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Between Freedom and Equality follows George Pointer–an enslaved African who purchased his
freedom in 1793–and six generations of his descendants as they lived and worked in
Washington, DC, granting the family their long-overdue place in American history.
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1829ForewordI was in my mid-fifties when Barbara Boyle Torrey and Clara Myrick Green
introduced me to my eighth-generation grandfather Capt. George Pointer, an incredible man
who rose from slavery to place his unique imprint on the building of this nation we call the United
States. My first feeling was a full sense of overwhelming pride. Then I felt almost angry, and a
collection of questions about why things happened as they did and why things didn’t happen as
they should have filled my mind. Why did I not know George Pointer’s story, and why didn’t the
average American know his story? His life and accomplishments in Washington, DC; Virginia;
and Maryland unquestionably earned him the right to be acknowledged and honored.After a
grueling search on the internet to find out more about George Pointer, I discovered another thing
that invoked the question, Why? In his June 2005 report titled the History of Slave Laborers in
the Construction of the United States Capital, the architectural historian in the Office of the
Architect of the Capitol William C. Allen states that given the lack of biographical documentation
of the contributions of the many slaves and freed Blacks who labored, he had only enough
information to mention two men by name: the first was my ancestral grandfather, Capt. George
Pointer, and the second was Philip Reid. In reflection, I have heard the name Philip Reid in
association with American history but not ever a mention of Capt. George Pointer. The “only two”
names resonated with me and added other questions to my list: Why couldn’t history make room
for both? Why weren’t George Pointer’s achievements elevated to the heights of other deserving
Blacks in history? Clearly, he was a man unique in his time—perhaps too unique. He had proven
an extraordinarily strong asset to George Washington and his Potomac Canal Company
throughout its existence. He began his association with the Potomac Canal Company as a
rented slave and general laborer; then he purchased his freedom and rose through the ranks to
the highest level in the company. In 1816 when the Board of Directors of the company appointed



him the superintendent engineer to direct a full multicultural workforce, he became the first Black
man to rise in a white company nearly fifty years before slavery ended. Given the stereotypes of
Blacks and the obvious challenges they faced, how could he be explained?To understand my
excitement over the publication of Between Freedom and Equality: The History of an African
American Family in Washington, DC, you must understand my journey: a little about my
childhood; about learning of my ancestral grandfather, Capt. George Pointer; and about helping
introduce him to a country that should have known of him and his contributions long before now.
My journey began in my early years. It was at St. Augustine Catholic School on V Street,
Northwest, in DC that I was first enrolled in school. I was an extremely quiet child but very
observant. I was there for three years, and the only memory I have is of a sister’s daily beatings,
which lasted until she tired. It seems that I had a problem with repeating the pledge of allegiance
to the flag. I stood up, hand over heart, and just silently moved my lips. She watched me, and
when she realized I was not being compliant, she made it her mission to have me speak it. Need
I mention, I failed her class. Yes, even as a child I had serious issues with America.In the late
1950s, my loving, hard-working mother uprooted my three sisters and me from Northwest
Washington and moved us to Southeast Washington, where I enrolled in the District of
Columbia’s public school system. It became apparent very quickly that my three-year enrollment
in Catholic school had advanced my learning years beyond those of my public school
classmates, so I was insanely bored. My favorite classes were PE and, surprisingly,
history.American history, however, came from books written by white people about white
superheroes and with only one insert listing their choice of Black achievers on one side of the
page and a picture of raggedy Black slaves in cotton fields on the other side. This got old fast.
This telling of history was repeated year after year throughout my schooling. It made me
disinterested in American history as I marched to adulthood. This experience with American
history did, however, greatly influence my stronger interest in world history, as I pursued truth,
lesser recorded truths, or, more likely, truths of history. Today, in 2020, the study of American
history should include the study of the building of America, adequately covering the history and
contributions of African Americans, the hardships every person encountered, and the stories of
those who impacted its success the most. Our history books, however, continue to be a prime
example of whitewashed lies and purposeful omissions. More alarming is how the purposeful
omission of African history also contributes to the challenge of instilling pride, self-esteem, and
dignity in young African Americans. If you don’t know where you’ve come from, it’s more difficult
to know where you’re capable of going. Should this be an African American child’s challenge?
Every handful of years since age twenty-five, I have had a fast moment of thought as to what my
family tree would uncover if I researched it. In more recent years, I wondered if my family had
ever been a cohesive, loving entity. I was extremely skeptical about what I would find before I
even started. Much of this was due to the fractured dynamics of my extended family. My
grandmother and grandfather had eleven children. While there was a resemblance of a familial
support system, they often divided themselves into separate camps, over trivial matters and old



hurts, with a few divides lasting a lifetime. Alcoholism, drug addiction, incarceration, and, surely,
depression plagued more family members than I care to mention. With no father or male family
role model and no example of family unity, I was deeply skeptical that I would find anything
marginally positive from researching and constructing my family tree. Further, for some reason, I
felt sure that my research would come to an end and hit a wall after discovering only three or four
generations of family information. I since have learned from the research conducted and written
about in this book, however, that the displacement of my family from our farm village and land on
Broad Branch Road in Washington, DC, ultimately played a major role in the disruption within my
family and the later conditions they found themselves in.Early in 2012, I visited my best friend in
the world and partner, Tanya Hardy. I listened as she spoke passionately about several friends’
and associates’ families, which she had researched and for whom she had developed family
trees as a hobby. On that day, I casually mentioned my thoughts of researching my own tree.
Before the final words had left my mouth, she paused and then lit up with questions while she
opened her laptop. Thus, the journey began.After three weeks of constant researching on
numerous genealogy databases, we had populated nearly four generations of my family tree,
and my enthusiasm was mounting. Yet I held my emotions at bay because my earlier skepticism
still lingered. Shortly after these discoveries, Tanya and I received emails from Clara “Tiggy”
Myrick Green and Barbara Torrey, two people we did not know, concerning our work on my
family genealogy on . The email I received stated that they had been looking for me and my
family, and they asked if I knew that I had a famous ancestral grandfather who was born
enslaved in 1773. I sat looking at the computer monitor in shock and disbelief. I read the email
several times before thinking, “My family?” Could they be mistaken?Tanya responded to the
email and asked questions about this revelation, including how these two researchers had come
upon this information. Their responses made it clear that their information was truly legitimate.
We celebrated the news and made plans to continue the conversation during lunch at Tiggy’s
home. The chance that total strangers were able to locate and contact me through a family tree
on was astonishing. To learn during our conversation at lunch about my ancestral grandfather
Capt. George Pointer and about his accomplishments and contributions was very surprising.
Furthermore, that he could have purchased his freedom and written an eleven-page letter (see
appendix 1) in perfect writing style and beautiful calligraphy was mind-blowing. When I asked
Tiggy and Barbara why they were attracted to researching George Pointer, they shared that
finding his letter was so amazing that it compelled them to find out more. As we looked through
the pages of research and primary sources they had that day, there was no doubt in my mind
that they had connected the dots and built a bridge between the work that Tanya and I did
reaching back into history and their work moving forward from history. My skepticism slowly
melted away.The journey to discovering more about my family was enriched even further by
learning Tiggy and Barbara felt confident that their research had revealed that the location of
George Pointer’s cabin was close by Tiggy’s home. After lunch they invited Tanya and me to take
a walk with them down to the cabin’s remains. As we arrived at the site, I saw the remains of a



