
Honoring “The Lost Colony”
by Lisa Moore

On December 8, an episode titled “Bethesda’s Lost Colony” aired on MSNBC ‘s podcast “Into America
with Trymaine Lee.” In 46 minutes, it tells one of the most powerful stories many people in Bethesda
have never heard—and all of us should learn by heart.

The podcast describes the story of the desecration of the Moses Macedonia African Cemetery and the
fight to save it. From the early 1900s until the land was sold to a developer in the 1950s, this cemetery
was the final resting place of many beloved family members from a vibrant Black community that thrived
along River Road. As development moved west from D.C., unfair zoning laws, unscrupulous buyers and
outright terror from the Ku Klux Klan forced those hard-working Black families out of their homes and
off their land. Adding insult to that painful injury, in the 1960s much of the community’s cemetery was
paved over to create a parking lot for the Westwood Towers apartment building, which still stands today.

Host Trymaine Lee hears this story from two unforgettable voices: Harvey Matthews, now 78, who was
born and raised on his family farm where a Whole Foods parking lot now sits, and Marsha
Coleman-Adebayo, an indomitable activist and the First Lady of the Macedonia Baptist Church, a little
church on River Road that is the last vestige of Mr. Matthews’s River Road community, which he calls
“The Lost Colony.”

Marsha and Harvey met at a Montgomery county council meeting in 2016, where legislators were
promoting rezoning and development of the River Road corridor in Bethesda. Harvey Matthews stood to
address the council and tell them that Moses Cemetery lay at the heart of the land under discussion.
Shocked to learn that the resting place of her church’s parishioners had been desecrated, Marsha told the
council, “This is a crime scene.” The meeting ended, and a passionate quest for justice began.

Along with her husband, Macedonia Baptist Church Rev. Segun Adebayo, Marsha founded the Bethesda
African Cemetery Coalition (BACC) to work with Mr. Matthews and others from their church and the
cemetery’s descendant community to raise awareness about the desecration and fight to save Moses
Cemetery. That fight has been grueling, involving two court cases, archaeological research of the site,
public protests, joyful music and reverent tears spilled during libation ceremonies to call out the names of
those interred in Moses, whose bones, says Trymaine Lee, “are still nourishing the soil.”

The BACC won a major court victory in 2021 when Judge Karla N. Smith granted an injunction
prohibiting Montgomery County’s Housing Opportunities Commission from selling the Westwood
Towers property to a developer for $51 million. In her ruling, Judge Smith said the court “couldn’t ignore
that the deceased had been forgotten, forsaken, and their final resting places destroyed.” The county
appealed that decision, and lawyers for each side presented their arguments on October 6. The BACC is
still awaiting a ruling on the appeal.

As powerful as Judge Smith’s words were, the memories of Harvey Matthews are far more riveting.
Walking with Trymaine Lee, Harvey spoke fondly of “the devoted community” where he grew up along
River Road, a community that built its beloved Macedonia Baptist Church and provided the labor for
building much of Montgomery County and beyond—including bunkers under the White House. Harvey
pointed out the sycamore tree near the Whole Foods that his father had planted, and recalled how most
families had gardens and would share their kale, cabbage or tomatoes with neighbors. He spoke of
playing in the green space of the Moses African Cemetery, and remembers the terror of the Klan attacking
his father one night. He then recounts the horror of seeing bulldozers carving into the earth where the
bones of his neighbors lay. Workers would ring a bell every time they found human remains, and Harvey

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/bethesdas-lost-colony/id1499906821?i=1000589389983


says they would bag those bones and toss them in the river.

“The elders should have had a right to remain at peace with the Lord in their resting place,” Harvey says.
“They’re still over there.” And then he asks, “Who do you turn to?”

Let’s answer him by saying, “Us.” This quest for justice is being led by the Black community, but all
Bethesda residents can become allies in the cause. What kind of community do we want to live in? One
that ignores the past and the injustice that still causes untold pain to our Black neighbors, or one that takes
steps toward healing and supports the return of Moses Cemetery to the people who love it so they can
build a memorial and museum on that sacred land to honor the dead and the descendant community.
Imagine a serene park and fountain on that land, and a museum dedicated to The Lost Colony and its
earlier ancestors, many of whom had been enslaved people. This would be a peaceful oasis, a place of
reflection, and a testament to the Black community that insists their ancestors not be forgotten.

As Marsha says at the end of the podcast, while standing at the edge of a buried cemetery and speaking to
those lost ancestors, “We have not forgotten you. And we will fight every single day to make sure you
know how much your community still loves you.”

Helping honor their memory will be a step we all can take toward building a better world.

Here's how you can help: Listen to the podcast titled “Bethesda’s Lost Colony” and share it with friends.
Join and/or donate to the Bethesda African Cemetery Coalition. Write a heartfelt, personal note asking our
elected officials to help save Moses African Cemetery and right a historic wrong.
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Thank you for building this movement.
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