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Communities
What is a community?
Communities are many things and involve many people.
Sometimes they are places, sometimes they are clubs of people
interested in the same thing – like hiking clubs or Scout troops.
They can be groups of people who worship in the same church, or
go to the same school. A community is a group that shares
something…and that can be a place, a hobby, religious beliefs or
even an apartment building!
Read the story below about the Belair/Bowie Community, and then
define the italicized words below that are included in it.
Bowie has always been a community. In the very beginning,
in early colonial times, it was a plantation community in the
middle of Prince Georges County. When Belair Plantation
was begun, most of Prince George’s County was rural, and
was used for agriculture. Many plantation owners grew
tobacco as their main crop.
In the early 1800’s, Prince George’s County, and Belair, got
a new neighbor, Washington, DC. As Washington, DC
began to grow, many towns sprung up around its boundaries.
Washington became a very busy urban area in its center,
with a pleasant residential area just inside its city boundaries.
Outside of Washington, suburbs began to grow as people got
jobs in Washington, and went into town every day to work.
In the 1870’s something exciting happened in Bowie. The
railroad came to town! A small village called Huntington
sprung up around the railroad tracks. Before long,
Huntington had lovely houses, stores, churches and schools.
People rode the train to Washington and Baltimore to work
and shop.

Then, in the 1960’s Bowie changed again when William
Levitt bought the Belair Farm and built another community –
Belair at Bowie. A new community was born – a suburban
community with nice houses, tree lined streets, parks and
schools. Today, Bowie is still a community – it just looks a
little different from its earliest days!

Thinking About Building a Community
1.

Do you live in a community?

2.

Do you know how it got started?

3.

If you were building a community, how would you decide
where roads need to go?

4.

Where would you put a firehouse and a police station. Where
would you put the town dump?

5.

How about shopping centers? Would you put them next to
houses?

6.

How many schools will you need? Where should they be?

7.

What do you think might make the people in your new
community get to know each other and be neighbors?

8.

How will your town make laws?

9.

Who will be in charge?

10.

Where will the money to run your community come from?

11.

And, here’s the fun question: What will you name your new
community?

A Plantation Community
Belair Mansion (built ca. 1747)
Belair was built in 1745 for Governor Samuel Ogle, and his
wife, Anne.
In the 18th century (colonial times), plantation communities
were really small villages unto themselves, with all necessary
“life needs” (i.e., food, dairy, clothing needs could be met
within the plantation’s immediate community. The main
building on the plantation was the Mansion. Other small
buildings – slave houses, barns, dairies, smokehouses, laundry
houses, and many others. Goods were purchased for use –
many times from England - but every day needs could be met
right on the plantation. Plantations were agricultural (farming)
communities where things were grown for both food and for
sale. Most plantations in this part of Maryland grew tobacco,
which was shipped across the ocean to sell in England,
Scotland and Holland.
Belair Plantation was also famous for fast racehorses.
Horseracing was an important part of the BOWIE community
until the 1980’s!
The Chesapeake Bay and its many rivers and creeks provided
the first real “roads” and were used more frequently that
rocky, dirty, dusty roads between very few towns.
Belair continued as a plantation until the 1860s, when slaves
were freed and our country – and our community - was
divided by the Civil War.

Belair Mansion in the 1760’s

Belair Mansion Today

Governor Samuel Ogle and his wife, Anne Ogle, had the
middle part of Belair Mansion built for them. Their
descendants stayed here until 1871, and then the Mansion and
the plantation were sold.
In the early 20th Century, Belair’s owner William Woodward
added two wings on either side of the building. Notice that the
bricks on the sides are a slightly different color!

Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, Belair was
famous as a horse farm. Sheep, cattle and crops were raised
here as well. It was an agricultural community then, too.

Huntington City – A Railroad Community
In the 1870’s a man named Ben Plumb heard about plans to
bring the new railroad into this area. He bought land where
the train station was planned. He laid out lots for houses, sold
them at a very good price, and called the Town “Huntington
City.” By 1880, 60 families lived in this railroad community.
The Railroad employed people and ther were hotels,
shoemakers, butchers, schools, a clockmaker and other stores
as well. A trip from Bowie to Southern Maryland on the train
cost 95 cents.
If you look at the map, you will see that the Railroad Station
was situated right in the middle of town.
In 1880, the people of the Huntington City community decided
to change the name of the town “Bowie,” to honor Governor
Oden Bowie, who was responsible for bringing the railroad to
this area.