stone chimney as well as that of a stone powder magazine (a structure that once stored
gunpowder). I gazed at the Potomac River from the site, and a sense of calm came over me. I
spanned the scene and noticed a structure rising out of the water. As I walked toward the shore
for a closer look, I realized it could have been the remnants of the fish pots wall, mentioned in
Pointer’s letter, that he had constructed to provide food for his family and to sell for profit at the
market. I saw the island where he planted his crops, and I marveled at how organized he was in
his planning. This elevated my respect for his genius. After working all day, he could stand on the
shore, enjoying the tranquil view, and listen to the calming sounds of the water. He could see the
fruits of his labor. This was his sanctuary.Our next trip with Tiggy and Barbara took us to
Lafayette Park in the Chevy Chase neighborhood of Washington, DC, to see the land where my
great, great, great-grandmother, Mary Harris, started the family farm. We walked onto the land
and stopped under a huge tree that had been rising there well over a hundred years. I could
envision my family living on this land they owned, working the fields, and watching the younger
ones run and play. The image of two of those children growing into manhood and being of the
first to enlist in the US Colored Troops to fight for the freedom of their enslaved brothers and
sisters came to mind. A sense of pride once again swelled up in me, but just as quickly I became
saddened. This was ours. This could have still been our “home place,” our “family village.” My
family could have continued to enjoyed unity, support, and prosperity had it not been taken from
us. With the influence of a private development company, the city had taken it by eminent
domain to build a school and a park as part of an established community for white people, as
was way too common at the time. It was our land and should have stayed as such from the time it
was acquired to the present.So began my new friendship with Tiggy and Barbara. We had many
more wonderfully engaging lunch meetings. We spent many hours reviewing research, studying
documents at the National Archives’ repositories in both Maryland and DC, and comparing
notes during our research of George Pointer and his descendants. We traveled to libraries and
museums to discover more information about my ancestors. At times when meeting to discuss
findings, different points of view led to debates on the true perspectives. We always came away
with a better understanding and looked forward to our next meeting. I am on a mission to be sure
that my grandfather’s story is told, and I want to gather as much information as I can to support
the process of getting him into the history books and museums where he belongs.Part of this
journey also included attending lectures about the history of the Chevy Chase community in
Washington, DC. One evening, Tanya and I attended a lecture about the African American
community near Fort Reno at the old Reno School for Colored Children. During the lecture, the
host recognized me as a descendant of the Harris and George Pointer families that owned land
on what was now Lafayette Park in Chevy Chase. At the end of the evening, I was approached
by a gentleman and his mother. His name was Tim Hannapel. As he introduced his mother, he
was full of energy and excited about uncovering the truth about the land that many had never
known to be occupied by the Harris and Pointer families. As he talked with me, he shared that he
had been losing interest in history, but after hearing about the Harris family, Lafayette Park, and



George Pointer, he was eager to learn more and help in whatever way he could. He asked if
Tanya and I would meet him for lunch one day soon to talk more about the Lafayette Park
community, where he grew up, so that he could learn about the families that had lived there.We
joined him for lunch a few weeks later. At the meeting he shared a booklet that was made when
he was in high school. In the booklet was a picture of an old African American woman smoking a
pipe and another sitting in front of an old house. Until meeting me and hearing my story, Tim was
not sure who this woman may have been. After getting more information, he said he believed
that picture was one of my great-great-grandmother, Mary Moten, and he was going to help me
find proof of it. There were many times when I became tired on this journey. Tim proved to be a
constant gust of optimism and a stabilizing voice of patience, a never-ending source of energy
and hope. He would constantly bring new paths for us to travel on if a different one seemed
blocked. My band of friends was growing at an amazing pace. I could not have felt more
blessed.When Tiggy and Barbara mentioned that they wanted to write a book about George
Pointer, I was thrilled. This is what I had envisioned. This was the beginning of getting the word
out about Capt. George Pointer. In one of our meetings, they mentioned a wax figure
representing Pointer was at the Great Falls Park Visitor Center in Great Falls, Virginia, a national
park across the Potomac River from where George Pointer lived and certainly along his route as
he captained boats down the river. The wax figure was not formally identified as Pointer. Yet
when the audio button at the exhibit was pressed, a male voice spoke excerpts from Pointer’s
letter.The thought that my ancestral grandfather had an exhibit in the National Park Service’s
visitor center at Great Falls was exciting, and it more strongly confirmed to me that his story
needed to be told. When Tanya and I arrived at the park and entered the center, I anxiously
looked for the exhibit. As we approached the back of the museum area, we saw a large display
with four wax figures. One was dressed as a white male surveyor, one as a white woman, and
another as a white laborer. On the far right was an African American man dressed also as a
laborer. There was no identifying signage about who these persons were. Tanya pushed the
audio button, and each figure began to tell his or her story. When we got to the African American
figure and the audio began, I was shocked at what I heard. It was the voice of a man telling about
the work he was doing, and he spoke the exact words from the letter that Pointer had written to
the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal’s board members. It was very apparent that this wax figure was
a representation of Capt. George Pointer.Upon hearing the words being spoken, I had mixed
feelings. My first feelings were of elevation and pride that he had accomplished so much and
that his accomplishments were evidence that nothing could keep him buried. My frustration
continued to build, however, because, once again, I was being presented with more questions—
my “whys” and “why nots.” Why did they have this nine-year-old exhibit with a nameless figure
even though the Park Service knew very well that the African American wax figure was a
representation of Capt. George Pointer? The evidence was in the audio it shared each time the
button next to him was pushed. I decided that I would not let this continue, and I asked the Park
Service for a meeting. When we went to meet with the rangers about the exhibit, they expressed



that they already knew about Pointer and his contributions to the construction of the locks and
other projects at the falls. When I confronted the visitor center’s management about why Pointer
remained nameless, I was met with silence.Not too long after this visit to Great Falls, another
meeting was scheduled at my request with three of the rangers, including management, to
discuss the righting of the wrong of not identifying George Pointer in their museum. Barbara and
Tanya accompanied me, and the meeting went well. The rangers agreed that some changes
needed to be made and that George Pointer should be identified. A discussion was also held
about having a plaque made to address the importance of his presence as the last
superintendent engineer overseeing all work and labor for building the locks and the Potomac
Canal. During the meeting, I also spoke about other changes that should be made, including
moving the Pointer wax figure to its own space. More meetings were held, and tasks for the
rangers were agreed on. Two of those tasks were to provide signage identifying Pointer in the
museum and to dedicate a page to the story of George Pointer and his contributions on the
National Park Service’s Great Falls website. These were our wins on the journey with the Park
Service. Signage is now in the Visitor Center’s museum space that shares information about
Pointer and a part of his letter. A page dedicated to the story of Capt. George Pointer and his life
has been added to the National Park Service’s Great Falls website, . With the information that we
provided and that they had in their archives, the rangers did a wonderful job of telling key
aspects of George Pointer’s story. I give them my greatest appreciation for their work to make
sure his story was told. I still hope that eventually George Pointer is given an exhibit space
dedicated to just him.In the spring of 2018, I revisited the Pointer cabin site after two years. I
became alarmed to discover that within that time the public had created bike paths and walking
paths through the site. I knew something would have to be done immediately if anything was to
be preserved. Dismayed over the abuse of this historic property, Barbara, Tiggy, Tim, and I
contacted the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park, which was responsible for
the Maryland side of Great Falls. We requested that the area be blocked off to prevent further
destruction of the site and asked to meet with the people who could enact change. The
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park organization arranged meetings to discuss
what to do. After the meeting dates, as well as their participants, changed numerous times, we
finally met in August 2018 at Lock House 6, which is near what we believe is the location of
Pointer’s cabin. Having requested the presence of specific members of the Chesapeake and
Ohio Canal group, we had anticipated a large group for the discussion; however, only three of
them attended. We shared the maps that Barbara and Tiggy provided from their research
showing two possible Pointer structures, one being the cabin and the other being the powder
magazine. I expressed concern for preserving and protecting their remains and the possibility of
getting funding to rebuild the cabin or a memorial for where the cabin was. I explained that the
site had been overrun by the public and that I feared nothing would be left if another two years
passed with no action.As the meeting progressed, it became apparent that the team from
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park was not there to support our efforts but to



