


The Seventh Street
Turnpike

PINEY BRANCH ROAD
AND GEORGIA AVENUE NW

This rare photograph of the remains of a house
ruined in the battle captures the turnpike toll booth
(on the road at left).

Minnesota Historical Society

ON JULY 11 AND 12, 1864, this intersection was the
center of the only Civil War battle fought in the
District of Columbia. Here, Union sharpshooters
at Fort Stevens, supported by forces across the
northernmost of Washington’s ring of forts,
stopped General Jubal A. Early’s Rebels. Early
attacked from the north, along the Seventh Street
Turnpike and the Georgetown Turnpike (now
Georgia and Wisconsin avenues).

Completed in 1822 as a dirt road connecting

the Potomac River to Rockville, Maryland, the
Seventh Street Turnpike soon grew deeply

rutted. In 1852 it was paved with eight-foot wood
planks. The road’s private owners placed a toll
booth just north of Emory Church, prompt-

ing Brightwood residents to create a free bypass
(essentially today’s Piney Branch Road). In 1871
the city acquired the turnpike, abolished the toll,
changed the name to Seventh Street Road, and
paved it with macadam, a layer of crushed rock
and cement. In the late 1880s Brightwood citizens
arranged to rename the road Brightwood Avenue.

In 1909 residents traded the naming rights to
Georgia Senator Augustus Bacon in exchange for
his support for community improvements. Bacon
was irritated that “Georgia Avenue” in 1900
applied to a few disheveled blocks near the Navy
Yard and wanted a grander thoroughfare to honor
his state.

By the 1930s the neighborhood was filled with
family housing. Children enjoyed pony rides on a
lot here, and churches held carnivals.

Across the intersection was the latest fad:
a miniature golf course.



Automobiling
On the Avenue

GEORGIA AVENUE AND UNDERWOOD
STREET NW

The Automobile Club of Washington clubhouse, 1912.

The Washington Post

THIS BUSY SECTION ONCE was a ‘country
road” to Washingtonians looking for peace and
recreation. If you drove by here a century ago,
you would have passed woods and large estates,
maybe even fox hunters. Across Georgia was the
private Villa Flora Club, offering live music and
fine dining amid “a spacious lawn, rich with the
perfume of roses.” By 1907 the club’s 1,000
members frequently made the society columns.
The Villa Flora closed around 1915.

The Villa Flora rented meeting space to other
organizations, and in 1906 leased property to

the Automobile Club of Washington to build its
club house. This social club appealed to the city’s
earliest car owners, men of wealth and leisure
who could afford the expensive “sport” of “auto-
mobiling” From here it was a short ride to the
Brightwood Trotting Park, which briefly offered
commercial auto races. In one 1903 event, the
fastest cars traveled at 15 miles per hour. After
the Washington club affiliated with the American
Automobile Association, members gained access
to other AAA clubhouses for dining and

sleeping accommodations long before motels and
fast food restaurants lined America’s highways.

By the 1920s, falling prices for automobiles greatly
increased the number of drivers and took most of
the sport out of automobiling.

Long after housing replaced the open fields,
BecK’s Polar Bear frozen custard stand across
Georgia, roughly where the Safeway parking lot is
today, attracted folks from all over. The large
plaster polar bears became a neighborhood
landmark.



Funeral for E.R. Campbell,

the last veteran of the Battle of Fort Stevens
to be buried here,1936.

National Archives

A Nation Mourns

BATTLEGROUND NATIONAL CEMETERY,
6625 GEORGIA AVENUE NW

AFTER THE REBELS were turned back as the Battle
of Fort Stevens ended in 1864, scores of Union
soldiers lay cold and silent. Forty-one of them

are buried here in this tiny plot dedicated to their
sacrifice. President Abraham Lincoln, who had
observed the battle, spoke at the dedication. At
barely one acre, Battleground National Cemetery is
one of the nation’s smallest.

