and provide a referral to the State's Attorney's 
Office for criminal prosecution. 
  
Although we disagree on a number of issues, I will only address one additional issue. In your response to 
constituents you contend that: 

“… it is incredibly frustrating to have been working with the community on the 
memorialization of the cemetery and to redress, to the extent now possible, the grave 
injustice that was done to the descendant community, and only to now deal with a claim 
that the current construction is on the site of Moses Cemetery when, during the entire 
duration of this discussion for years, these parcels have NEVER been considered the site of 
Moses Cemetery.” 

  
Recall that during the negotiation you convened with Rev. Hagler mediating when it was agreed that Parcels 
175 & 177 were symbolically the location of Moses African Cemetery I added that we also had concerns 
about a storage company building a facility on sacred adjacent land. 
  
Further, Dr. David Rotenstein (now a consultant for Bethesda Self-Storage) in an email to you dated March 5, 
2018 gave you his considered opinion that, 

“Here’s the archaeological potential map M-NCPPC prepared; the areas identified as “high 
potential” are coterminous with the cemetery property (with P177 extending beyond the 
original Moses tract. ...Here’s something to consider: if any Montgomery County decision 
must rely on a cemetery delineation then Montgomery County needs to get educated on 
cemetery removal techniques used in the mortuary and construction industries. Using the 
Montgomery County standard for decision making, i.e., a cemetery is a place where 
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human remains are found, then it is entirely possible that the entire HOC property and 
adjacent ones meet that definition, Some in the Moses Cemetery might have been 
relocated elsewhere as historical evidence suggests. But, that practice likely involved 
removing a few big bones — the skull, some long bones (arm and leg) — while all 
remaining bones were left in-situ. Those remaining bones, along with those in graves not 
“relocated” were then subjected to all subsequent major ground altering activities. 
Basically, all construction activities undertaken at the time the cemetery first was disturbed 
likely distributed crushed and broken bones from one end of the HOC parcel to the other 
and beyond. The entire area likely contains human remains from the Moses Cemetery. To 
be blunt, it’s likely that the entire HOC property was transformed into one large mass 
grave. ...Something to chew on as the County continues to demand science to delineate 
any cemetery …..” 

  
I could cite other examples from public testimonies over the past four years that refute your assertion that 
objections were NEVER discussed. 
  
Please let BACC know when you intend to invoke your stated power to halt construction due to the 
numerous instances of noncompliance we have cited above. As Montgomery County residents, we also 
expect that corporations will be held to account.  As a society, we can no longer justify the disproportionate 
numbers of young Black men targeted by police for incarceration and police murder while corporations 
break the law and rarely face consequences. As Montgomery County residents, we expect a criminal referral 
to the State’s Attorney’s Office.   
  

Black Lives Matter in Life and Death 
Marsha Coleman-Adebayo, Ph.D

A very wise old man who lived on a hilltop overlooking the beautiful city of Venice, 
Italy, could answer any question anyone might ask him. Two local boys figured they 
could trick him, so they caught a bird and took it to the wise sage. 
 
"Tell us," they asked, "is the bird in our hand dead or alive?" 
 
The wise man replied, "Son, if I say the bird is alive, you will close your hands and 
crush it to death. Or, if I say the bird is dead, you will open your hands and it will 
fly away. The answer is in your hands."
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On 7-26-2020, a house foundation was encountered in a trench during 
construction excavation in the NW corner of parcel 191.

On 8-24-2020, a minimal amount of exploration was conducted in the NW 
corner of parcel 191.

On 8-28-2020, the stratigraphy and archaeological integrity of the 
NW corner of parcel 191 was irreversibly impacted. These 
archaeological features can never be excavated again. They have 
been summarily destroyed with little appropriate archaeological 
methodology and the barest minimum of investigation.  Osseous 
fragments from the NW corner of parcel 191 have been labeled as 
'faunal' or 'non-human' in the field.


