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Wilmer's Park
15710 Brandywine Road
Brandywine, Prince George 's County, Maryland
c. 1947
Private

Wilmer's Park consists of an 80-acre rural parcel on the north side of Brandywine Road in Brandywine; eleven acres of the park were
used for music and sports entertainment while the remaining acres remained wooded. Wilmer's Park sat on lands formerly used as a
tobacco farm by the Grimes Family; a tobacco barn behind the dancehall is the last vestige of this use of the property. The original
park buildings on the site included a large, 6,000 square foot dancehall with five apartments below and a restaurant. Soon after
establishing his park, Arthur Wilmer moved his family out to the site and built a ranch house in the early 1950s with a detached garage
at the western end of the parcel across the gravel road from the dancehall. A baseball diamond at the southeast comer of the property
is the only remaining evidence of the Wilmer' s Park' s earliest use as a baseball and football park for local "Negro League" teams.
Wilmer later added a large, covered stage with wooden bleachers behind the dancehall, as well as an outdoor picnic area, playground,
a smaller music stage by the restaurant, and a ticket booth by the entry off Brandywine Road . He attached a fifteen-room motel to the
south elevation of the restaurant and dancehall building at the same time. The largest building on the property is formed by the
dancehall , restaurant and motel. There is a large field to the north of the dance hall and southwest of the barn and covered stage and
another large, open field to the northwest of the barn.

