
The racist origins of the Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission.

The Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission (M-NCPPC) was

established in 1927, a year after the National Capital Park and Planning Commission had been

established in D.C.  M-NCPPC assumed authority to approve zoning, manage land use, and

review subdivision applications in Montgomery and Prince Georges Counties. Colonel Edward

Brooke Lee, Maryland politician and Montgomery County private developer was a major force

behind the creation of the commission.  Lee had been using racially restrictive covenants in all

his suburban properties.1

Racially restrictive covenants had been used in suburban development since the late

1800s, although they initially ran into legal barriers.  In 1892, the Supreme Court struck down a

racially restrictive covenant against Chinese renters in California. In 1910, a Baltimore

developer inserted some of the earliest restrictions against Blacks in a Baltimore suburb.

These restrictions became a model for other cities nationwide until they too were struck down

by the Supreme Court in 1917.2

Baltimore’s mayor, James Preston, then searched for creative ways around the ruling,

urging developers to organize neighborhood associations that could enforce segregation on a

community wide basis. Baltimore also adopted some of the first zoning regulations that were

designed to keep suburbs free from industrial development, undesirable persons, and other

nuisances, in order to “prevent the destruction of real estate values and insure quiet enjoyment

of residences.”  This “color blind” language allowed communities to avoid the Supreme Court’s
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ruling.  In the following decades the overwhelming desire for segregation among white

suburbanites effectively made the Supreme Court rulings moot. 3

By the 1920s, the Chevy Chase Land Company was selling property with deeds

including restrictive covenants prohibiting sale or lease to “any person of negro blood” or “any

person of the Semetic [sic] race.” The company was founded in 1916 by Major Georges Armes

and his politically powerful partner, Sen. Francis G Newlands, an avowed racist who worked to

repeal voting rights for Blacks.4

This was the atmosphere in which M-NCPPC was founded and given the authority to

approve zoning ordinances. Historian David Rotenstein comments that “Patterns apparent over

the past 20 years suggest that the agency, which was founded by a white supremacist real

estate developer and Democratic Party boss, structurally hasn’t moved very far form its 1920s

origins as a machine for building suburbs where power and authority remain concentrated

among the white middle and upper classes” and that “Whatever the solution, Montgomery

County leaders can no longer dismiss claims that its Planning Department has a race and

racism issue.”5

The African American community in Reno, DC, was one of the first to experience

displacement at the hands of white suburban developers. In 1938, Harold J. Doyle, a

representative of the Chevy Chase Land Company wrote to the commission that “I and a

number of my friends many years ago took over between 200 and 300 lots in the section (Reno

City) for the purpose of preventing further building for colored occupancy… There would seem
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to be no good reason to retain this comparatively small area for the use of the

colored…occupied by small poor frame houses, some of which are…tumbling down.”6

By the early 1910s, Black residents began to feel the pressure from white developers

and the US government to move out of the area.  In 1911 the Order of Moses in Reno were

feeling the pressure and bought land in the River Road African American community to move

the bodies in its cemetery. By the 1920s, white Citizens’ Associations became actively

concerned with the “the containment of Negroes” and became fronts for the real estate

interests. In1926 the president of the Board of DC Commissioners got a bill introduced into

Congress to authorize the purchase or condemnation of any property in Reno, as it “constitutes

a blight on this part of the District.”

Reno residents were faced with the choice of selling their property at reduced prices or

having their property condemned, even though many residents had made improvements on

their property or even built new homes. There is little evidence of anyone providing help to

Reno’s displaced residents.  Homeowners were advised to take any purchase offer.  Those

who refused to sell received nothing when their properties were condemned.7

The African American community on River Road in Bethesda faced pressures to move

by the 1930s and 1940s.  By the 1950s, the pressure to move out became intense.  Developers

would take residents out, ply them with liquor, and intimidate them to sign papers to give up

their land.  Initially the were told that they could continue to live on the property as long as they

wanted but, after signing, they would be told that they had to move immediately. Adding to the

pressure were the  “Black out” nights when Ku Klux Klan members would terrorize the
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neighborhood.  Harvey Matthews recalls that as a child he was forced to huddle in the middle

of their house, with the lights out, in fear for their safety.  By the 1960s most of the residents

had been driven off the land.8

Farther out on River Road, the African American community Scotland became

increasingly encircled by suburban growth. In addition to developers, M-NCPPC began to

acquire land for the development of Cabin John Regional Park.  Generally M-NCCPC was

offering $3000 per acre.  Geneva Mason, a prominent resident of Scotland, complained;

“Where can we go to get a house for that? These people were born here.  Their ancestors lived

here.  We want to stay here.”  By 1964 Scotland had been reduced to 48 acres.  Of the 35

homes in the area, 23 had been condemned by the county.9

In parts of the country, violent intimidation was used against Black families who

attempted to move into segregated communities. Historian Richard Rothstein documented 58

firebombing of African American homes in Chicago between 1917 and 1921, including two

deaths.  Local authorities never arrested or prosecuted anyone for these crimes.10

Even in the 21st century M-NCPPC has continued to erase African American

communities.  The Farm Road community near Sandy Spring, was a Black farming community

created by freed slaves who bought land and cultivated farms.  The community was connected

to county roads by a gravel road between Brooke Road and Gold Mine Road.  In the early

1990s a developer began subdividing properties between the two county roads. When

residents of the new Dellabrooke subdivision blocked access to Farm Road, residents filed
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complaints with county agencies.  But when they reviewed the Planning Department’s master

“address book” they found that the Farm Road addresses had been crossed out with  Xs.

According to county officials Farm Road didn’t exist and neither did the residents’ addresses,

which prevented them from getting permits to improve their properties, or even to sell them.

The residents spent two decades seeking relief, filing lawsuits in federal and Maryland

state courts, alleging fraud, deceit, conspiracy, race based discrimination and denial of their

right to due process.  Ultimately a county judge dismissed the case in 2011. When they

appealed the Maryland Court of special appeals ruled in 2015 that the Farm Road residents’

complaint would not survive a motion to dismiss by the defendants and the case was closed.11

M-NCCP and county planning had not changed much since the early 1900s.  The

erasure of Black Communities continues to this day.
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