A Map of Huntington City

Bowie Station
The first Bowie Station was built in the 1870’s. It was named
in honor of Governor Oden Bowie, who lived nearby.
Governor Bowie was responsible for getting the train to stop
here. It was the heart of the town!
Stores, shops and hotels were all close to the train station.
Many people
used the trains, which were part of the Pennsylvania Railroad,
to go to Washington and Baltimore, to send and receive mail
and packages – even to bring supplies to the local stores.
In the winter time, travelers gathered around a small wood
stove in the depot to keep warm while they waited for the train.
In the summer, they could sit outside under the waiting shed.
It was a busy place – and a good place to share the local news!

Bowie Station in the 1880’s

Mrs. Johnson’s Store

Bowie Elementary School

A House in Huntington City
This is a picture of one of the many nice houses in
Huntington’s community. It was very large and had lots of
space! Houses could be built with brick, and could have as
many as 8 rooms. They had large porches and yards. Look at
the clothing the children playing in the yard are wearing!
Mr. Plumb advertised the sale of building lots as Christmas
presents! He also felt that it was a very healthy place for
children to be raised.
There was plenty to do in Huntington City, too! Children ran
to watch the circus train as it made its way along the tracks to
Washington, DC. They enjoyed movies at the Odd Fellows
Hall. Sometimes carnivals came to town – everyone enjoyed
rides, games and side shows.
There were a number of schools and churches, as well. Stores
and shops offered places for people to buy clothes, groceries,
newspapers – everything they needed, right in town!

Mr. Luers’ House in Huntington City

A Suburban Community
Then, in 1959, a new kind of community began, just to the
south of Huntington City. It was called a “suburb,” which
means it was outside a big city – like Washington, DC and
Baltimore.
A man named William Levitt bought Belair Farm and built a
very large community called “Belair at Bowie”. Mr. Levitt’s
company built houses, and planned for schools, shopping
centers, churches, theaters and parks to make this a
“residential” community where people would live.
Mr. Levitt had built other communities like Belair at Bowie in
New York, Pennsylvania and New Jersey…even in France!
Some he named after himself, calling them “Levittown.” At
Belair, he honored the history of the area by keeping the name
Belair, given long ago to the plantation of Samuel Ogle.
Before long, a very small railroad town called Bowie had
grown very large. Bowie decided to “annex” (include) Mr.
Levitt’s Belair at Bowie community as part of Bowie.

Belair at Bowie also had stores, shops, theaters and schools.
Mr. Levitt felt that residents might like to walk to all these
places, so he planned his community so they could. He planted
lots of bushes and trees to make the area attractive. He even
had a plan for naming streets! Belair at Bowie was divided
into sections. The streets in each section all started with the
same letter. For example, one section was called Buckingham
– and all the streets there started with “B.” Each section then
became a small community itself!
People sometimes call it “Levitt Bowie.” Take a look at the
cover of Mr. Levitt’s advertising book. If you live in “Levitt
Bowie,” can you recognize some of the types of houses?
Even though the City of Bowie continues to grow, Belair at
Bowie is still a community today.

“Belair At Bowie” Advertisement

A Belair House built by William Levitt’s company. Compare
it to the Belair Mansion!
Image #4 Belair at Bowie – A New Community
This picture shows Belair down at the bottom of the page.
You can see all the houses which were built by Mr. Levitt on
the old plantation grounds. Notice the pool on the right side!
Belair has become a very pleasant community and in the
1960’s became part of the City of Bowie.

A “Rancher” House built by Mr. Levitt’s Company”

Mr. Levitt built different types or styles of houses in his
developments. This is one of them.
How is this house different from the Belair Mansion?

Words About Community
A Short Vocabulary List
Community: A group of people who live in the same area
and who sometimes share the same government or work
Plantation:
A large farm where crops are raised by the
people who live on the farm
Suburb: A large community, such as Bowie or Hyattsville,
which is outside a big city
Agriculture:
Rural:

Farming

An area of farms and fields – the countryside

Urban: A big city area, such as Washington, DC or
Baltimorw
Village:

A small group of houses in a rural area

Town:
An area where people live that has a government
and boundaries