As a major stop on the Chitlin Circuit, Wilmer's Park opened its doors to African-American musicians, entertainers, athletes and fans
from the early 1950s through the late 1960s. At the height of segregation, when African-American entertainers were allowed to
perform in ritzy clubs, but African-American patrons were not allowed entry, the urban music scene flourished in African-American
night clubs. Venues including the Howard Theater in Washington DC and Wilmer' s Park were part of the Chitlin Circuit, a group of
venues through the southeastern United States that opened their doors to African-Americans and played host to African-American
entertainers from the late 1800s through the I 960s. Larger, outdoor venues like Wilmer' s Park provided a place to bring the family for
the weekend, with a motel , restaurant, dancehall , playground, and baseball diamond. The park 's owner, Arthur Wilmer, used his
experience and connections developed as the owner of a night club in Washington DC to bring both popular acts and up-and-coming
performers to rural Prince George 's County. The bandstand at Wilmer's Park showcased everyone from Duke Ellington and Otis
Redding to the Temptations, Patti La Belle, and a young Stevie Wonder. The former tobacco farm played an important role in
exposing emerging musicians to local African-Americans during a time of segregation.
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SUMMARY
Wilmer's Park consists of an 80-acre rural parcel on the north side of Brandywine Road in Brandywine; eleven acres of the park were
used for music and sports entertainment while the remaining acres remained wooded. Wilmer's Park sat on lands formerly used as a
tobacco farm by the Grimes Family; a tobacco barn behind the dancehall is the last vestige of this use of the property. The original
park buildings on the site included a large, 6,000 square foot dancehall with five apartments below and a restaurant. Soon after
establishing his park, Arthur Wilmer moved his family out to the site and built a ranch house in the early 1950s with a detached garage
at the western end of the parcel across the gravel road from the dancehall. A baseball diamond at the southeast corner of the property
is the only remaining evidence of the Wilmer' s Park' s earliest use as a baseball and football park for local "Negro League" teams.
Wilmer later added a large, covered stage with wooden bleachers behind the dancehall , as well as an outdoor picnic area, playground,
a smaller music stage by the restaurant, and a ticket booth by the entry off Brandywine Road . He attached a fifteen-room motel to the
south elevation of the restaurant and dancehall building at the same time. The largest building on the property is formed by the
dancehall , restaurant and motel. There is a large field to the north of the dance hall and southwest of the barn and covered stage and
another large, open field to the northwest of the barn.
DESCRJPTION
One of the first two buildings constructed in Wilmer's Park was a large, 6,000 square foot dancehall with five apartments below. The
dancehall building is a 3 x 5 bay, two-story building with a shallow pitched, half cylindrical roof, originally clad in asphalt shingles.
The roof cladding is currently missing in many places and failing in others with exposed insulation and underpinning. The building is
constructed of concrete block with brick infill by the roof and windows. The brick forms sills under the main story windows. The
southwest fa9ade is clad in brick with wide siding in the roof peak. There is an interior brick chimney at the southwest end of the
dancehall. There is a set of flush wooden doors at the southwest corner of the fa<;:ade that are accessed via concrete steps with a
concrete wall. Most of the fa9ade is covered by the rear elevation of the restaurant. There is a shed roof porch with metal supports on
the southeast end of the fa9ade that protects the entry to the kitchen for the restaurant, which was housed at that end of the dancehall.
The fenestration is symmetrical and deeply set into the building; however, the windows are missing. The dancehall faces southwest
and is built into a hill that slopes to the northeast. On the northwest elevation of the building there are five apartments below the
dancehall level. Each apartment is one bay and has a door and window in that bay. The windows and doors are missing for the most
part, though a screen door remains on the door at the northern end. The entries on the northwest elevation are protected by a one story
shed roof porch that was originally clad in asphalt shingles and that runs the length of the elevation. The porch is supported by wooden
posts on a brick wall. The porch roof cladding is in poor condition and the post supports have additional supportive structures to keep
the roof from falling. There is a one-bay, one-story, flat roof porch supported by wood posts at the southwest end of the northwest
elevation that is slightly higher than the roof that runs the rest of the elevation.
Upon entering the dancehall itself, there is a stage at the northeastern end of the room. The floors are wood and the concrete block
walls are covered with murals that are reproductions of Duke Ellington album covers designed by local artist Eddie Henderson.
According to Wilmer, Henderson was the designer of Ellington's album covers.' The window openings are boarded up, the floor
boards are warped, and the roof is uncovered in certain places, exposing the interior to the elements. Several fans hang from the
exposed rafters. The leather-wrapped bar in the southeast corner of the dancehall remains.
The Restaurant at Wilmer's Park was the other building Wilmer constructed when he first opened the park; it is attached to the
southwest end of the dancehall. The restaurant is a 3 x 1 bay, one-story building with a front gable roof clad in asphalt shingles with a
thin cornice and shallow pitch. A sign that says " Restaurant" runs along the gable peak. The building is constructed of CMU block
with wood siding in the gable peak. There is a pair of vinyl , paneled and glazed doors in the central bay of the fa<;:ade with nine lights
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each. The entry is recessed from the fayade and is protected by a wood shed roof with wood post supports. There is a sixteen pane,
fixed metal window in the south end of the fayade that rests on a thin sill and is protected by a metal awning. There are two sixteenpane, fixed metal windows on the northwest elevation. The snack bar kitchen is located along the southeast elevation and the
dancehall runs along the northeast elevation. The interior of the restaurant has a chair rail with panels above it along the walls. The
floors are covered with linoleum tiles. A large bar runs the length of the southeast end, with a cash register, a counter top, and glass
cabinet behind it. There is also an entryway to the kitchen and freezer behind the bar. A less formal food stand and kitchen are located
to the southeast of the restaurant.
In two later additions to the restaurant and dancehall, Wilmer built a casual food stand and a 15-room motel for his performers and
guests. The food stand is a 2 x I bay, one-story building with a shallow pitched shed roof clad in asphalt shingles. There are many
vents on the roof connecting to the kitchen facilities housed within this building. The building is of CMU construction with large