derail them. This extremely disappointing development took us completely by surprise since we
were under the impression that they were aware of the research done to confirm this site. One of
the participants, introduced as a park archaeologist, began the meeting by sharing some
undated maps that he said were of the area in question. One map showed a large structure
labeled “US Mill.” As he spoke about the map, he said that Pointer’s cabin and the powder
magazine could not have been in the location we thought because the mill structure was there.
However, I believe his map showed a structure farther down the river and closer to Georgetown.
Our research identified the location of the cabin site to be up river, above the entrance to the
feeder canal, and across from Snake Island on the Potomac. When the archaeologist finished
insisting that his information was correct, I asked if I could have the maps since they were copies
and not originals. I wanted to use them for my further research. I was told no. As an afterthought,
I remembered reading about and seeing a map earlier of a large mill located farther down river
nearer to Georgetown. The map was probably the same one the archaeologist showed us at the
meeting.The group then left the canal house to visit the location in question. When we arrived at
the structure’s remains, I asked the archaeologist to confirm what we believed was a powder
magazine located on the site. He responded that he did not know what the structure was. Since
my original request was to protect the remaining artifacts from damage and it was still an open
question, I asked another ranger about roping off the area. She replied that roping off the area
would interfere with the public’s activities in the park. She did offer us the opportunity of being
volunteers to protect the area by showing up every so often to observe how the area in question
was used, though there was no discussion about what would happen if we reported more
damage. That the rangers did not consider the preservation of this area, which we believe is the
homestead of George Pointer, an important African American man and historic figure, as a
priority due to other ongoing projects was shocking to me. Another “why?” and “why not?” were
added to my list of questions.Meanwhile, after sharing with my larger family my discovery of
George Pointer and the Harris family’s owning a farm on the land, which is now called Lafayette
Park in Chevy Chase, my family agreed to form a committee to organize a family reunion in
honor of those ancestors. Once we arrived at a reunion date—August 15, 2015—I visited the DC
Department of Parks and Recreation to reserve the park’s space for our event. They asked a
couple of times if I was sure I wanted to have the reunion there. I was told the neighborhood was
very particular about who used the park. I asked if the Park Service was responsible for
distributing park permits, and they replied, yes. I shared that my family members were the
original owners of that property before it was taken from them by eminent domain to build a
planned park, a school, and an all-white community. Then the office was extremely helpful in
making sure the reunion was able to happen at Lafayette Park and was a memorable occasion
for everyone.At the Pointer family gathering in 2015, Benjamin Magee and Brittany Jeffries hold
the sign proclaiming the reunion. Photograph by Tanya Hardy.The day of the reunion proved to
be a perfect one at Lafayette Park, with lots of sunshine and blue sky. We set up the chairs,
tables, and grills. We posted signs and a large banner across the gazebo at the top of the hill.



The families that usually visited the park on Saturdays with their children appeared quite curious
about what we were doing. After all, this was considered a neighborhood playground and park,
and we were not members of the neighborhood. We greeted the stares with a hello or a wave;
slowly, some of the regulars asked what was going on. When they heard that this property used
to be owned by our ancestors and this was the first time that we could come together on what
used to be family land, the response was very supportive, and many congratulated us on
celebrating a 242-year legacy. Barbara and Tiggy joined us for the day, and they spoke to our
group about their research and how honored they were to be a part of this special day. Once
again pride filled me as I reflected on the fact that this was the first time we had held a family
reunion. I watched family members who had not seen each other in years arrive, give hugs,
introduce new family members, and share the excitement of being together. We talked, we ate,
we took pictures. The next day we held a family banquet to continue the celebration and to talk
about plans for our next reunion. As we said our goodbyes and family members prepared to
make their trips back home, I was pleased that the weekend was such a success. I hoped that
this gathering would be the beginning of annual reunions and give us the opportunity to rebuild
family connections that were lost after our homeplace was taken from us.Families descended
from George Pointer gathered in 2015 for a reunion at Lafayette Elementary School Park, site of
the farm of his granddaughter, Mary Ann Harris. Photograph by Tanya Hardy.Over the past five
years, I—along with the assistance of my “George Pointer team members” Tanya, Barbara,
Tiggy, and Tim—have worked tirelessly to give George Pointer the notoriety he deserves. We
have attended numerous meetings with District of Columbia councilmen and US
congresswomen, sharing information and seeking support. I gave a lecture at the African
American Civil War Museum about two of my ancestors who had enlisted and served in the US
Colored Troops during the Civil War and who were descendants of George Pointer’s. I shared my
family’s story at community meetings where we discussed changing the name of Lafayette Park
to George Pointer or Pointer-Harris Park but settled with a change to Lafayette-Pointer Park. (I
still question why the park’s name could not be fully changed. I recently learned a little about
Lafayette and his stand against slavery. He would have probably disallowed his name on a park
that had disenfranchised African American families.) I also had the pleasure of sharing my story
with elementary and high school audiences at Lafayette Elementary School and Woodrow
Wilson High School.Without Tim’s help, consistent support, and encouragement, I would have
given up. He was quick to take the lead in ensuring that I was able to speak with persons and
organizations that could support my mission to make “Capt. George Pointer” a household name.
When Barbara and Tiggy’s hard work, persistence, and determination to get this book published
was finally rewarded with a yes from Georgetown University Press, we all felt that victory was
ours. Had it not been for their placing George Pointer’s “hand” in mine, he would have still been
unknown to me. Finally, without Tanya, my lifeline crutch and tireless warrior, I would have given
up long ago. She was constantly conducting research, arranging meetings, encouraging me
when I began to lose hope, and accompanying me to meetings and events. Her constant



