
Freeman Houses, owned by two of CT’s first prominent Black women, to be restored by Bridgeport group
The house are some of the last remaining structures of Little Liberia, one of the earliest settlements of free people of color in pre-Civil War Connecticut history.
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Along Main Street in Bridgeport sit two boarded-up houses that, despite their current state of disrepair, tell the tale of two of the most prominent Black women in pre-Civil War Connecticut history. One group in Bridgeport has been working to bring the structures back to their former glory and turn them into a museum and community center.
The houses were built in the 1840s. They were owned by sisters Mary and Eliza Freeman, two Black women born into freedom in Derby in the early 1800s; slavery was practiced in Connecticut until 1848. Mary (born 1815) and Eliza (born 1805) Freeman worked and lived in New York City, but purchased the Bridgeport houses as rental properties, according to the National Park Service. Eventually, both sisters moved into the Bridgeport houses and lived there until their deaths.
The houses are the last existing structures of Little Liberia, a neighborhood where free African Americans settled between 1831 and the start of the Civil War. In 1999, they were added to the National Register of Historic Places. Archeological digs at the site have uncovered items dating back to the time the Freemans owned the properties including a teapot, a bottle of toothpowder, a soup dish, a toothbrush handle, a porcelain doll leg, a clay marble, the metal wheel from a wagon and a broken doll. 
[image: Representative sample of children’s toys from the Freeman House excavations showing a porcelain doll leg, a clay marble, the metal wheel from a wagon, and a broken “Frozen Charlotte” doll.]
[image: 19th-century beverage, bitters, and condiment bottles. ]
Items found in the ground at the Mary and Eliza Freeman houses. Office of State Archaeology / contributed
The houses are also part of Connecticut's Freedom Trail, which traces the histories of freed Black Americans and those born into freedom in Connecticut. According to the Bridgeport History Center, Little Liberia was a stop along the Underground Railroad.
According to forms filed with the National Register, Mary Freeman had between $30,000 and $50,000 in property by the time of her death, which is the equivalent of about $1.5 million today.
The houses are in need of significant repair but Charles Brilvitch, a board member with the Mary and Eliza Freeman Center for History and Community, said they are still recognizable on the inside.
[image: 2020 excavation of the front porch area of the Eliza Freeman House. ]
2020 excavation of the front porch area of the Eliza Freeman House. 
Office of State Archaeology., Photograph by Sarah Sportman
"What's amazing is that you go into Mary's house, and it's like nothing was ever changed. They have got all the 1840s doors with thumb lanches instead of door nobs, tiny little staircases," Brilvitch said. "The whole first floor was like a gigantic kitchen."
The Freeman Center is a Black-led, grassroots, nonprofit organization. It was formed in 2009 by a group of local activists and community leaders  to restore and preserve the houses and other historic Bridgeport areas.
"Our work is driven by a commitment to preserving African American historic places, empowering Black and Indigenous people by restoring their narratives, healing through history, and preservation-based equitable development," Maisa L. Tisdale, president of the Freeman Center, said.
The group purchased the properties from the city in 2010 and has spent years working on restorations. Tisdale said a 2018 estimate to restore the houses and build a heritage and education center had the project budgeted at $2.7 million. By spring 2020, the Freeman Center raised $2.1 million and was ready to move forward with a bid to select a construction company when the COVID-19 pandemic struck, forcing the project's delay. By the time the project was able to begin again, the rising cost of building materials due to inflation and supply chain issues ballooned the budget.
Tisdale said it would now cost around $8 million to complete the project.
"Our jaws just dropped. We were so disappointed, another delay. But we immediately began writing proposals and applying for grants," Tisdale said. "The only thing delaying the restoration and opening of the Freeman Houses is money."
[image: Mary & Eliza Freeman Houses, in Bridgeport, Conn. Feb. 11, 2021. Efforts to save and restore the houses that were originally part of the Little Liberia neighborhood built by African Americans in the 19th century.]
[image: A sketch of renovated Mary and Eliza Freeman homes by Northeast Collaborative Architects. ]
The current Mary and Eliza Freeman houses compared and sketch of renovated models by Northeast Collaborative Architects. Credit: Hearst CT Media / Northeast Collaborative Architects
Middletown's Northeast Collaborative Architects created architectural designs for the renovated houses. Synfoni Bailey-Green, one of the architects, said designs were created using information from the National Registry of Historic Places, touring the houses and from local historians.
"Especially for me, as a Black woman — one, there aren't that many of us as architects in the whole United States — but then to work on houses for sisters who in the 1800s owned them as rental property, that just wasn't something that was being done," Bailey-Green said. "The little piece that I can help touch on this makes me feel like I have a purpose."
The Freeman Center hopes to complete Eliza's house first — by June 2025. The first step to restoring the houses is stabilizing the existing structures and foundation, then restoring the exterior so they can withstand inclement weather. The plan also includes demolishing deteriorated portions of the houses and replacing them with additions that match the original design, but meet modern-day building codes. The houses will also have new gardens including plant multiple types of roses and lilacs and grape vines.
[image: The design of the gardens of the restored Mary and Eliza Freeman houses.]
The design of the gardens of the restored Mary and Eliza Freeman houses.
Charles Brilvitch / contributed
Once complete, the Eliza Freeman House will operate as a gallery space for rotating exhibits. It will also serve as the home base for the volunteers of Resilient Bridgeport — a program to mitigate flood risk in the south east portion of the city. The house will also store supplies for to help the surrounding community with storm recovery.
The Mary Freeman House will operate as a museum, depicting the lives of Mary Freeman and her tenant, an African American minister. Visitors can view the antique interiors and furnishings, including pieces of 1800s kitchenware donated by The Westport Historical Society. The house will also be equipped with an elevator that services all levels.
"Bridgeport is looked at as not being the best place in the world by a lot of Connecticut," Bernicestine McLeod Bailey, chairperson of the Freeman Center, said. "To have this gem that throws light on the Bridgeport that existed, that very few people knew about and the fact that there is an opportunity for resurgence."
Freeman Center board member Adrienne Farrar Houel said that Connecticut has been very supportive of initiatives like the effort to restore the Freeman Houses. 
"Fortunately, as I keep telling my husband, I'm so glad I live in Connecticut because I would be mad every day if I didn't," she said. "There is not much pushback here, there might be in other communities that I don't know much about but coastal Connecticut has been very supportive of this."
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REAR ACCESS EASEMENT

‘Konigen von Danmark'
2. Climbing rose ‘Seven Sisters'
3. Rose ‘Harison's Yellow'

4 White common lilac

5. Flowering quince 'Scarff's'

7. Daylily ‘Kwanso'

8. Persian lilac

9. Chinese wisteria

10. Carolina allspice

11. Rose ‘General Jacqueminot'

12.Bed of peony ‘Edulis superba’

13. Winter honeysuckle

14, Row of 'Wilder' red currant and 'Poorman’
gooseberry

15. "Isabella’ grape

16, Lattice privacyfence with Sweet Autumn clematis

BALCONY
= 0

SERVICE LANEWAY

sHeo!

17. Peach ‘Indian Blood Free'

19. Border of black hollyhock and tall garden phiox
20, Swaet cherry 'Black Tartarian’

21, Sweet cherry 'Black Republican®

22. Apple ‘Golden Russett”

23. Apple ‘Newtown Pippin’

VEGETABLE
GARDEN

GSTING 2 STORY
EfRcK BULDNG

4576 MAN STREET

£XSTING 2 STORY
BRICK BUILOING
§376 WAN STREET
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