openings for the windows on the two exposed elevations. Since the building was used to serve food, the windows are screened with
wood framing, and open at the bottom to allow food to be passed from the kitchen to the customer. There is a wide sill used for a
counter at the bottom of each window opening. The counter on the southeast elevation is protected by a shed roof porch with a metal
roof, thick wood cornice and metal post supports. This porch connects to the porch over the kitchen and food storage area to the east.
Inside the food stand are the remains of the kitchen. To the southeast of the stand is the kitchen and food storage area that connects to
the stand and the motel. This 2 x I bay, one-story building has a flat roof clad in asphalt shingles with a shed roof overhang with
exposed rafter tails that is supported by metal posts and intersects the roof over the food stand. The building is CMU construction with
wood framing for two screen doors, one in each bay. There is a smaller building to the northeast of the food storage building that is
not visible due to the extensive brush around it.
The last addition to the Wilmer' s Park dancehall and restaurant bui lding was a fifteen-room motel that housed the entertainers. This
one-story, eight-bay motel has an alternating flat and front gable roof across it, clad in asphalt shingles, many of which have failed .
The front gables have full cornice returns that are also clad in shingles. The roof has overhanging eaves which form a sort of porch,
protecting the windows and doors from the elements. The motel is of wood-frame construction clad in asbestos shingles. The
fenestration is symmetrical, each bay having a window and a door. The windows are single, six-over-six double-hung wood sash with
thick sills and frames. The entry doors are paneled wood, glazed with nine lights. The building is currently in poor condition, as many
of the doors and windows are missing and have been covered with wood. The building is also overgrown with vines.
When Arthur Wilmer moved his family to Brandywine, he bui lt a house for them on the property. The Wilmer Residence is a 3 x 1
bay, one-story ranch house with an I-shaped, hipped roof clad in asphalt shingles with overhanging eaves, a thick cornice and a
shallow pitch. The house is of wood-frame construction with a stone veneer and has an interior stone chimney. The fenestration is
asymmetrical with a ribbon of three windows in each bay, consisting of two, four-pane awning windows surrounding a large, singlepane, fixed window. The entry door is off center in the bay and is pane led vinyl with three, single pane diagonal glazings. There is a
storm door protecting the entry door. The overhanging eaves provide cover for a small porch by the entry that is elevated and runs the
bay, with a metal railing. There is a one-bay, one-story, one-pi le addition off the northwest elevation that is clad like the house with an
interior chimney and a secondary entry on the fayade. The fenestration on the addition is not visible due to the dense foliage around
the house.
There is a two-bay, one-story detached garage to the southeast of the house that is similarly clad. The roof has collapsed. The garage is
of wood-frame construction with a stone veneer and has a large opening for a door. There is a pond to the east of the garage.
The original building on the Wilmer's Park site was a large tobacco barn that was bui lt when the Grimes owned the property. The
ruins of the barn are all that is left today. What remains of this large, 3 x 4 bay, two story, wooden tobacco barn is some of the wood
framing and the standing seam metal, front-gable roof. Some parts of the roof are missing. The barn had been clad in vertical wood
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planks, some of which would have been hinged to allow the tobacco to be air-cured ; however, much of the wood siding is missing.
Some of the interior framing for the hanging of the tobacco is also still intact. Evidence of the location of the doors is obscured by the
dense foliage around the barn. The barn is located to the northeast of the Park ' s entertainment facilities .
Other features Wilmer constructed to enhance his park included a ticket booth, two stages, and a playground with a picnic area. The
ticket booth is located off Brandywine Road, and is the first building one passes when entering the park. It is a small, I x J bay, onestory concrete block building with a shed roof clad in asphalt shingles and a wood cornice below the roof line. The doorway is open
on the southeast elevation. There are single, three-pane metal windows on the southwest and northeast elevations that have no glass
remaining. The roof has collapsed. Inside there is a painted corkboard for event flyers. South of the ticket booth, just inside the park is
a playground and picnic area where guests to the park could buy food and trinkets. The picnic building is a small, covered structure
with a pyramidal roof clad in asphalt shingles with a thick cornice and wood post supports. The structure is half clad in plywood
siding with open spaces, and no windows. There are three open entries to the structure on the west, south, and east elevations. The
opening on the south elevation leads to an area partially enclosed by a half wall that extends from the southeast elevation. There is a
metal swing set and other playground equipment southwest of the picnic area.
Wilmer's Park had two outdoor stages, a small stage to the west of the main dancehall building and a large stage in the field to the
east. The small stage is concrete with three small steps leading to the main stage floor. This stage was originally covered, but the cover
is not longer in place.2 This stage was intended for small er acts and political rallies. There is a larger stage to the west of the dancehall
that is wooden with a shed roof covering supported by wooden posts. The stage is served by overhead power cables that converge
behind the stage. The stage is currently overgrown with brush and is in fair-to-poor condition. There are several sets of wood
bleachers set into the hill just southeast of the dancehall , northeast of the motel. The field between the bleachers and the stage
provided a space for large crowds when popular performers came to the park.
The majority of the land owned by Arthur Wilmer remains wooded. There is one road that brings v1s1tors into the park from
Brandywine Road; this same road serves as the exit. There is an open field next to the entry road on the north side of Brandywine
Road that was used for parking. The entry road continues past the ticket booth and a metal gate where it divides. One branch leads
northwest to the Wilmer residence and one branch leads north, past the dancehall complex to the open field used for hot air balloon
rides and through to the woods at the north end of the lot. An open field surrounds the large stage as well. There is a baseball
backstop, what remains of the baseball field, located in the southeast comer of the property. The backstop is metal and is also
overgrown.
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SUMMARY
Originally purchased as a hunting ground in 1947, Arthur Wilmer paid $6,500 for the old tobacco farm in Brandywine once owned by
the Grimes Family. Little is known about the Grimes farm, though it appears as early as 1861 on the Martinet Map of the area. The
Brandywine area was an established .tobacco farming region before the Revolutionary War. Brandywi ne likely derived its name from