presence made this journey so much easier to bear.The skepticism that had been lingering
within me for so long is finally dissipating. As I think about the life of George Pointer, my only
regret is that I did not know his story when I was younger. He was someone I could have
embraced as a role model. I could have learned and applied powerful lessons from his life’s
story. The more I read and research about him, the more I realize that his is a universal story that
must be shared. He was a man who had the fear of God in him. He was humble and patient and
had a solid plan for living. George Pointer was also a family man who was confident in himself
and brilliant in his execution of his work.I still have work to do toward my mission. My next goal is
to get Capt. George Pointer’s amazing letter out of the National Archives and into the National
Museum of African American History and Culture, where all can finally learn his story. I am
confident that this too will become a reality.—James Fisher, eighth-generation descendant of
Capt. George Pointer, with Tanya Gaskins HardyForewordBetween Freedom and Equality: The
History of an African American Family in Washington, DC is a remarkable story about a
remarkable family history. It begins with an eleven-page letter written by the family patriarch,
George Pointer, when he was fifty-five years old in 1829, to the board of directors of the
Chesapeake and Ohio (C&O) Canal Company. Born in 1773 on a tobacco plantation, he was the
property of William Wallace, as were eight other Black people. The farm was nine miles north of
Georgetown and about twenty-seven miles north of George Washington’s Mount Vernon, which
was on the Virginia side of the Potomac River.It was difficult to transport tobacco to the port of
Georgetown, with its water “falls,” some with a thirty-foot drop, so human chattel and horses
were used to roll and pull barrels along land routes to the port. To solve the transport dilemma,
George Washington and others in Maryland and Virginia established the Potomac Company as
one of the first interstate commerce ventures in 1785. Its first directive was to grant slaveholders
the right to rent their slaves to dig a canal near the Little Falls along the Potomac. Wallace rented
out his thirteen-year-old slave, George, who wrote that “I at that period occupied the place where
my little humble cottage now stands being given to me by the directors and company in 1787.”
He wrote the letter in 1829 to ask the board of the C&O Canal Company to preserve his home as
it was digging the new canal near where the first dam in the Potomac had been built. His letter is
preserved in the National Archives, but no answer is recorded.When Washington was
inaugurated in 1789, he gave up his post as president of the Potomac Company’s board but kept
his Potomac stocks. He had investments to protect.Three years later, Pointer bought his freedom
from Wallace. No manumission papers exist. Not long after he married Betty Townsend, who
appears to have been a free woman, although she also had no manumission records; they had
no marriage records either. Pointer now had the freedom to sell his labor for wages and even to
own property, but lacking his “freedom papers” or “certificate of freedom,” he could have been
kidnapped back into slavery. The laws in Maryland and Virginia required freed slaves to leave
sometimes, and freed Blacks never felt fully free, as kidnapping was a constant fear. George was
listed in the 1800 census under the category “All the free Persons.” Years later, at the inaugural
ground breaking of the C&O Canal Company on July 4, 1828, Pointer was still working for



Potomac Company in charge of assembling the company’s boats.The next year, 1829, he asked
the company to “compensate . . . an aged and distressed family” and to “give me Some Little
place adjacent to the new Canal, that they may upon it support themselves for the few days that
they may have to breathe upon this earth—Which is but a few.” No records exist of his and
Betty’s deaths. They may have been victims of the 1832 cholera epidemic.The next generation
of Pointers grew up amid whites who feared slave revolts. The New England Anti-Slavery
Society (founded in Boston in 1831, the same year as Nat Turner’s rebellion in Southampton,
Virginia) proclaimed in 1834 that “the District of Columbia is a great market to which human flesh
is duly sent for sale from neighboring states, and then sold again to supply the markets of the
South.” In Congress the first group of abolitionists elected to the US House of Representatives—
Joshua Giddings of Ohio, Seth Gates of New York, William Slade of Vermont, and John Quincy
Adams of Massachusetts—submitted several hundred thousand petitions from the residents of
their states protesting slavery in the nation’s capital. Soon Congress banned all antislavery
discussion in its halls, banned abolitionist tracts from congressional mailing, and outlawed the
DC Anti-Slavery Society.The Pointers’ elder daughter, Elizabeth, was visited by the sheriff of
Montgomery County, Maryland, who was taking a census of those freed people deemed eligible
for “the Removal of Colored People” to Africa provision of the American Colonization Society.
Founded in 1816 by Robert Finley, John Randolph, Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and others who
signed the organization’s constitution in Washington, the American Colonization Society
promoted the colonization of free Blacks to Africa. Like Richard Allen and Absalom Jones, Black
abolitionists in Philadelphia who knew the society viewed free Blacks as dangerous Blacks,
Elizabeth had no interest in joining the exodus.Her brother, William, and his wife, Ann, lived for a
while in Georgetown but moved back to the family home five miles to the north. They felt safer
there. But when he tried to follow in his father’s footsteps to work at the C&O Canal Company, he
was turned down. The fear of a Nat Turner–type rebellion led the company to lean toward hiring
Irish and German workers, some of whom they imported, and Blacks suffered from the racism of
whites who were old and new to America. The 1835 Snow Riots in the city, although ignited by
white Navy Yard workers, also made it difficult for free Blacks. William was able to survive
because he inherited his father’s boat, fishing pots, and garden. By selling fresh fish and
vegetables, he would survive—that is, until the Potomac River flooded in 1843. Then he lost both
his father’s home and his fishing boat and pots. The family soon moved to Annapolis, Maryland.
Fourteen years later their son William sought a new freedom and joined the Maryland Thirtieth
Regiment of the US Colored Troops (USCT).Their niece, Mary Ann, who had been living with the
Pointers, did not join them in Annapolis. She married Thomas Harris, a free Black man. When
she was pregnant with her first child, she wanted to ensure its freedom by obtaining a certificate
of her freedom, and for this she had to have whites present who would testify to her status. Her
family settled in the far northwest side of Washington, DC, in the 1840s on two acres of land
called Dry Meadows off Broad Branch Road in the neighborhood now called Chevy Chase. They
settled there around the time of another momentous event in the city, when in 1848 abolitionists



freed seventy-seven Washington slaves and spirited them away on a boat named the Pearl, only
to be stopped and the slaves recaptured. The following year Congressman Abraham Lincoln of
Illinois offered legislation to emancipate DC’s slaves. It failed, and he left the matter alone until
he became president.The Harrises’ home off of Broad Branch Road became the center of the
extended Pointer family and for neighboring Blacks for the next three generations. They had
eight children (a daughter Mary died when she was about nine years old in 1850) who were
supported by Thomas’s work as a skilled laborer, Mary Ann’s as a seamstress, and the entire
family’s work on the family farm. When their eldest, John, set out to work, he had to obtain his
freedom papers near the time of Abraham Lincoln’s first inauguration and the exodus of Virginia
and its southern neighbors from the Union to form the Confederacy. Soon the Harris home would
be surrounded by military forts, such as Fort Stevens, Fort DeRussy, and Fort Reno, that were
connected by Military Road and were needed to protect the city.John and his younger brother
Joseph desperately wanted to join the Union Army, but racial prejudice stood in their way. As
they watched thousands of young white men pass through the city on the way south, and others
who were wounded in Southern battlefields come to the city, their yearning to serve only grew.
Even though President Lincoln had emancipated enslaved Africans in the city on April 15, 1862,
and the District failed to meet its quota of white recruits, it took Frederick Douglass to convince
Lincoln to muster “Colored Regiments.” The Harrises, it appears, had a family meeting, and soon
John and Joseph went marching on with the District of Columbia’s First Regiment USCT. Theirs
is the story of Black men fighting for the right to fight and of Black men serving with dignity and
honor. Theirs is the story of joining with other Black units to form the “African Brigade.” John was
wounded in the siege of Petersburg and left disabled, while his brother was still in the trenches
in Petersburg. At the same time, their mother, father, and siblings were forced to leave their
home in Washington as Gen. Jubal Early’s rebel soldiers descended on Tenleytown in the
northwestern part of the city. Their cousin William Pointer had joined the Maryland Thirtieth
Regiment USCT and was fighting near Richmond, where the Union Army lost four thousand men
in one day in what Ulysses S. Grant called one of the saddest days of the war. John, Joseph,
and William returned home alive.After the war, most of the Harris children had left the two-acre
farm to raise their own families. Joseph, who was five years younger than John, single, and
literate, moved to New York City, where he remained for two decades. John moved back to
Georgetown and settled in the Black neighborhood called Herring Hill. Two decades later, his
son, Louis, married Mary Estella and took the civil service exam, becoming only one of seventy
Blacks working at the US Postal Service in 1893. Mary began work at the US Treasury
Department. Both served in a segregated workforce, separated by screens and forced to use
separate bathrooms and to sit in the rear of the cafeteria. They bought a house in Georgetown.
Some years later after the death of Louis’s father, Louis’s mother moved in with them.The family
homesteads in Tenleytown, Reno, Georgetown, and Dry Meadows no longer exist. Black
families and churches have moved, many due to some form of gentrification, and Black
cemeteries have been relocated. But succeeding generations of the family still live in the