Memorial Day — established by veterans in

1868 to honor the Civil War dead — once drew
hundreds to this hallowed place. John 1. White’s
grandfather, Lewis Cass White, was a veteran

of the battle of Fort Stevens. John later recalled
Memorial Day ceremonies here during the early
1900s that attracted veterans from both sides. A
military band would play, and crowds listened to
patriotic speeches and poems. Students from the
Brightwood School placed flowers and American
flags on the graves, and artillery men would fire a
salute. “Following the ceremonies,” White wrote,
“the surviving comrades of the Grand Army of
the Republic, who had traded shots with the
Confederates before Fort Stevens, converged . . .
for a light lunch” on his grandfather’s porch “and
fought the battle all over again”

Memorials to units that fought in the battle are
located at the cemetery’s entrance, where two six-
pound, smoothbore guns stand guard. The small,
sandstone superintendent’s house was designed
by General Montgomery Meigs, engineer, archi-
tect of the Pension Building (now the National
Building Museum), and veteran of the Battle of
Fort Stevens.



Park and Shop!

6226 GEORGIA AVENUE NW

Brightwood's Park and Shop, 1948.

The Historical Society of Washington, D.C.

BACK IN THE 19208, most people walked or rode
a streetcar to go shopping. Then cars became
affordable, and people drove everywhere. Soon
the shopping center, with free parking, was born.

In 1937 Brightwood’s “Park and Shop” opened
on Georgia Avenue.

Brightwood’s center included the 1,000-seat
Sheridan Theater. The Classical Moderne

style hall, by nationally known architect John
Eberson, matched local architect Morton Levy’s
retail shops. Six local businesses shared the space
with national chains Kresge’s and A&P.

By the 1950s Georgia Avenue enterprises reflected
Brightwood’s ethnic mix, with many operated

by Greek, Italian, and Jewish merchants. To

your right was the Waffle Shop/John’s Lunch,
owned by John and Evthokia Deoudes. Their son
Logan recalled that they served American food
“done with Greek hands” The Deoudes fam-

ily is immortalized in George Pelecanos’s novel,
Hard Revolution. Real estate broker and Greek
language radio show host Penelope Apostolides
rented the Sheridan Theater to show Greek films.
The Caludis family ran Arrow Cleaners at 6233
Georgia Avenue.

While the rioting that followed the assassination
of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1968
spared this area, it spurred dozens of middle-class
families to move to the suburbs. Businesses soon
suffered, and vacant storefronts became common.
In the 1970s the Sheridan became a live theater,
briefly housing the Black American Theater.
Later it became a church. By the end of the 1990s,
though, new investment and community activism
brought the promise of revitalization.



The Rock on
Brightwood Avenue

QUACKENBOS STREET
AND GEORGIA AVENUE NW

After church, 1939.

The Washington Post

ACROSS QUACKENBOS STREET is Emory United
Methodist Church. Named to honor Bishop John
Emory of Maryland (1789-1835), the congregation
dates from 1832.

From the beginning, Emory welcomed all races
but, like most Washington churches then, seated
African Americans in a separate gallery. In 1846
the national Methodist church split over the slavery
issue. Seven years later Emory sided with the South.
In 1939 the Methodist Church reunited.

Despite its southern sympathies, the church had
helped Union forces build Fort Massachusetts
(later named Fort Stevens) in 1861. Troops tore
down Emory’s new church to build an ammuni-
tion magazine, using some of the bricks to build
the fort. Emory’s basement served as a military
jail. In 1870 the congregation replaced the lost
building with a stone chapel, which was later
replaced by the current church.

Emory’s support for the nation’s needs has included
ministering to soldiers at Walter Reed Army
Hospital during and after World War I.

As Brightwoodss racial complexion changed in the
1950s, Emory’s congregation became predominantly
African American by the 1970s.

In the late 1880s, the city built a public school
for Brightwood’s white children on this corner.
The current Brightwood Elementary at 13th and
Nicholson streets succeeded it in 1926.

As you proceed to Sign 16, note the driveway that
separates Emory Church from Fort Stevens. It is a
remnant of the original Piney Branch Road, built
to bypass the toll booth on the Seventh Street
Turnpike (later Brightwood Avenue and now
Georgia Avenue).