the Battle of Brandywine in Pennsylvania during that period. The Pope's Creek Railroad ran through Brandywine in the nineteenth
century, and it was expected to grow into a larger city as a result; however, Brandywine remained rural and plans for urban
development never came to fruition. The property that would later be home to Wilmer's Park was used as a farm by a number of
owners through the mid-twentieth century before it was sold to Wilmer. The tobacco barn from the farm still stands on the property
today, although it is in a deteriorated condition. Like most tobacco barns in southern Maryland, this barn is a threatened resource
because of its condition and the potential for future development.
Before he owned Wilmer's Park, Arthur Wilmer owned the Little Harlem supper club in northwest Washington DC, located close to
the Howard Theatre. After finishing shows nearby, Wilmer's club drew in African-American entertainers like Duke Ellington, Cab
Calloway, and Ella Fitzgerald for meals and drinks.3 Wilmer took advantage of these connections when he turned Wilmer's Park into
a venue on the Chitlin Circuit in the early 1950s. During the 1940s and 1950s, African-American entertainers could perform at upscale
urban clubs and theaters; however, many of these clubs did not allow African-American patrons. Wilmer, and other African-American
club owners, reaped the reward by opening their venues to all patrons during segregation. The Chitlin Circuit brought up and coming
African-American entertainers to parks, clubs and theaters throughout the south; Wilmer's Park is the last remaining Chitlin Circuit
venue in Southern Maryland. A number of notable musicians played at Wilmer's Park on their way up the charts, including a young
Chuck Berry, Stevie Wonder, The Dells, Smokey and the Miracles, The Delfonics, Roy Hamilton, Chubby Checker, The Temptations,
Fats Domino, B.B. King, Jackie Wilson , Gladys Knight and the Pips, Duke Ellington, Otis Redding, Count Bassie, Pattie La Belle and
the Blue Bells, Sam Cooke, and Gary U.S. Bonds. In the early 1950s, Ray Charles brought in 15,000 fans to the Park. He was soon
followed by another large headlining act, James Brown.4
Wilmer accommodated his performers and patrons on the southern 11 acres of his property with a number of facilities, allowing a
variety of acts to perform throughout the year. This large property was a perfect rural setting to host the variety of acts that performed
on the Chitlin Circuit. The fust buildings on the site, constructed in the early 1950s, were a 6,000 square foot dancehall with five
apartments below it, and a restaurant. 5 The dancehall had a jukebox, bar, and pool tables. This venue could be used year-round . It was
decorated inside with murals that were reproductions of Duke Ellington album covers designed by a D.C. artist named Eddie
Henderson. In the mid l 950's Wilmer added a ticket booth by Brandywine Road with a nearby playground and picnic area for
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families. There was a vending stand in the area that sold trinkets, food, and liquor for the events. Wilmer also added a covered stage
behind the dancehall with wooden bleachers built into the hill that could accommodate large crowds. The old tobacco barn is located
behind this stage and dates to the Grimes Farm. Motel rooms for the entertainers were added in later years near the restaurant and were
mostly used as dressing rooms. There was a smaller stage near the entry on Brandywine Road used for more modest acts and crowds.
Before Wilmer opened his property in Brandywine to musicians, he al lowed local African-American football and baseball teams to
use the fields. Families came to Wilmer's Park to watch their teams play, either in a pick-up game or an organized match . The
backstop of the baseball diamond is still on the property today. Wilmer's Park also offered hot air balloon rides that took off from the
field behind the barn. The recreational activities continued even after the park was incorporated into the Chitlin Circuit, as the park
could be opened for weekend-long events for the whole family.
To keep an eye on his park, Wilmer and his family lived there, keeping the music business in his family. Wilmer built a house for his
family not far from the dancehall, on the same property. Some of Wilmer's other relatives and close friends lived in the apartments
below the dancehall. 6 As a result of their regular exposure to the music scene their father brought to the park, many of Wilmer's
family members took an interest in the music business. After his death, Wilmer's children took over the park, hoping to continue the
musical tradition there.
As desegregation took hold in the late 1960s and early 1970s, urban clubs opened their doors to all performers and patrons
dramatically impacting attendance at rural parks like Wilmer's Park. Desegregation also opened up professional sports teams to
players of all colors, thus fewer teams remained to play at the park during the day. As African-Americans made great strides,
Wilmer's Park suffered. In the 1980s and 1990s, the Wilmer family opened their gates to a variety of acts, including rock groups,
heavy metal, reggae and go-go music. The park hosted an annual Jerry Garcia celebration and many Rastafarian events. Despite the
effort by the Wilmer family to keep the music playing at Wilmer's Park, the changing nature of music and concert venues brought an
end to their success. In the early 2000s the property was sold to the Arthur Wilmer Foundation, owned by African-American
developer Bruce Chatman. Future plans for the rural site include a retirement community and a city center, which may eventually have
7
a concert venue incorporated into the property. Wilmer's Park provided a large venue for concerts and family events in the 1950s and
1960s. With eleven acres dedicated to entertainment and nearly 70 more wooded, the Park's rich history can be felt throughout.
STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
As a major stop on the Chitlin Circuit, Wilmer's Park opened its doors to African-American musicians, entertainers, athletes and fans
from the early 1950s through the late 1960s. At the height of segregation, when African-American entertainers were allowed to
perform in ritzy clubs, but African-American patrons were not allowed entry, the urban music scene flourished in African-American
night clubs. Venues including the Howard Theater in Washington DC and Wilmer's Park were part of the Chitlin Circuit, a group of
venues through the southeastern United States that opened their doors to African-Americans and played host to African-American
entertainers from the late 1800s through the 1960s. Larger, outdoor venues like Wilmer's Park provided a place to bring the family for
the weekend, with a motel, restaurant, dancehall, playground, and baseball diamond. The park' s owner, Arthur Wilmer, used his
experience and connections developed as the owner of a night club in Washington DC to bring both popular acts and up-and-coming
performers to rural Prince George ' s County. The bandstand at Wilmer's Park showcased everyone from Duke Ellington and Otis
Redding to the Temptations, Patti La Belle, and a young Stevie Wonder. The former tobacco farm played an important role in
exposing emerging musicians to local African-Americans during a time of segregation.
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Chain of Title
Map 156, Parcel 5
Deed
17586:139
May 23, 2003