area.That is why this story is so important and so remarkable. It tells the story of the Black
struggle for freedom and equality, using hard work as the measure of a person. Here also is the
story of African Americans’ service to the nation. Sons and grandsons went off to war, but while
white union soldiers went to preserve their union and their own rights, the descendants of
George Pointer went to attain and secure theirs. Like so many African Americans in Washington,
succeeding generations of Pointers became public servants and worked for the federal
government but still were denied equal rights. Thus, it is also the story of how hard work and
patriotism were still not enough. Yet the family endured and maintained their dignity.Barbara
Boyle Torrey and Clara Myrick Green have thoroughly researched generations of Pointers and,
by doing so, have documented the history of Black life in Washington over two centuries. This is
a history of time at a particular time, of place at a particular place, of family through a particular
family. It is the history of the arduous journey from slavery to freedom and the struggle to achieve
equality. Torrey and Green provide us with a macro history of Washington through the micro
history of generations of descendants of George Pointer. And by doing so, they give us the
history of a people, the African American people in Washington, DC. Nothing could be finer.—
Maurice JacksonAcknowledgmentsOur thanks go to Hope LeGro, our editor, who worked
relentlessly on our manuscript; Elizabeth Crowley Webber of Georgetown University Press and
Vicki Chamlee for shaping our manuscript; Caroline Green for reformatting the manuscript; Jane
Levey, the managing editor of the Washington History Journal, who published our second article
on George Pointer and recommended that we go to Georgetown University Press; James Fisher
who is George Pointer’s descendant; Tanya Hardy, who helped us make the connection between
the eighteenth century and the twenty-first; and Tim Hannapel, whose enthusiasm kept
everyone going.We are indebted to two archivists, Al Laporta of St. John’s Episcopal Church,
Georgetown, DC, and Wayne Mori of St. Paul’s Episcopal Cathedral, Buffalo, New York. Both
were generous in supplying important material relating to George Pointer’s great-grandson’s
work at their respective churches.Many people helped us in supplying illustrations and in
research libraries across the country: Patricia Abelard Anderson, Mike Copperthite, Rev. Sarah
Duggin, Carlton Fletcher, C. R. Gibbs, Linda Gross, Laura Brower Hagood, Anne McDonough,
JoEllen McKillop Dickie, Chelsea Morris, Kay Peterson, John Rutter, and many others.For those
who gave advice, comments, or forbearance: Carol Beehler, Greg Duncan, D. J. Jaffe, Faith
Mitchell, Tim Smeeding, and Kay Toll.Most important are our husbands, E. Fuller Torrey and
Richard C. Green, who read multiple versions of this book, who climbed over rocks and ruins
looking for George Pointer, and who encouraged us for years as we slowly pieced his story
together.BETWEEN FREEDOM AND EQUALITYIntroductionI was born in the year A.D. 1773.
11th of October in Frederick County Maryland.I was born a slave and continued one for 19 years.
—CAPT. GEORGE POINTERThus begins a remarkable eleven-page letter of a man who spent
his life working for George Washington’s Potomac Company.1 The company undertook one of
the most ambitious river navigation projects in young America and was eventually bought by the
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company. In 1829 when George Pointer was fifty-five years old, he



wrote a letter to the company’s board of directors asking the members to preserve his home
during the construction of their new canal. To strengthen his petition, he recounted how he had
risen from being an enslaved laborer to becoming a supervisory engineer in his nearly forty-year
career with the Potomac Company.Pointer lived on the banks of the Potomac River five miles
north of Georgetown. We first learned about him while writing a local history, and after
discovering his letter in the National Archives, we became intrigued about what happened to
him. The Potomac Company’s own records confirm almost every detail of his long letter, making
George Pointer a unique narrator, not only of his own life but also of a compelling period in the
history of the new republic.Pointer’s letter begins the story of six generations of his family,
spanning almost two hundred years. This story was originally constructed on the scaffolding of
the decennial censuses, but we slowly found much more data, including legal documents,
newspaper articles, military records, and personal recollections. As we learned more about each
generation, we began to recognize several themes that had not been visible at the beginning of
the story. These themes have all been well described by researchers on African American
history, but we had the advantage of observing them evolve over many generations of a single
family.The Strength of Families and the Fragility of Their FreedomAn important theme
throughout this story was the resilience of the Pointer families in every generation despite
racism, wars, deadly epidemics, and economic collapses. The Pointer generations all lived in the
shadows of American history, with racism casting the biggest shadow. It made George Pointer’s
freedom and that of his immediate descendants always fragile because they had no documents
to certify their independence. As a result, they faced the dangers of being sold back into slavery
at any time or being incarcerated for trivial reasons. The strength and stability of the family was
the most important bulwark that all freed people had against natural threats and man-made
disasters.The stability of the Pointer families came in part from living in the same rural
neighborhoods for generations. George Pointer’s family and then his son’s family lived in the
same cottage for over fifty-six years and shared many of the same neighbors in an integrated
area. After race riots in downtown Washington in 1835, Pointer’s granddaughter, Mary Ann, and
her husband settled in a rural area of the District as far away as they could get from the slave
markets downtown without moving into the slave state of Maryland.Eventually, the couple
bought two acres of farmland in what is now Chevy Chase. Owning property meant that they and
their descendants never had to move, and their farm became the center of the family for over
eighty years. They were unusual because they bought their land at a time when only 9 percent of
Black residents of the District owned property.The Pointer descendants often had the same
Black and white neighbors for many decades, and the stability of their integrated neighborhoods
gave them some protection against the random racism of strangers. Their white neighbors were
particularly important because many legal documents required white witnesses, so these
neighbors guaranteed access to legal protection for the Pointer generations in the courts. In one
case, years after George Pointer had died, his granddaughter needed a white witness to verify
that she had been born free. Her witness was the son of Pointer’s original slave owner who had



