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An Elder Cares

Community activist recalls when Cherry Hill was sweet, and says it will again

Cherry Hill over the years: a longtime resident remembers

This article is the first in a series of occasional stories about longtime residents of neighborhoods – and how those neighborhoods have changed through their eyes.

From her comfortable apartment in the Senior Manor on Cherry Hill Road, Mrs. Addie Black recalls a history that is one part personal history, one part community history. Her recollections aren’t misty-eyed tales of a better time, but a from-then-to-now grappling with how to make things better.

At 78, Mrs. Black is still a vital part of the community. She attends community meetings and participates in citizen crime patrols – in a motorized scooter on bad days and on foot on better days.

“I enjoy it – showing that our community is still safe, that we can walk,” she says. 

Mrs. Black has lived in Cherry Hill for almost 50 years – long enough to remember when residents could take it for granted that walking the streets was safe. She moved to the community in 1957 from Southeast Baltimore in search of a four-bedroom home that could hold her growing family. In all, she would raise nine children – seven daughters and two sons – in the neighborhood.

The move to Cherry Hill was one to a vibrant African American community. Stores were African American owned, with the exception of the A & P grocery store. The community had its own doctors and lawyers, schools and a library.

This was a big switch from Addie Black’s childhood in Southeast Baltimore. 

Mrs. Black grew up in homes on Durham Street and Fayette Street in a mostly Polish and German community. Her family was one of about five black families on nearby blocks. She remembers woman of different nationalities who gathered with her mother on front stoops to share food or have a beer. And she remembers that when people fought, they fought with their own. Poles with Poles, Germans with Germans. And African Americans with African Americans.

But even in a community with a lot of goodwill among ethnic groups, segregation made things more difficult for Addie’s family. They couldn’t go to the church or school around the corner. They had to walk further to African American ones. A neighborhood priest had a standing offer of help for the black families. Addie assumed that meant assistance and prayer in times of sickness or death. She never found out for sure – her family never asked for help. 

When Mrs. Black moved with her family to Cherry Hill, she was charmed. 

“It used to be so beautiful,” she says. “It was such a lovely place.”

Cherry Hill was established to ease the housing crunch created by workers flocking to the city for work during World War II. Baltimore shipyards and industry were booming to keep up with the war effort and housing was in short supply. African American workers and returning veterans needed somewhere to live, and Cherry Hill was the chosen site.

When Mrs. Black and her family moved to public housing, the projects were still fairly new and didn’t carry some of the problems they have now. Up and coming professionals lived alongside the rest of the community. Medical students lived in the projects until they became doctors. Mrs. Black recalls a couple of lawyers living in the projects that went on to become judges.

After 14 years, Mrs. Black’s family was prospering enough to leave the projects. 

The neighborhood began to change but Addie Black didn’t notice the changes at first.

“You know, you just get so tangled up with your just living that you don’t see it slipping in,” she says.

She started to see problems while she worked as a substitute teacher in Baltimore City Public School System in the ‘70s and ‘80s. 

“You could see the breaking down of the family in the school system and the community,” she says.

Then about 15 years ago, Addie Black, who is an elder in her church, says she went to hear a television minister who was in town, what he said stuck in her mind as important to her neighborhood. The minister said that a phantom was going to the children of the neighborhood and she recognized that phantom: drugs.

In the intervening years, she’s seen the problem grow.

“They say they’ve got a little gang down here, another gang down there,” says Mrs. Black.

Mrs. Black and others in the community have worked hard to turn the tide in Cherry Hill. Over the years, she and other church members flew with youth groups all over the United States. She felt it was important to literally broaden children’s horizons. She and her second husband were part of a community group that went to children’s hospitals, army camps and prisons. Her husband started a baseball team to reach out to neighborhood kids.

Mrs. Black served on the board of the Baltimore City Hospitals. She’s currently still active in the umbrella group Cherry Hill 2000 and the Southern District Citizens on Patrol. 

She ceaselessly attends meetings when she’s not in aerobics class, organizing events at her senior center or traveling or meeting with her social club – a grandmother’s group that has meeting for 41 years. 

Mrs. Black’s apartment is decorated with the watercolor paintings she has started making as a hobby. Her home is also full of images of Africa, a heritage she has worked to instill in her children and grandchildren. She says the name Addie is a family name stretching back to Africa and the Ethiopian city of Addis Ababa. Additionally, her mother lived on a Native American reservation as a girl. Mrs. Black says she has always reminded her children that it is okay to be American.

“I have a lot of heritage for my children,” she says.

Her philosophy has put her in good stead. After her second husband passed away, she remarried. Her third husband always said to never discourage education, and a result; many of her progeny are college educated. Among her children, she can count a scientist, a buyer for a grocery chain, a welder and a worker in the school system and city government. Her children and grandchildren have traveled the world. She has 69 grandchildren, 79 great grandchildren and 7 great-great grandchildren.

Can she keep them all straight?

“No hon,” she says and laughs loudly.

Then she smiles.

“God has just been so good to me.”