Theresa Watson, successor and personal representative of the Estate of Arthur W. Wilmer
to the Arthur Wilmer Foundation, LLC

Deed
916:189
June 27, 1947

John L. MacDonald, Jr. and Evelyn L. MacDonald to Arthur Wilmer and Mary E. Wilmer

Deed
696: 178
July 21, 1943

Anton Nimmerrichter (divorced) to John L. MacDonald, Jr. and Evelyn L. MacDonald

Deed
694:147
January 28, 1943

A. Gwynn Bowie, Asignee for Effie G. Bowie, to Anton Nimmerrichter (bought at auction following his
own foreclosure on the property)

Deed
120:321
November 11 , 1916

Sarah M. Grimes and Henry W. Grimes to Anton Nimmerrichter and wife (all 3 parcels previously
mentioned)

Deed
72:253
July29, 1911

Elisabeth Winsor to Henry W. Grimes ("Young' s Lot," aprox. 2 acre parcel)

Deed
54:346
February 8, 1910

The German American Colonization and Land Company to Henry W. Grimes (2.75 acre parcel)

Deed
JB 11:402

Edward F. Young and Catherine T . Young to Walter W. Grimes ("Young's Lot," aprox. 2 acre parcel)

June 26, 1900
Deed
JWB 39:341
February 4, 1897

John F. Grimes, J. Eli Huntt, and Laura S. Huntt to Sarah M. Grimes and Henry W. Grimes (Pemberton,
aprox. 82 acre parcel)
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10. Geographical Data
Acreage of surveyed property
Acreage of historical setting
Quadrangle name

80 acres
80 acres
Brandywine

Quadrangle scale: _,_I=:2'"'"4"'-"0'""0-"-0_ _ _ __

Verbal boundary description and justification
Wilmer' s Park is located on the north side of Branywine Road in Brandywine Maryland, east of Evergreen Way, west of Letcher
Road, and northwest of Ashbox Road. There are small farms surrounding the properties. The property directly north of Wilmer' s
Park is being reclaimed from mining. The property is located on Prince George's County Map 156, Parcel 5.
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