“Get Down, You Fooll!”

QUACKENBOS STREET NW
ACROSS FROM FORT STEVENS

Defenders of Fort Stevens in 1865, shortly after the war ended.
Originally Fort Massachusetts, its name was changed

to honor Brig. Gen. Isaac Ingalls Stevens, who died

at the Battle of Chantilly.

Library of Congress

HEARING THOSE WORDS, President Abraham
Lincoln ducked down from the Fort Stevens para-
pet during the Civil War battle that stopped the
Confederates from taking Washington.

On July 9, 1864, some 15,000 Rebels led by
General Jubal A. Early defeated Union forces at
the Battle of Monocacy near Frederick, Maryland.
Early’s troops, suffering from the battle and the
summer heat, then turned south to march on the
lightly defended capital city. But the Monocacy
encounter and skirmishes along the Rockville
Turnpike gave the Union time to regroup. On
the 12th, the Union’s fresh troops challenged the
Rebels in a fierce but brief fight. Early’s forces
retreated to Virginia. The only Civil War battle
fought in the District of Columbia was over.

President and Mrs. Lincoln both witnessed the
afternoon battle. Eyewitness Captain Elisha Hunt
Rhodes of Rhode Island recorded the scene: “ . .
[O]n the parapet I saw President Lincoln standing
looking at the troops. [The] ladies were sitting in
a carriage behind the earthworks. We marched . ..
into a peach orchard in front of Fort Stevens, and
here the fight began. For a short time it was warm
work, but as the President and many ladies were
looking at us, every man tried to do his best. ..
the Rebels broke and fled. . . . A surgeon standing
... beside President Lincoln was wounded.”

Abraham Lincoln is the only serving U.S. president
to have come under enemy fire.



Aunt Betty’s Story

13TH AND QUACKENBOS STREETS NW

“Aunt Betty” Thomas posed in 1911 with
civic leader William Van Zandt Cox, to her right,
and Civil War veterans who funded the first

marker commemorating the events
at Fort Stevens.

The Historical Society of Washington, D.C.

ELIZABETH PROCTOR THOMAS (1821-1917), a
free black woman, once owned some 11 acres
in this area. Known respectfully in her old

age as “Aunt Betty, Thomas and her husband
James farmed here. When the Civil War began
in 1861, her hilltop attracted Union soldiers
defending Washington.

Thomas later told a reporter: one day soldiers
“began taking out my furniture and tearing down
our house” to build Fort Stevens. Then a visitor
arrived. “I was sitting under that sycamore tree. .
. .with what furniture I had left around me. I was
crying, as was my six-months-old child,. . . when
a tall, slender man dressed in black came up and
said to me: ‘It is hard, but you shall reap a great
reward. It was President Lincoln”

For years afterward, although her land was
returned, Thomas unsuccessfully pressed the
federal government to pay for her destroyed
house. “[H]ad [Lincoln] lived, I know the claim
for my losses would have been paid,” she often
said. Thomas died at age 96 after a lifetime of
community leadership.

After the war, Fort Stevens fell into neglect.
Finally, in 1938 the Roosevelt Administration’s
Civilian Conservation Corps rebuilt the portion
of earthworks that you see today.

The Church of the Nativity, to your left, has
served the community for more than 100 years.
The building replaces a series of smaller churches
built near the corner of Peabody Street and
Georgia Avenue, which are still used by the
congregation.



A Streetcar Named
Brightwood

GEORGIA AVENUE
AND PEABODY STREET NW

A chartered streetcar cruises past
Emory Methodist Church
on Georgia Avenue, around 1960.

Collection of Ed Havens

THE LARGE STRUCTURE across Georgia Avenue
opened in 1909 as a “car barn” that could service
more than 40 streetcars at once, and often did

so late at night. As a young boy in the 1950s,
Thomas Reardon remembered the busy barn as
“a scary place” where streetcars’ lights gleamed in
the darkness “like the eyes of monsters.”

