


‘Lost to the System’
Uncovering Cheltenham’s History 

Through Archival Research, 

Data Analysis

Baltimore Data Day
July 17, 2026



Presenters

● Mara K. Bell, journalism student, Philip Merrill College of 

Journalism

● William Kelly, Ph.D., research archivist, Maryland State 

Archives 

● Nicole Ramos, master’s of journalism student, Philip Merrill 

College of Journalism

● Rob Wells, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Philip Merrill College 

of Journalism



1936 at Cheltenham



1913



https://cnsmaryland.org/cheltenham





Archives

● Maryland State Archive, Annapolis
● University of Baltimore Archives
● Thurgood Marshall Law Library, Annapolis
● Enid Pratt Central Library, Baltimore
● Baltimore City Archives, Special Collections
● Hornbake Library, University of Maryland
● NAACP online archival records
● Newspapers: The Afro-American, Baltimore Sun, 

Chronicling America







Data Analysis of Historical Documents



Historical document to structured data



Analysis - Annual Reports 

–Manually extracted death count from 

Cheltenham annual reports

–AI extraction would have been messy

–Manually verified extracted data

–Aligned death totals with death certificate data

–Ela Jalil and Tiasia Saunders













“I just wanted their story to be told, and I didn't 
really know how to go about doing that, so I 
thought, well, I can at least… I'll put it on the 
internet, and then when people find it, maybe 
someone can… will do something about it.” 
       
    -Rosie Clark



Genealogical Research/Descendent Searches 



The Blagmond family originated within a rural 

community probably not far from where they once lived 

as slaves and remained as share croppers.  They were 

poor, uneducated owning very small homesteads in 

Essex County, VA.

“



But they were a tight-knit family community who migrated 

north in small groups with a hope to survive better than 

they could at home. There are no records of incarcerations 

or criminal histories, just poor people trying to find a place 

where they could work for adequate food and shelter.

        -

Cheryl Hill-Herder

distant cousin of Blagmond 

“
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The Investigation: Health

● Aline Behar Kado, Mira Beinart and I investigated 

tuberculosis outbreaks at Cheltenham

● Reporting drew on health records, historical documents 

and expert interviews

● Our question: Were these deaths preventable?





Methodology

● Joined the Cheltenham team this spring, 

● Built on a death certificate database originally built by Professor Wells and 

Nicole Ramos
○ Our class's contribution: expanded the dataset to capture parents' names, enabling 

genealogical research

● Anchored our analysis in death certificate records
○ One of the strongest, most countable records available from this era

● Core approach: comparing Cheltenham to its white counterpart facility to test 

whether a real disparity existed

● Limitation: historic records are incomplete
○  "at least 86 boys" is a floor, not a precise count



What we found: The scope

● At least 86 boys died of tuberculosis at Cheltenham between 1887 and 1936
○ Analysis of death certificate records

● All-white counterpart (House of Refuge, now Hickey School) reported an 

estimated 26 deaths total, from all causes, over the same 60-year span
○ There were no more than a dozen were TB cases, most of which ended in recovery

● Black Marylanders were dying of tuberculosis at roughly twice the rate of 

white Marylanders statewide by 1916
○ Cheltenham's numbers reflect a much sharper disparity





What we found: Conditions

● Boys slept back-to-back in crowded dormitories with poor ventilation 
○ Conditions grand jury reports directly linked to disease spread

● Bathing was limited to once a week, often with shared towels

● For years, Cheltenham had no full-time physician; a 1934 review found the 

facility's "nurse" was a former plumber and factory worker with no formal 

medical training

● A 1935 grand jury visit described patients "waiting for death" in an unstaffed 

hospital ward



Cheltenham



Hickey



What we found: Accountability

● Independent monitors (grand juries, the Child Welfare League of America) 

flagged conditions for years, as early as 1926

● Even when transfer to treatment was proposed, the state's only Black 

sanatorium (Henryton) refused to accept Cheltenham boys
○ 1929 letter from the hospital's superintendent

● One 1934 Cheltenham report stated plainly that the health conditions "cannot 

be condemned too strongly"



Forced Labor - Haley and Isabella



The Investigation: Forced Child Labor

● Reviewed 60+ years of records (1873–1937): Cheltenham annual reports, 

Baltimore grand jury reports, and Afro-American coverage

● Boys performed manual labor from day one: farm work, broom binding, chair 

caning, basket weaving, stocking knitting, some as young as 7

● Schooling took a back seat: half-day school per 1883/1895 reports; 1930 

grand jury called it "a farce"

● Practice's roots: MD indentured 3,000+ Black children post-emancipation; 

Cheltenham revived it 6 years later



Findings

● Broom factory flagged as fire hazard 7+ times (1926–1937); poor ventilation 

risked TB/respiratory disease

● 1930 fire destroyed part of the factory; it stayed operational for years after

● Contract labor = up to 15% of revenue (1926); state funded Cheltenham far 

below Hickey ($15K vs. $135,360)

● Former inmates paid little/nothing; one recalled being "worked just like slaves"

● Outside pressure built for a decade; grand juries kept flagging problems after 

1937 takeover
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