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Where Founders Park 
stands today was once the site 
of a bustling African Amer-
ican neighborhood known 
as Fishtown. A crucial loca-
tion of seasonal work for free 
and enslaved African Amer-
icans, Fishtown played a key 
role in the history of African 
American life, labor and inde-
pendence in 19th century Al-
exandria and beyond.

Fishtown’s location de-
veloped out of local legis-
lation, commercialism and  
opportunity. 

The abundance of shad and 
herring in the Potomac River 
drew the attention of fisher-
men and businessmen alike. 
However, the City of Alexan-
dria sought to control the fish-
ing industry by restricting its 
operation to one location.

In 1813, the city passed a 
law designating the wharf at 
the end of Oronoco Street as 
the official landing site of all 
fishing vessels arriving in Al-
exandria. Thus, the founda-
tions of Fishtown were laid. 
By 1850, Fishtown extended 
westward from the waterfront 
toward Union Street between 
Princess and Oronoco Streets.

From March to May each 
year, hundreds of African 
Americans rented lots, built 
temporary housing and set 
about doing the dirty, diffi-
cult, yet advantageous work 

that accompanied the fishing 
season. Both men and women 
caught, hauled, cleaned and 
prepared hundreds of thou-
sands of fish each season. The 
majority of African Amer-
ican laborers at Fishtown 
were free or self-emanci-
pated, but a small portion were  
enslaved workers.

For the African Americans 
who called Fishtown home 
each spring, the fishing indus-
try was a means of physical 
and financial support. In ad-
dition to supplying fish to eat, 
work within the fishing indus-
try enabled African Americans 
to earn valuable income in the 
face of limited work options. 

This was especially true for 
African American women, who 
often worked as fish cleaners. 
In 1861, the going rate for one 

hour of cleaning shad or her-
ring was anywhere from 37 to 
50 cents; that is equivalent to 
almost $13 to $17 dollars an 
hour today. Far from lucrative, 
this work still presented an av-
enue toward income and main-
taining independence.

African American laborers 
continued to rebuild Fishtown 
every spring until the Union 
occupation of Alexandria in 
May 1861, during which the 
Union Army commandeered 
Fishtown’s buildings for stor-
age or fuel. After the fishing 
season, the Union Army shut 
down the wharves for the re-
mainder of the war. 

After the Civil War, Fish-
town continued as a com-
mercial and residential hub 
until the early 20th century. 
Decreased fish populations and 

lack of local or state support for 
wildlife protections contrib-
uted to the decline and even-
tual end of the local fishing 
industry by 1920. Some African 
Americans stayed in Fishtown 
and set up permanent housing, 
while others moved to nearby 
African American neighbor-
hoods like The Berg.

For more than 100 years, 
Fishtown was a crucial site 
for free and enslaved African 
Americans in Alexandria who 
sought work, personal inde-
pendence and financial secu-
rity. Today, its historic location 
is marked along the north Wa-
terfront route of the African 
American Heritage Trails as a 
reminder of the presence, la-
bor and contributions of Af-
rican Americans throughout 
Alexandria’s history.

Historic Alexandria en-
courages readers to check out 
the many Black History Month 
events in Alexandria this 
month. For more information, 
please visit: alexandriava.
gov/news-oha/2024-01-28/
celebrate-black-history-month-
with-historic-alexandria. 

Readers can learn more 
about the Alexandria African 
American Heritage Trails by 
visiting alexandriava.gov/
historic-sites/african-american-
heritage-trails.

Out of the Attic is 
provided by the Office of 

Historic Alexandria.
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Fishtown: an Alexandria institution
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Women cleaning fish in Alexandria.
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