Lyon’s Legacy II: The Backlash Begins

Arlington County was once home to a community of former slaves so prosperous that tours
were given to foreign dignitaries as evidence of America’s racial progress. Today, just about the
only physical trace of Freedman’s Village is a plaque on a highway overpass.1 Some of the
descendants of that community remain in Arlington today, but for others, exile has been made
permanent.
This is the second part of Lyon’s Legacy, a biweekly series on ARLnow (you can read the whole
thing, with citations, here). It will tell an eight-part history of how Black people, and other groups
that experience racial or economic discrimination, have been excluded from living in Arlington
County. Last week, the story started with Freedman’s Village. But with the destruction of that
community comes the arrival of Frank Lyon and others who willfully embedded white supremacy
into our county’s laws and urban planning. What those men did is still with us, a century later.
By the 1880s, the county’s white leaders began to agitate against Freedman’s Village. One of
Virginia’s U.S. senators called it “improper that government property should be continually
occupied by squatters who have no interest in it such as to stimulate improvements.” These
‘squatters’ were residents who had worked to build on the land for a quarter-century, paid rent,
and paid municipal, state, and federal taxes of all kinds.2 But they were Black, and their
law-abiding industry didn’t turn a profit for white real-estate developers in the county. The
government issued eviction orders at the beginning of winter, 1887.3 Mt. Zion Baptist Church,
like all the other people, businesses, and institutions in Freedmans’ Village, had to go.
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The diaspora of Freedman’s Village took root across the county and beyond. The forbearing
evictees settled in middle-class Black communities like Johnson’s Hill, Butler-Holmes, and
Green Valley, as well as poorer areas like the farms of Hall’s Hill and the bustling Queen City.
Queen City was so egalitarian that some residents later recalled that “a man sometimes didn’t
know he was poor until he was 27 years old.” But Queen City isn’t on any Arlington map today.
Only fifty years later, the government demolished their homes a second time -- not to build the
Pentagon, but to build the Pentagon’s freeway exit.4

Black enclaves and Black neighborhoods in Arlington, 1890s-1920s. Map by Nancy Perry.5
In the late 19th century, the county’s Black community had political power. No fewer than five
Black men served on the County Board between 1871 and 1888: William A. Rowe, John B.
Syphax, Travis B. Pinn, John W. Pendleton, and Tibbett Allen. Tibbett Allen lost his seat under
suspicious circumstances and was replaced by a white Confederate veteran. There were no
more Board members of color for a full century afterwards.6
After the dispersal of Freedman’s Village, before the turn of the century, there were Black
neighborhoods, there were white neighborhoods, and there was Rosslyn. Rosslyn was a
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residential district inhabited by working-class Black people. They were attracted by the chance
to live so close to the Federal jobs across the river, where racial discrimination in employment
wasn’t quite as intense.
And Rosslyn was also “Dead Man’s Hollow,” a thicket of saloons, gamblers, and sex workers. It
attracted white Washingtonian drinkers, too, on the merit of its location: The county was outside
the jurisdiction of Washington’s cops, but close enough that a drunk who’d blown his streetcar
fare on cards could teeter home across a bridge. And the county maintained a police force
totalling two -- not enough for a crackdown.7

Crandal Mackey standing in front of a building in Rosslyn. Image from rosslynva.org.
But what made Rosslyn special wasn’t the Black people or the saloons - it was their
combination. These saloons weren’t segregated. At least one was Black-owned. These were
tables where spades and diamonds meant more than black and white. “In these houses,” wrote
a Washington paper of the time, “there are no distinctions made on account of class or color…
The dapper government clerk or the clubman out of an experience stands a good chance of
brushing up against the boy who blacked his boots earlier in the day.”8
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By the 1890s, Reconstruction was over and Freedman’s Village was rubble. But here, as across
the nation, the backlash of the county’s whites had only begun.
Frank Lyon was a child of Reconstruction and came of age as it died. He was born in
Petersburg, just south of Richmond, in 1867. Frank was scion to an old Virginian family. His
grandfather, Daniel, was a “general contractor upon a large scale,” who left his mark in the
bricks of Petersburg. To manufacture these bricks, Daniel “owned large numbers of slaves”.
Frank learned from his grandfather the value of land and the profit in its improvement. Daniel’s
son, John, was a “very distinguished and scholarly” lawyer. John served the Confederacy during
the Civil War, first by raising and captaining a company, then by practicing law in the Judge
Advocate General’s office of the rebel government.9 From him, Frank learned ambition -lawyerly and otherwise.
Setting out on his own career, Frank Lyon arrived in northern Virginia in 1889, two years after
the destruction of Freedman’s Village, and built a small house along Lubber Run near Ballston.
He commuted into Washington to work for an Alabama senator and finish his Georgetown Law
degree. He crossed through dusty Rosslyn on the way, near the home of his new ally: Crandal
Mackey.10 Mackey, too, was a young white man, heir to an elite Southern family of sheriffs,
lawyers, and judges, who had come to Washington to find his future.
Mackey and Lyon got along so well that they stepped together into the politics of the county. The
pair helped to establish the Good Citizens’ League in 1890. This league was led by “those
interested in developing real estate in the County.”11 It included Wiliam Ball, whose family is the
namesake of Ballston.12 The Good Citizens’ League was a group of about twenty wealthy
residents of the county, advocating for improved public services in what was then a
predominantly rural county.13
The Good Citizens’ League saw the wealth that was waiting if this pleasant countryside so close
to Washington could be turned into suburbs. There were obstacles: The county’s government
was small. Utilities and infrastructure were unimproved. But the Good Citizens’ League knew
how to address these problems. Worse -- for these Southern Democrats -- were the presence
and the votes of the county’s Black population. Rosslyn, in particular, was the gateway to and
from Washington, and the Black people and saloons there blocked the road to suburban
development.
But even that obstacle could be overcome.
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