been born the same year as Pointer, and the two boys had grown up together. Later as adults
they had lived within two miles of each other and clearly had remained friends throughout their
lives.Long Lives and Stable MarriagesThe strength of the Pointer families was reinforced by their
long lives. Because the rural areas where the Pointer generations lived were sparsely populated,
they were less affected by infectious diseases that periodically ravaged the towns. Most of the
Pointers in each generation who survived childhood illnesses lived much longer than was
expected in the nineteenth century. They also had long and stable marriages: George Pointer
was married for almost forty years, and his granddaughter was married for over fifty. Long lives
and marriages continued into the later generations, building on their ancestors’ strong
foundations.Long lives also mean that grandchildren would know their grandparents and that the
lessons of their lives would accumulate over time. Living grandparents are an important source
of physical and financial support for their families also. George Pointer raised his granddaughter,
and when she became the matriarch of the family, she too helped raise several of her
grandchildren. Long life does not guarantee stability and security in families, but longevity makes
it more likely than when grandparents are unknown and when young parents die
prematurely.Education, Work, and MigrationAnother major theme of the story of the Pointer
generations is the importance of education in their lives and how it affected their options for
work. George Pointer’s letter proves his literacy, and he had a reputation for being more literate
than his supervisor. However, the lack of any schooling for Black children in rural areas before
the Civil War meant that the next two Pointer generations could not read and write enough to
describe themselves as literate in the censuses.Following the Civil War, one of Reconstruction’s
greatest successes was the building of over four thousand schools for Black children in the
South, including one near the Pointers’ descendants in Chevy Chase. It brought about dramatic
improvements in the lives of the fourth and fifth generations of the Pointers. Even though most of
the Black schools were flimsy and overcrowded, a few years of schooling made important
differences in the children’s future.In the fourth generation, the two unschooled brothers who
lived in Georgetown spent their lives as a laborer and a driver, respectively, but the lives of their
two literate brothers were transformed. Joseph Harris, who learned to read in the military, moved
to New York City and became a Pullman Palace Car Company porter. Lorenzo Harris, who
attended the little Reconstruction school near his family’s farm, moved to Buffalo, where he was
an Episcopal sexton in a major cathedral in western New York State. Not everyone who was
literate migrated for better work, but those who did migrate were more likely to be literate.2In the
fifth generation of the family, every child was literate. Louis Harris, who grew up in Georgetown,
became the first federal civil servant in his extended family, and his cousin William Moten
became a prominent funeral director in Washington. William’s brother, John A. Moten, was
employed by the US National Park Service at Fort Reno Park.In every generation, however,
literacy had more influence on the working lives of the men than on their sisters. The girls had
also attended the nearby schools, but with their more limited options, they never moved far away.
Like their mothers and most Black women, they worked all their lives as housekeepers, cooks,



or laundresses in their neighborhoods.The Displacement of Residents and the Segregation of
NeighborhoodsAnother theme that emerged from the story of the Pointer family is the gradual
segregation in the twentieth century of what had been integrated neighborhoods in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Integrated neighborhoods did not mean an absence of
racism, of course, but they facilitated more interaction between Black and white families and
their children. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, white urban dwellers looked for
new housing in less crowded neighborhoods. They took the new streetcar lines out to the rural
areas of the District, and the real estate barons of the Gilded Age soon followed them.The
developing neighborhood associations wanted more white schools to attract affluent home
buyers and realized that they could solve two problems at once. They could use eminent
domain, an English legal principle enshrined in the Constitution, to require families to sell their
homes so that new schools could be built on their property. Subsequently, restricted covenants
could be put into new housing contracts so that Black families could not buy new homes in their
old neighborhood. This process occurred in major cities across the United States.In Washington
the deliberate segregation of neighborhoods affected the fourth, fifth, and sixth Pointer
generations. Lafayette Elementary School was built on the ground that George Pointer’s
descendants had owned for over eighty years. Western High School (now Duke Ellington High
School) in Georgetown was built on land where Lewis Harris in the fourth generation had rented.
Alice Deal Middle School and Woodrow Wilson High School were built on the land that had
belonged to fifth-generation William Moten and where his sister’s family had rented a home. This
strategy succeeded in replacing Black homes with white schools and gave the District its
segregated neighborhoods.The story of the Pointer generations is not typical of many African
American families that had lived through the same tumultuous times of American history. George
Pointer and his descendants were free much earlier than most African Americans. When Pointer
bought his freedom in Montgomery County, Maryland, less than 2 percent of African Americans
were freed, so he and his descendants had more than seventy years to learn the habits of
freedom before most Black people were emancipated in 1863. Research suggests that it took
two generations for Black Civil War veterans who were born enslaved to gain the same
advantages in literacy, jobs, and education as those Black veterans who had been born
free.3The Pointer story is also not typical because some of Pointer’s descendants had the
security of owning their own property when so few Black families living in the District owned their
homes. Furthermore, Pointer’s descendants lived in Washington, DC, a unique town where
racism was tempered by the many residents who came from northern and western states.
Although there were lynchings in the surrounding counties, no known lynchings occurred in the
District. The advantages of the Pointer generations, however, did not protect them from the
relentless residential segregation of the early twentieth century. In that way the lives of later
generations were similar to those of most other African Americans in the country.Fortunately,
helped us make the final leap from the sixth generation to the present. James Fisher, an eighth-
generation descendant of George Pointer’s, and his partner Tanya Hardy were reaching back in



history as we were reaching forward. They were as surprised to find us as we were to meet them.
In August 2015, they organized the first reunion of George and Elizabeth Pointer’s descendants
on the grounds of Lafayette Elementary School in Chevy Chase, land that had once belonged to
their ancestors. The following year James, Tanya, and other family members were recognized at
a Historical Society of Washington, DC, reception.This story owes James and Tanya a great
deal. They lobbied the National Park Service to recognize George Pointer’s role in the building of
the Potomac Company’s Canal, and they have lobbied to rename the Lafayette School Park after
their accomplished ancestor. Most important, they have worked hard to link the present history
of the current Pointer descendants to their past, and they are preserving both for the
future.Detail from a map of the Territory of Columbia, 1794. The Potomac Canal around Little
Falls is marked “canal” just northwest of Georgetown (“George T” on the map). George Pointer
was born near the Presbyterian Meeting House, marked “PM House” on the upper left corner of
the map. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.1From Slavery to
FreedomThree years before the Declaration of Independence, George Pointer was born
enslaved on a tobacco plantation owned by William Wallace. The Wallace farm was near the
banks of the Potomac River in a rural area that the British called the Lower Potomac Hundred.
Only two hundred and twenty families lived in the entire area, which stretched from the little port
of Georgetown to a crossroads named Rockville, eighteen miles to the north. William Wallace
was typical of prosperous white farmers at the time: he owned nine slaves and had six sons and
two daughters of his own. One of his sons was born the same year as Pointer, and the two boys
would remain friends for the rest of their lives.1No records of George Pointer’s parents or of his
early childhood exist. Censuses and tax records asked only how many enslaved people were in
a household. Moreover, when slaves were mentioned in family records, usually only a first name
was used. Two sources of circumstantial evidence, which are discussed later, tie William
Wallace to George Pointer. Since the Wallaces were a prominent family in colonial Maryland’s
Frederick County, the conditions of Pointer’s early childhood can be inferred from what is known
about his place of birth.Before the Revolutionary War, homes of tobacco farmers in this rural
area of Maryland were usually not much more than two rooms with a sloped-roof front porch and
a sleeping loft where often their white children and the slaves would sleep. The homes were
made of logs and had a large stone fireplace at one end that was used for both warmth and
cooking. The Wallace land grant was called Brothers’ Industry, and its boundaries were between
the Potomac River and a dirt road, later called River Road, that ran south to the port of
Georgetown.2In the eighteenth century, no formal schools existed in rural Maryland, but families
would sometimes hire private tutors for their children. The Wallace family must have arranged for
their children’s education because they were literate as adults. Pointer also learned to read and
write since he was later described as being more literate than his British employer, and the long
letter he wrote late in life verified it.3 He may have learned to read as another Maryland slave
did: Frederick Douglass made “friends of all the little white boys” and wrote, “As many of these
as I could, I converted into teachers.”4On Sundays, enslaved people such as George Pointer



