
The Fascinating History of Black Broadway in
Washington, D.C.

When one thinks of Broadway, the famous theater district in New York City often
comes to mind. However, not many know about the rich and vibrant history of
Black Broadway in Washington, D.C. Throughout the early to mid-20th century,
the U Street corridor in Washington, D.C. became a hub of African American
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culture, entertainment, and entrepreneurship. This article will explore the rise and
decline of Black Broadway, its significance in American heritage, and the
individuals who contributed to its legacy.

African American Culture and Entertainment

The U Street corridor, also known as Black Broadway, was the heart of African
American culture and entertainment during the early to mid-1900s. It was a
bustling neighborhood filled with iconic jazz clubs, theaters, nightclubs, and
restaurants. Artists like Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Pearl Bailey, and Louis
Armstrong performed in these venues, leaving an indelible mark on the cultural
landscape of Washington, D.C. The music, art, and literature that emerged from
this era shaped not only the city but also the nation's understanding of African
American heritage.
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One landmark venue that played a central role in Black Broadway was the
Renaissance Casino and Ballroom. Located on U Street, the Renaissance
Casino attracted both black and white patrons with its fantastic entertainment
offerings. This iconic establishment hosted dance competitions, live
performances, and social gatherings, making it a symbol of unity during a time of
racial segregation.

Entrepreneurship and Influence

Black Broadway was not only a cultural hub but also a center for African
American entrepreneurship. Talented individuals like Duke Ellington and Madame
Lillian Evanti paved the way for future generations of African American artists and
entrepreneurs. They created opportunities for themselves and others,
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establishing a legacy that has endured to this day. Their influence continues to
inspire artists and entrepreneurs around the world.

The Decline and Revitalization

Unfortunately, the decline of Black Broadway began in the 1960s due to various
factors, including the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and urban
development projects. The once-vibrant neighborhood lost some of its cultural
significance and economic prosperity. However, in recent years, efforts have
been made to revitalize the area and preserve its historical legacy. The U Street
corridor has experienced a resurgence, with new businesses, art galleries, and
music venues attracting a diverse audience. This revitalization aims to honor the
legacy of Black Broadway while embracing the evolving culture of the
neighborhood.

Preserving the Heritage

Preserving the heritage of Black Broadway is crucial to understanding the
contributions of African Americans to the arts, culture, and history of the United
States. Through initiatives such as historical preservation and educational
programs, the legacy of Black Broadway can continue to be celebrated and
shared with future generations. By acknowledging the struggles and
achievements of those who came before, we can ensure that their stories are not
forgotten.

Historical Preservation



Efforts to preserve historical buildings on U Street have been instrumental in
keeping the legacy of Black Broadway alive. By restoring and maintaining these
structures, we can create tangible connections to the past and create educational
opportunities for visitors. Walking tours and guided visits can provide insights into
the neighborhood's history and the significant role it played in American heritage.

Educational Programs and Cultural Events

Educational programs and cultural events play a vital role in ensuring the legacy
of Black Broadway is passed down to future generations. By incorporating the
history of Black Broadway into school curricula and organizing community events,
we can foster an appreciation for African American culture and heritage.
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Concerts, art exhibitions, and theatrical performances can celebrate the artistic
achievements of Black Broadway while promoting a more inclusive and diverse
society.

Black Broadway in Washington, D.C. holds a significant place in American
heritage. It was a thriving community where artistic expression, entrepreneurship,
and cultural fusion flourished. While the neighborhood faced challenges and its
decline, ongoing efforts are preserving its legacy and revitalizing the U Street
corridor. The story of Black Broadway serves as a reminder of the resilience and
creativity of African Americans throughout history. It is a testament to the power of
culture in shaping communities and fostering social change. By continuing to
celebrate and honor this history, we ensure that Black Broadway will never be
forgotten.
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Before chain coffeeshops and luxury high-rises, before even the beginning of
desegregation and the 1968 riots, Washington’s Greater U Street was known as
Black Broadway. From the early 1900s into the 1950s, African Americans plagued
by Jim Crow laws in other parts of town were free to own businesses here and
built what was often described as a “city within a city.” Local author and journalist
Briana A. Thomas narrates U Street’s rich and unique history, from the early
triumph of emancipation to the days of civil rights pioneer Mary Church Terrell
and music giant Duke Ellington, through the recent struggles of gentrification.

“[An] engaging and compelling history. A skillful storyteller, Thomas brings the
neighborhood’s people to life; and what a list of neighbors they are: Marion Barry;
“Cool Papa” Bell; Mary McLeod Bethune; Ralph Bunche; Stokely Carmichael;
Kenneth B. Clark; Anna Julia Cooper; Rev. Alexander Crummell; Charles H.
Drew; Paul Laurence Dunbar; Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington; E. Franklin
Frazier; Bishop C. M. “Sweet Daddy” Grace; the Grimké’s Angelina, Archibald,
and Francis; Buck Leonard; A. Philip Randolph; Mary Church Terrell; and Carter
G. Woodson, to name just a few. . . . Thomas makes them all—and perhaps even
more importantly, many unknown everyday U Streeters—fully alive. Pick up her
book and all doubts about the importance of the Nation’s Capital for American life
will disappear.” —Blair A. Ruble, author of Washington’s U Street: A Biography
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