
On January 11, 1944, the annual meeting 
of the Berwyn Heights Company was 
held at the home of Margaret R. Benson 
with only herself in attendance. At the 
time, Margaret Benson was nominally 
Vice President of the Company but in 
fact its CEO. She wrote: “The President 
[Clarence C. Benson, her son] is overseas 
in the war, the Secretary [Helen, his wife] 
is unable to come on account of the war. 
The meeting was called and thought 
about...Let us hope that the war will soon 
be over, and we can have a real 
meeting.”1 The moment encapsulates the evolution of the Berwyn 
Heights Company from a community-based development 
corporation to a family business.

Incorporation
The Berwyn Heights Company was incorporated in the State of 
Delaware on November 5, 1919 as a general real estate agency and 
brokerage business authorized to “acquire, by purchase or 
otherwise, hold, own, maintain, mortgage, convey, lease, 
exchange, improve, subdivide and otherwise deal in lands and to 
develop the same for purposes of sale or otherwise; to convert and 
appropriate any such lands into roads, streets and other public 
places and conveniences to do and perform all things needful and 
lawful for such development.”2 

The creation of the Company was triggered by the sale at public 
auction of 509 mostly unimproved Berwyn Heights lots  
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comprising 125 acres that had belonged to the United Realty 
Company of Washington, D.C. Led by Congressman Samuel S. 
Yoder, United Realty had bought up land in the Town some 15 
years earlier to develop the subdivision.3 Yoder even invested his 
personal fortune to build a streetcar to serve Berwyn Heights. The 
streetcar, named the Washington, Spa Spring & Gretta Railroad, 
began to operate in 1910 and generated an influx of new residents.  

Many of the newcomers were professionals: 
federal employees, lawyers, doctors and 
businessmen. Several were members of the 
United Realty Company, including one 
Fred H. Benson (1867- 1923),4 a lawyer and 
Clerk in the Comptroller's Office of the 
Treasury Department. In January 1915, 
Fred's home in Berwyn Heights became the 
venue for launching the Berwyn Heights 
Association, a civic organization dedicated 
to maintaining the streets and providing 
essential public services in the absence of a functioning town 
government. Fred was elected President, John U. Gardiner (1873-
1965) Secretary, and Elwood J. Taylor (1882-1954) Treasurer.5  

When the United Realty properties came on the market in 1919, 
the leaders of the Berwyn Heights Association, were ready to buy. 
John Gardiner acquired the land from James Seymore T. Waters, 
Trustee for United Realty, for $11,700.6 Additionally, John McNitt 
(1872-1922), also an Association member, purchased the 15-acre 
Sportland Heights tract from August Wiegman, who had purchased 
and subdivided the former Carrington estate. Combined, the 
purchased land formed the Company's startup holdings of 140 
acres, a little more than one third of the land in Town.7

The Association had thus added a business arm to its interests, and 
Association members became the executive officers of the new real 
estate company: Fred Benson was elected President, Elwood 
Taylor Vice President, William Willard Secretary, John McNitt 
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Treasurer and John Gardiner General Counsel. Fred Benson's son 
Clarence Benson was also a member of the Board of Directors, but 
initially was not on the management team.8

The capital stock of the corporation was set at $100,000 divided 
into 1,000 shares of a par value of $100 each. The initial issue of 
58 shares was fairly evenly distributed among the stockholders and 
their families: John McNitt held 20 shares; Fred Benson - 11; 
Clarence Benson - 7; Elwood Taylor - 10; Mabel Taylor - 5; and 
William Willard - 5.9

The Company's bylaws, filed with the Certificate of Incorporation, 
provided that an annual stockholders meeting be held in Berwyn 
Heights on the 2nd Tuesday of January. At that meeting, 
stockholders would elect for a 1-year term a board of directors 
charged with managing the property and business of the 
Corporation. The board of directors, in turn, would meet after the 
stockholders meeting “for the purpose of organization, election of 
officers and transaction of other business.”10