often accompanied their owners to church but sat in a segregated gallery. In 1746 the Wallace
family had donated the northeast corner of their land to a Presbyterian meetinghouse, which
was located at the crossroads now called Potomac. Itinerant ministers preached universal
freedom and the abolition of slavery, but they also warned that the process should be slow.
Slaves needed to have their souls saved first, and then they needed to learn a trade, both of
which could take a lifetime.5When Pointer was born, tobacco was Maryland’s major cash crop
and most important export; it was even a common currency that could be used to barter or pay
debts and taxes. It was a labor-intensive crop, and although Maryland had an abundance of
fertile land, it had a shortage of cheap labor. Tobacco growers such as the Wallace family
needed all of their slaves to work, both the adults and the children.6As a child George Pointer
presumably worked in the tobacco fields. Josiah Henson, an enslaved man who grew up on a
Maryland farm about four miles northeast of the Wallace home, described that work: “My earliest
employments were, to carry buckets of water to the men at work, to hold a horse-plough, used
for weeding, . . . and as I grew older and taller, to take care of master’s saddle-horse. . . . In
ordinary times we had two regular meals in a day; . . . In harvest season we had three. . . . Our
dress for the children, nothing but a shirt . . . and a pair of coarse shoes once a year.”7Tobacco
dominated the lives of rural farmers and their slaves before the American Revolution. They had
to clear patches of land from the dense vegetation and then plant tobacco, weed the fields,
harvest the crop, and dry the leaves in the barns. They also had to fell trees to build the barrels
that held up to a thousand pounds of tobacco and then transport them to the closest port to be
shipped to the nicotine-addicted Europeans.8View of the port of Georgetown, circa 1795,
looking up the Potomac River. Drawing by George Isham Parkyns (1750–1820). Courtesy of
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.The closest port to the Wallace farm was
Georgetown, which was nine miles down the Potomac River. George Washington once called
Georgetown “the greatest tobacco market in Maryland if not the Union.”9 Although the Wallaces
lived near the Potomac River, they could not use it to transport the harvest to market because
the Little Falls of the Potomac area was located between their farm and the port. They were the
last falls on the river as it descends to the Chesapeake Bay, and they were a drop of thirty-two
feet through a narrow gorge filled with boulders. A year’s tobacco harvest could be lost in
minutes going through the falls, so tobacco was usually transported overland. Enslaved people
and horses would roll the large barrels of dried tobacco on the rutted and dusty “rolling roads” to
the port of Georgetown, where they were loaded on oceangoing vessels.10The many falls on
the Potomac River frustrated more than just the Wallace family and their farming neighbors.
Georgetown merchants considered the falls the major obstacles to expanding trade with the
western frontier. Georgetown was the farthest inland seaport in the mid-Atlantic colonies, and if
navigation around the falls could be improved, the town’s commercial influence would be
extended hundreds of miles inland. In the eighteenth century, the thriving port was in competition
with Baltimore for the frontier trade, and to compete with Baltimore, which had better roads, the
Georgetown merchants needed a more navigable river.11The Formation of the Potomac



CompanyThe falls on the Potomac also posed a practical challenge to property owners such as
George Washington. Although he lived at Mount Vernon, eighteen miles downriver from
Georgetown, he also owned property above the falls on the river. In the 1750s, during the French
and Indian War, he had acquired land near the headwaters of the Potomac River in what is now
West Virginia and Pennsylvania. It was good land for farming but too remote from markets to be
profitable unless the river could be improved. In 1770 Washington visited his frontier property,
and when he returned to Mount Vernon, he wrote his good friend Thomas Johnson about
forming a company to open “the inland navigation of the Potowmack. . . . That no person
concerned in this event wishes to see an undertaking of the sort go forward with more sincerity
and ardor than I do, I can truly assure you.”12Improving the navigation of the Potomac River
would be a passion of Washington’s for the rest of his life, and solving the problem would
dominate the rest of George Pointer’s life. In 1772 Washington persuaded the Virginia House of
Burgesses to publicly support improvements to the Potomac River’s navigation. However, the
Maryland legislature had jurisdiction over the river, and their delegates were preoccupied by the
storms of revolution. Washington eventually abandoned the idea of obtaining public support for
improving the Potomac and instead invested some of his own money along with that of other
private entrepreneurs to build a canal around the Little Falls. Soon afterward, however, he
assumed command of the Continental Army, and the American Revolution eclipsed his interest
in the Potomac River for the next seven years.13In 1783 after the war ended, Washington
returned to his neglected plantation at Mount Vernon, and within months he was again thinking
about his frontier property and the challenges of navigation on the Potomac. He took another trip
to his property at its headwaters, and when he returned, he wrote a letter to the governor of
Virginia, again extolling the advantages of improving the navigation of the Potomac. With the
finesse of an experienced lobbyist, he also included a bill he had drafted for the governor’s
consideration.14The historian Joel Achenbach notes that “Washington’s idea about the natural
superiority of the Potomac as a highway to the frontier had grown into something like a faith. He
was prepared to gamble a great deal on this river— his time, his money, his reputation.”15
Washington also knew that without improving the rivers on the East Coast, eastern merchants
would forfeit the frontier trade.In 1785 Washington invited Virginia and Maryland state delegates
to Mount Vernon to discuss improving the navigation of the Potomac River. The resulting Mount
Vernon Compact established the Potomac Company, funded by Maryland and Virginia and by
private shareholders. It was the first interstate commerce agreement in the new United States
and was signed before the new country’s Constitution was written. In May 1785, George
Washington joined fifty-six shareholders at the company’s first meeting, where he was elected
president of the five-person board. The other board members were all his good friends, including
Thomas Johnson and Thomas Sim Lee (Maryland’s first and second governors); and George
Gilpin, a well-known surveyor in Virginia. The fifth board member was Col. John Fitzgerald,
Washington’s aide de camp during the Revolutionary War.16One of the first actions the Potomac
Company’s board of directors took in October 1785 was to authorize the renting of enslaved



