
National History Day (NHD) 2016-2017  
Baltimore City Archives Topic #1 
                                                                  
 

 1 

Taking A Stand:  The Struggle Over Segregated Recreation 
Swimming at Baltimore's at Fort Smallwood Park 

 

 
 

 
In the struggle against segregated recreation in America there existed two main courses of action. One 
was grassroots protest, coming in the form of sit-ins, boycotts, and demonstrations; the other used the 
courts to challenge the legality of segregated facilities. The fight to desegregate Baltimore's public parks 
and their facilities, in particular swimming pools and beaches, used both methods. The desegregation of 
the  Fort Smallwood Park swimming facility is one example and an effective one of recourse to the courts 
for decisive action in these matters. The NAACP took up the challenge, bundling three similar local cases 
(Fort Smallwood and two others), for full and equal access  not only to the Fort Smallwood beach which 
had been denied to the African-American plaintiffs in the case, but all other beaches, bathhouses, pools 
and recreational facilities in Maryland. And the NAACP prevailed. The cases had made their way through 
the courts (separately and then as a group) until the U.S. Supreme Court  in the wake of and almost 
concurrent with the Court's 1954 decision in Brown v. Board of Education to eliminate segregation in the 
public schools, declined to overturn the decision of the lower federal court in favor of the plaintiffs in Fort 
Smallwood. The decision in this case and its affirmation by the U.S. Supreme Court  set a new precedent 
for the NAACP to wield in the battle against segregated recreation in America. 
 
The 1946-1964 Meeting Minutes of the Board of Park Commissioners provide a first hand account of the 
pervasiveness of racial segregation in Baltimore. Contextual material in the form of  a brief history of Fort 
Smallwood  and the issues surrounding the court cases is contained in the Maryland Historical Trust piece 
(see below under Additional Sources Primary Internet). Other material documenting the history of the 
park, its peak and declining years may be found in relevant accounts in local newspapers, particularly the 
Afro American. Fort Smallwood photographs from the Afro's collection will be selected for student 
researchers.  
 
The City of Baltimore grappled with issues of closure, private development and alternate uses of the park 
facilities in the 1970s. The content of some of the material in the Fort Smallwood Park folders in the 
Department of Recreation and Parks series documents the issues.  
 
. 
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 Research Resources 
 
Baltimore City Archives 
Collection Number and Title:  BTR38 Department of Recreation and Parks, Series 1, Capital 
Improvement Plans, Fort Smallwood files (4), 1970s-1980s 
 
Internet  
BRG 51-5 series 6 through 8: Meeting Minutes Board of Park Commissioners 
Date Range:  1946-1964 
Status:  Digitized (with subject index) 
             BRG 51-5-6  1946-1951 
             BRG 51-5-7  1951- 1956 
             BRG 51-5-8  1956-1964 
 
Additional Sources 
1. Primary - Internet: 

• Court Cases 123 Fed. Supp. 193 (1954) Dawson et al; Maxwell et al; Lonesome et al v. Mayor & 
City Council of Baltimore et al. Isaacs et al v. Mayor & City Council of Baltimore et al 

               http:law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp/123/193/1509420/ 
• Maryland Historical Trust Determination of Eligibility Form  (Fort Smallwood Park) Feb. 4, 2013  

               http://msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/stagsere/se1/se5/002000/002000/002045/pdf/msa_se5_2045.pdf 
 
Newspapers - Internet 

• Afro American, Baltimore Sun, Other contemporary newspapers 
             Local and national newspapers for the period are available to library card holders  through the  
             Enoch Pratt Free Library System: online at home, as well as in the central library and branches of 
             the system.  There is similar availability throughout the public library system in Maryland. 
 
2. Secondary: 

• Wolcott, Victoria W. "Southern Exposure," Chapter 2,  Race, Riots, and Roller Coasters:  The 
Struggle over Segregated Recreation  in America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2012), pp.116-117.  One circulating copy in the Enoch Pratt Free Library system.   
The Walcott book is a valuable resource for contextual research. The author traces the issue as 
it evolves in Baltimore and nationwide and asserts that the  closing of some of the recreational 
facilities post integration and the decline in the condition of others is an indication of the 
backlash both direct and more subtle from the white community in Baltimore and across the 
country. 

• Internet - Wikipedia:  Fort Smallwood Park (as of September 2015) 
 
Accessibility in the Baltimore City Archives: 

Available documents:  The Meeting Minutes of the Board of Park Commissioners and Fort 
Smallwood folders are available for research. Items of special interest to the researcher may be 
duplicated. Key documents are pre-selected and in a binder, and may be duplicated, as well.  

. 
Recommended level for student competitors: 

• Senior High School 


