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Prince George’s County adopted regulations in 2005 that were intended to 
ensure that archeological sites deemed significant to understanding county 
history be identified as part of the subdivision review process. Historic sites 
dating to the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries (circa 1865–1950s) 
are one of the most common categories of resources identified in archeological 
surveys in the county, with over 300 examples in the Maryland Historical 
Trust site files as of October 2007. However, additional investigations are being 
recommended at few—if any—of these sites, by consulting archeologists. Still, 
this time period witnessed many changes, including the subdivision of large 
plantations, significant changes in the relations of production, establishment 
of African-American-owned farms and communities, new technologies, 
transportation enhancements, and the growth of suburbia. Nevertheless, the 
contribution of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century archeological 
sites to the understanding of these changes in the county is either unknown or 
unappreciated.

In 2007 The Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission 
(M-NCPPC), Prince George’s County Planning Department engaged Greenhorne 
& O’Mara to compile this postbellum historic context and research guide for 
use by archeologists and county staff when investigating postbellum sites and 
evaluating their potential historical significance. The project was completed 
in March 2009. For the purposes of this study, the postbellum period was 
defined as beginning with the termination of the Civil War in 1865 (although 
events prior to this date are by necessity discussed) and ending in 1958, which 
equates with the “50-year rule” for National Register eligibility. 

Seven themes or topics were identified as being most closely associated with 
postbellum archeological sites in the county: agriculture, industry and services, 
military facilities, the African-American experience in the county, nonmilitary 
government facilities, transportation, and settlement, including the rise of 
suburbia. This report is not intended to be a comprehensive overview of the 
postbellum history of the county but to concentrate on those seven topics that 
have been identified as having significant archeological signatures and, which 
can be informed by archeological investigations. An overview is provided to 
identify each topic’s significance and provide avenues of further research. With 
these thoughts in mind, it is best to view this context as a concise and practical 
research guide for the public interested in aspects of the history of postbellum 
Prince George’s County and archeologists confronted with evaluating the 
significance of particular postbellum archeological sites.

Chapter 10 of this report summarizes the current state of information 
available on postbellum archeological sites in the county and offers several 

Summary
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suggestions concerning the future treatment of archeological sites from 
this time period. Although it is county policy that all archaeological sites 
be registered with the Maryland Historical Trust, a review of archaeological 
survey reports indicates that this is not always done. Further, although 361 
postbellum sites had been identified by 2007, approximately 20 had been 
evaluated by Phase II level investigations, and only one by Phase III level 
excavations. This confirms the impression that staff had concerning the 
treatment of postbellum sites in the county by the archeological consulting 
community and further highlights the need for this resource guide and context. 

To aid both consulting archaeologists and staff, guidance on the 
operationalization of county significance requirements is offered. Nine 
recommendations are also made, centering on recognizing and registering 
postbellum sites, the use of significance requirements, with special emphasis on 
the concept of rarity, clearly stating investigation findings, expanding options 
for mitigation of development-related impacts, and expanding the number 
of sites investigated. Staff should then revisit the question of the ability of 
postbellum sites to provide information on the history of the county after an 
adequate period to determine whether the approach advocated in this document 
has proven useful. A list of useful archives and libraries, and a list of post 
offices that were in operation during the postbellum period in Prince George’s 
County is provided.

While formulating this research guide and context, it became clear that the 
sensitive treatment of postbellum archeological sites presents a challenge to 
archeologists, the wider historic preservation community, and the people of 
the county. Many of the issues cited by archeologists concerning postbellum 
archeological sites lie at the center of this challenge: postbellum sites are 
numerous, they are recent in time, standing examples are often present, we 
lack the perspective of time regarding their historic importance, they are not 
the focus of attention for many academics, and they do present avenues of 
investigation and understanding outside of archeology. But just as clearly, 
many postbellum resources are valued by the people of the county. Such 
diverse postbellum standing properties as the Goddard Spacecraft Magnetic 
Test Facility, College Park Airport, the Greenbelt Center School, the Bowie 
Railroad buildings, and the Hyattsville Post Office have been recognized as 
locally significant historic resources.

At its best, historic preservation represents an ongoing dialogue within 
society regarding what is truly important and reflective of our past experience 
as a people. This dialogue incorporates many diverse peoples and voices: 
archeologists and historians, county officials, the business community, and 
most importantly, the citizens of the county. Each has a particular set of life 
experiences to offer to this dialogue, and it is a dialogue that has no right or 
wrong answers. This research guide and context on the postbellum sites of the 
county is offered as one aspect of that ongoing dialogue. Together, the citizens 
of the county will ultimately define the importance of these sites to its history. 


