
5

Contact Marsha Coleman-Adebayo (240) 731-9577 or David Ward 202.997.1112
12/02/2021

Elrich Backs Out of Meeting
With Defenders of African Cemetery: Hiding Behind Jim Crow

Montgomery County’s most powerful official has again backed away from meeting with constituents to 
resolve who should own the burial ground used for centuries by the once-thriving historic African 
community in Bethesda. The Bethesda African Cemetery Coalition blamed County Executive Marc 
Elrich “for again failing to fulfill his promise to commence negotiations,” which were to begin today.

He blamed his failure on another official, Mike Riley of the Maryland State Regional Parks and 
Planning commission, who failed to confirm he would join the meeting.

“We’re disappointed but not surprised,” said BACC President Marsha Coleman-Adebayo. “This latest 
delay in starting negotiations is one more disappointment in a 150-year series of failures by county 
leaders to address the historical injustices that wiped out the once thriving River Road African 
Community, and led to the continuing desecration of its burial ground and cemetery.

“Would the developers who were desecrating a burial ground be treated with such disrespect and 
disregard?” she asked. “We doubt it. This behavior is totally unacceptable from elected officials who 
are supposed to represent the interests of Montgomery County residents,” she said. “Elrich’s solution 
is just not to show up,” she said. This latest disregard for the concerns of the Black community 
exposes the truth about how citizen organizations, such as BACC, are treated under the Elrich 
administration,” she added.

Elrich assured his supporters at a recent fundraising event in Kensington that he agreed with BACC’s 
“narrative” of what happened to the River Road Community and its descendants, and assured them 
that he would meet with BACC.  But he refuses to do so.
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 “We had hoped that this was a breakthrough that could lead to a positive outcome,” Coleman-
Adebayo said. “But when offered an opportunity to meet with citizens,” she said, “our County 
Executive just fails to show up and repeats his mantra: ‘I can’t do anything about it.”

“That has been Marc’s mantra from the beginning,” Coleman-Adebayo said. “Jim Crow era statutory 
institutions, such as WSSC, HOC and Parks and Planning provided fire walls to permit political 
leaders like Elrich “credible” deniability,” she said. “The community must force Montgomery County to 
break from its Jim Crow past. We are tired of hearing about what he can’t do. He is the County 
Executive. Show us what you can and are willing to do.”

“The legacy of Jim Crow land-use policies that set the stage for the erasure of the River Road African 
Community is recognized in the county’s proposed Thrive 2050 land use plan,” she said, “which will 
exacerbate the divisions that currently exist in Montgomery County, especially in the segregation of 
people by race and class, by neighborhoods and housing opportunities.

“Jim Crow developers have a long history of establishing publicly unaccountable government 
commissions like the Housing Opportunities Commission and the Planning Board, so that county 
officials can hide behind them, issuing flowery declarations but taking no action, with no 
accountability,” Coleman-Adebayo said. “The result is that it is very difficult, if not impossible to 
control developers’ appetites and/ or hold them and politicians responsible for continuing the Jim 
Crow tradition.

“The BACC has waged a multi-year battle to see the return of land that had once been a burial 
ground during slavery, reconstruction and a formal cemetery for the River Road African Community,” 
Coleman-Adebayo said. “Elrich only recognizes the cemetery established after 1911. He does not 
recognize the slavery-era mass burial ground, adjacent to the post-emancipated cemetery where the 
remains of massacred Africans and girls who were raped and died in child birth were dumped,” she 
explained.

“That is the land that’s currently being desecrated,” she said. “BACC wants the land returned to the 
Macedonia Baptist Church, the sole physical remaining institution that survived the violent destruction 
of the African River Road community. BACC hopes to build a memorial and museum to the 
community,” she said.

African communities across the country are also seeking the same kind of reparations and the BACC 
struggle has recently gained national prominence. Reverend William Barber II, co-chair of the 
National Poor Peoples’ Campaign, a Call for National Moral Revival also has taken aim at 
Montgomery County’s intransigence on the issue.

“It’s past time for County authorities to quit trying to sell this property illegally, and turn it over to those 
who want to preserve it,” Rev Barber said after he learned that the developer Charger Ventures had 
withdrawn its offer to purchase a property that includes the Moses Cemetery. “You can’t steal 
property, make money from the theft and think the original owners don’t have a right to the property,” 
he said. 

Charger withdrew its offer to purchase Bethesda’s Westbard Towers – where the Moses Cemetery 
lies under a parking lot constructed in the 1960’s – after Montgomery County Circuit Court Judge 
Karla Smith issued a restraining order to stop the sale.

“The preservation and understanding of Montgomery County, Maryland's history with slavery is 
essential to this county's continual journey to equality for all,” Judge Smith wrote.  “Part of that history 
are the hardships and inequities faced by freed slaves in the years after Emancipation."