All In
In the first two years of the Company's existence, there was a 
flurry of activity as reflected in monthly meetings and a series of 
real estate transactions. Twenty-one lots, two with Aladdin 
Company kit homes, were purchased from Secretary Willard, who 
was compensated with 25 Company shares, bringing his share total 
to 30. Seven new shareholders were added: Margaret Benson 
purchased 7 shares, Sarah Bell 10, Clarence Bell 1, Louise Bell 2, 
Margaret and Roberta Willard 1 each and Grace Turner 1.  Five-
thousand dollars were borrowed from the Prince George's Bank to 
finance improvements on several properties; a concrete block 
machine was acquired to make foundation blocks; a Harris 
Company kit house was purchased and built; the house of Adene 
Williams was moved from block 21 to block 9, near today's Town 
Center, and renovated for re-sale; and a half dozen properties were 
sold.11
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Tragedy & Succession
The Company's building and home improvement activities came to 
an abrupt halt in August 1921 when Fred Benson suffered a stroke. 
A few months later in January 1922, John McNitt died. New 
officers were elected at the annual meeting on January 10, 1922: 
Clarence Benson, son of Fred and Margaret Benson, became 
President; Elwood Taylor, Vice President and Treasurer and 
William Willard, Secretary. Charlotte McNitt took the place of her 
deceased husband on the Board of Directors and two new members 
were admitted: Sarah Bell and her son Clarence Bell.12

Clarence Benson (1891-1951) would be President of the Berwyn 
Heights Company, with a brief intermission, until his death in 
1951, but initially he relied on the other officers for day to day 
management of the business. After graduating from the U.S. 
Military Academy at West Point, NY in 1914, Clarence embarked 
on a military career that took him away from Berwyn Heights for 
extended periods. During the 1920s, he was enrolled in officer 
training courses at Cavalry School in Fort Riley, KS (1921-1925) 
and Tank School (1928-1929). After completing his education, he 
began teaching: he was Assistant Professor in the English 
Department at West Point, NY from 1925-1928; Executive Officer 
of the Army War College/ Historical Section, PA from 1929-1932; 
and thereafter Professor of Military Science & Tactics at the ROTC 
School in Knoxville, TN.13  
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Apart from his career, family placed new demands on Clarence's 
time. In 1920, he married Helen McEwen Dick (1893-1987) and 
they had three children: Marshall Quinn (1923-1923), who died in 
infancy, William Ewell (1927-2003), and Mildred (1928-2009).14 
Helen's child from a previous marriage, Dana Dick Post (1914-
1978), was adopted into the family.15

Between 1922 and 1927, while Clarence Benson was stationed at 
Fort Riley, Elwood Taylor and William Willard were in charge of 
the Company. They focused on reducing the Company's debts with 
the Prince George's Bank, managing mortgages, and selling 
property. One of the few new initiatives was the opening of a 
gravel pit in Sportland Heights. Clarence partnered with Jonas 
Kaufman to operate the mine.16 Kaufman had been the road 
contractor for the Berwyn Heights Association and repaired the 
Town's graveled roads for years. The gravel mine was in operation 
until 1958, its last use being to supply sand and gravel for the 
construction of Kenilworth Avenue.17

The End of the Management Team
In 1926, the  makeup of the Board of Directors started to change. 
Secretary Willard sold his Company stock and resigned. He was 
succeeded by Edward Donaldson, who served for just one year. At 
the 1926 meeting, the Board also decided to incentivize Board 
members to sell any of 61 designated properties with a 10% 
commission while setting aside 464 lots for future development.18

In August 1927, Company Vice President Taylor resigned at a 
stockholders' meeting held at his home.19 He had been elected to 
the Berwyn Heights Board of Commissioners in 1926 and was now 
focused on the responsibilities of governing the Town. He would 
serve in that position until 1942, making him one of the longest-
serving commissioners of Berwyn Heights. With Taylor's 
resignation, an election was held to fill the vacant position: 
Clarence added the job of Treasurer to his responsibilities, while 
Margaret Benson stepped up to become Vice President. The 
number of directors was reduced from seven to five, with Sarah 
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Bell and Alice Stewart rounding out the Board. Alice, one of 
Margaret's sisters, had moved in with Margaret after becoming a 
widow in 1922.20 Thereafter, most meetings of the Berwyn Heights 
Company were held at the home of Margaret Benson at the corner 
of Huntley and Joyner Avenue (today 8403 58th Avenue). Her 
home became the Company's business address. 