people from local slaveholders to begin digging a canal around the Little Falls on the river. Per
the recorded notes of a board meeting, “It was ordered that one hundred good and ableworking
Negroes should be hired for the use of the Company for each of whom there should be an
Allowance of twenty Pounds; Virg[ini]a Currency, also cloath them and pay their Levies and
furnish them with Rations . . . and a sufficiency of Bread each Day and also a reasonable
quantity of Spirits when Necessary.”17The Potomac Company’s recruitment of slaveholders
willing to rent out their slaves went too slowly that first year. Therefore, at the end of the harvest
in October the following year, the board of directors again placed an advertisement for the rental
of enslaved laborers at an increased “rent.” They offered the slave owners $5.32 a month for an
enslaved man without skills and 25 percent more for “experienced” workers. Today, these wages
would be worth approximately $100 to $125.18 George Pointer was thirteen years old when he
became one of the first to be rented to the Potomac Company.19There is no record of what
Pointer looked like, but historical data provides some clues. At the beginning of the nineteenth
century, young male slaves who were born in Maryland were about five feet tall at age thirteen.
Those born enslaved in rural areas were a little taller than those born in urban areas because
they had more access to food and less exposure to disease. By the time enslaved males were
twenty-one years old, they were about five foot seven, within an inch of the height of white men
the same age born in rural areas.20 That is simply an average, however; some people, such as
the six-foot-four George Washington, were much taller. Whatever his height, Pointer must have
been unusually strong based on his later descriptions of years of cutting and hauling heavy
rocks for the Potomac Company.Maryland’s rural economy, which had been primarily based on
tobacco before the American Revolution, expanded rapidly after the war into food crops, which
were less demanding. As a result, the demand for farm labor became more seasonal, and the
rental of slaves once the harvest was completed became more common.21 Meanwhile, the
Maryland government suspected that renting out enslaved people would ultimately undermine
the institution of slavery, and in 1787 legislators enacted a new law to curb it. The new law,
however, was too weak and unenforceable to make a difference to slave owners such as William
Wallace, and many simply ignored it.22The Potomac Company gave thirteen-year-old George
Pointer a place to live, which Pointer mentioned in his letter many years later: “I at that period
occupied the place where my Little humble cottage now stands it Being given to me by the
Directors and Company in 1787.”23 Later company reports refer to his cottage and describe its
approximate location. An 1820 report to the Potomac Company mentions “clearing out a
considerable portion of the Canal—rebuilding from the foundation the tumbling dam by Poynters
house.”24 The tumbling dam, also called the rubble dam, was the first dam on the Potomac,
funneling river water into the mouth of the Little Falls canal. It still exists today near Lock 6 of the
Chesapeake & Ohio Canal, whose company succeeded the Potomac Company.The stone
structure in the foreground is what remains of the eighteenth-century US powder magazine,
which overlooks the rubble dam that extends into the Potomac River. It is located just north of
the lockhouse at Lock 6 of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. Photo by Clara Myrick Green.Map



of the Washington aqueduct in 1864, showing the US powder magazine, which is marked on the
on the upper left corner of the map. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Geography and Map
Division.An 1843 flood report by the C&O Canal Company also referred to large breaches near
the powder magazine and the dam “near Pointer’s.”25 The magazine was a stone structure
where the canal company stored gunpowder, which is both dangerous and was then very
expensive. On July 3, 1787, a formal report was made that some of it had been stolen; thus, the
“humble cottage” that the Potomac Company gave Pointer that same year likely then also served
as a guard post for the gunpowder at night.26 The powder magazine is shown on early
nineteenth-century maps overlooking the dam and still exists today.The building of a canal
around the Little Falls was a much bigger challenge than either George Washington or the other
board members of the Potomac Company had initially realized. Three canal locks had to be built
so that boats could both descend and ascend the thirty-two-foot drop in the river and do so
smoothly without losing their cargo. The problem was that no canal locks had been built in North
America. Diagrams of locks drawn by European engineers in England and France had already
circulated in America, and on paper they looked straightforward. Perhaps after winning the
Revolutionary War against the most powerful nation in the world, everything looked possible to
the newly independent Americans.27Postcard of a painting of George Washington at Great Falls
titled Diorama of George Washington Inspecting Construction of the Potomac River Canal
(published circa 1958). Reprinted with permission of Hagley Museum and Library in
Delaware.The Potomac Company’s board of directors met regularly in the spring, summer, and
fall, and members used the meetings to inspect the progress being made on the construction of
the canal.28 George Pointer described the visits in his letter written over thirty years later: “Yearly
in the month of October General Washington would come to view the progress of the work, and
well I recollect that at every squad of workmen he passed he would give a dollar to.”29In 1787
George Washington went to Philadelphia to attend a convention that was drafting a constitution
for the new country. Initially, his election as the president of the convention did not interfere with
his presiding at the regular board meetings of the Potomac Company, but his subsequent
election as the first president of the United States changed everything. After his inauguration in
1789 in New York City, he stepped down as president of the board, but he kept his Potomac
Company stock. His retention of the stock presented a potential financial conflict of interest in
his role as president of the United States, but in 1789 the new government had bigger things to
worry about.30Survey of the Upper Potomac RiverWashington left the Potomac Company’s
board in the hands of his friends. In July 1789, Colonel Gilpin, the Virginian surveyor and board
member, led the first complete survey of the upper Potomac River. The 218-mile trip on the
under-charted river would include many rapids and falls. Gilpin was joined by the company’s new
Scottish chief engineer, and because it was going to be a difficult trip, the engineer presumably
ordered those who were his most reliable employees to join them.31 And that is how sixteen-
year-old George Pointer took the longest trip of his young life. “The chief engineer as well as I
can recollect was Mr. John Smith from Scotland,” Pointer wrote, “whom General Washington as I



learnt employed to explore the route of the Potomack Canal, it fell to my Lot to be his servant
during the period of the Exploration, as well as I can recollect Col. Gilpen of Alexandria was one
of the directors.”32The survey began at the headwaters of the Savage River, located in what is
now West Virginia. A hundred years earlier, Algonquian people had been living on the shores of
the upper river, but by the time the survey team passed, their villages were deserted. Their
presence still lingered, however, in the name they had given the river. Roughly translated, the
Algonquian word “Potomac” means “trading place” and was spelled as many different ways as
there are letters in the name.33The survey team covered about four miles a day, measuring
precisely both the distance and the 1,160-foot drop in the river before it reached the tidewater at
Georgetown. The team’s survey notes recorded the few farms along the banks of the river and
the occasional small settlements, such as Fort Cumberland, Maryland. Between the river’s
headwaters and the Great Falls, the team had carefully written thirty-five entries in the survey
notes.34
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M W, “Excellent. Very well researched. Remarkable and fascinating local history with broad
historical context.”

Harry Needleman, “Very Good Local History. This is a very nice read, but mostly be of readers
located in NW Washington DC whose history this is about. The book covers how NE Dc
developed from it earliest years as farmland into the 1930s. It traces family members who
migrated to New York City and Buffalo, NY. It is a good history documenting jobs available to
family members, and how one family held together. Unfortunately, as DC expanded the family
lost the farm with minimal undervalued compensation. Lafayette Elementary which resides
where the farm once was May revise the school name after George Pointer or hyphenate
Lafayette-Pointer.”

John Haaga, “Very readable, but makes you think!. The authors are telling a good story about
200 years of history of an admirable family, ordinary folks facing extraordinary challenges. They
were ingenious in finding and using some unusual sources, like the records of a casket-maker in
Georgetown. They discuss the wider context of America and race relations, but they don't
editorialize. Still, reading this book has made me think harder about the whole issue of
reparations...it's not just about ancient history and large historical abstractions, but real-life,
costly, deliberate injustices inflicted on people who had played by the rules, worked hard, fought
for their country....and then had valuable property taken away by eminent domain as part of an
effort to keep the races separate. We should all read this book, then come up with our positions
on reparations....and many other pressing topics.”

The book by John Robinson has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 9 people have provided feedback.
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