Powered at first by horses, the streetcars by
1893 ran on electricity provided by overhead
lines. Congress prohibited overhead lines south
of Florida Avenue, so southbound streetcars
stopped there to switch to an underground
conduit.

With two quick rings on the bell, the conductor
alerted passengers that he was about to move.

At night, residents recalled, the hum of the
streetcar could be heard for blocks. Buses
replaced streetcars here in 1960 (and citywide in
1962). Subsequently the car barn housed a series
of auto dealerships.

Next door at 5921 Georgia Avenue, Sidney
Hechinger opened his third building-supply store
in 1927. Three years later he built a substantial
Art Deco style store on the site. The long-stand-
ing and prosperous Hechinger family business
had begun in 1911 with a wrecking and salvage
company located at Sixth and C streets, SW.
Three generations of Hechingers directed the
company with a strong sense of civic responsibil-
ity. John Hechinger, Sr., served as chairman of
the first City Council of the 20th century. The
family sold the business in 1997, and the buyers
closed its doors forever two years later.
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Nero the dog and a young friend guard the Lightfoot
house at 1329 Missouri Ave., 1950.

Collection of Carol Lightfoot Walker

THE PROCESS OF CREATING a Neighborhood
Heritage Trail begins with the community,
extends through story-sharing and oral history
gathering, and ends in formal scholarly research.
For more information on this neighborhood,
please consult the resources in the Kiplinger
Library/The Historical Society of Washington,
D.C., and the Washingtoniana Division, DC
Public Library. In addition, please see the follow-
ing selected works:

Benjamin Franklin Cooling, Jubal Early’s Raid on
Washington, 1864 (Tuscaloosa: The University of
Alabama Press, 1989).

Katherine Grandine, “Brightwood: From Tollgate
to Suburb,” in Kathryn S. Smith, ed., Washington
at Home: An Illustrated History of Neighborhoods
in the Nation’s Capital (Northridge, CA: Windsor
Publications, 1988).

Constance McLaughlin Green, Washington: A
History of the Capital, 1800-1950 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1962).

Robert K. Headley, Motion Picture Exhibition in
Washington, D.C. (Jefferson, NC: McFarland &
Co., Inc., 1999).

Joseph Judge, Season of Fire: The Confederate
Strike on Washington (Berryville, VA: Rockbridge
Publishing Co., 1994).

LeRoy O. King, Jr., 100 Years of Capital Traction;
the Story of Streetcars in the Nation’s Capital
(College Park, MD: Taylor Pub. Co., 1972).

Elisha Hunt Rhodes, All for the Union: the Civil
War Diary and Letters of Elisha Hunt Rhodes
(Orion Books, 1991).
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Cultural Tourism DC is a nonprofit coalition of
more than 200 arts, heritage, cultural, and com-
munity organizations throughout the nation’s
capital. We help visitors and Metro area residents
experience Washington’s authentic arts and
heritage, while promoting local culture as a tool
for economic development.

For more information, and to sign
up for Events Update,

a free e-calendar of cultural
happenings, please visit
www.CulturalTourismDC.org

or call 202-661-7581.

The Brightwood Heritage Trail Working Group of
neighborhood residents, business owners,
activists, and scholars organized to develop

and support the Brightwood Heritage Trail in
collaboration with Cultural Tourism DC.
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The Military Road School Preservation Trust, a
nonprofit, membership organization, exists to
ensure that the Military Road School, together
with its site and legacy, as well as related archeo-
logical resources, be preserved in perpetuity for
the interpretation of local history, including that
of Fort Stevens, the evolution of the educational
system for African Americans in Washington, and
the history of the surrounding area.




On this self-guided
walking tour of
Brightwood, historic
markers lead you to:

— Fort Stevens, where President Lincoln
came under fire during a Civil War battle

— The tiny National Cemetery, where
41 veterans of that battle are buried

— The former summer estate of Washington’s
last 19th-century mayor

— A Classical Moderne “Park and Shop”
shopping center

— The site of an
early free black
settlement
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— The site of
Washington’s
first club for
“automobilists”

— A historic
African American
elementary school
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