At the next annual meeting on January 10, 1928, Clarence was re-
elected as President and Treasurer and Margaret as Vice President, 
setting the pattern for the next 8 years. Alice Stewart replaced 
Edward Donaldson as Secretary while Charlotte McNitt took 
Donaldson's place on the Board of Directors. The Board of 
Directors then elected an Executive Committee composed of 
Clarence, Margaret and Alice. Stock ownership had also shifted 
decidedly toward the Bensons: Clarence Benson held 42 shares; 
Margaret Benson – 72 shares (she had been assigned her husband's 
shares upon his death in 1923); Alice Stewart – 1 share; Charlotte 
McNitt – 23 shares; the Taylors – 12 shares; and the Bells - 17.21

In the summer of 1928, the State Roads Commission paved 
Edmonston Road, which prompted the Company to petition the 
Town Commissioners to open up Washington Avenue (today the 
6000 block of Berwyn Road) for through traffic.22 If successful, 
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this would have created a lateral connection between Edmonston 
Road and Baltimore Avenue. Instead, the State Roads Commission  
paved La Belle Avenue (Pontiac Street and 57th  Avenue) and 
Central Avenue (Berwyn Road) to make the connection, and this 
brought a noticeable amount of new traffic through the Town.23 
Starting in 1928, the Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission 
(WSSC) began to lay pipes in Berwyn and Branchville but did not 
extend the network east of the B&O Railroad for the time being, 
except to serve the Indian Creek Laundry.24

Hard Times
As of January 1929, notes due to the Company were mostly being 
paid off and the Company's books were balanced. But when the 
stock market crashed later that year, business dried up and the 
Company had difficulties covering expenses. To pay various local 
and state taxes and fees, the Company loaned money from its 
shareholders as well as from the Prince George's Bank.25 The 
Williams/Peters House (today 8609 57th Avenue) sat on the market 
vacant for a couple of years after the owners had been turned out 
because they were unable to pay their mortgage. The Company's 
'Detroit' kit house, purchased by Ana Myers in 1923, went into 
foreclosure and was sold at auction in 1930. Clarence bought it 
back with personal funds to protect the interests of the Company.26 
Between 1929 and 1936, the Company closed only 8 property 
sales.27

In 1935, the Company seemed to catch a lucky break. The recently 
created U.S. Resettlement Administration was negotiating with 
property owners in the area to acquire land for the future city of 
Greenbelt. On June 15, 1935 Margaret, Clarence and Helen 
Benson entered into a contract to sell approximately130 acres of 
Company land to the U.S. Government at the price of $400 per 
acre. Payment was to be received within 60 days, but there were 
unforeseen delays in completing surveys and the certificate of 
title.28

A year later, the Company was informed the funds with which the 
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Government was to purchase the land had been misappropriated. 
The Company was given the option to 1) agree to cancel the 
contract; 2) have the Resettlement Administration request a new 
appropriation from Congress; or 3) enter a suit for damages against 
the Government. After careful consideration, the Company's 
officers decided to offer selling the Government a small portion of 
the land originally contemplated: 7.91 acres in Block 45 at a cost 
of $1,000 per acre, in exchange for agreeing to cancel the contract. 
This offer was accepted in July 1936. Payment was finally 
received in October 1936, after repeated inquiries with the 
Resettlement Administration.29

Howard's Years
That same year, management of the Company was turned over to 
Howard Benson (1890-1938), Clarence's older brother. Howard 
had been a bank manager from 1915 to 1933 in countries across 
Central America. His first job was in the Panama Canal Zone 
where he met and married Sarah Veysette, daughter of French 
emigres. They had five children: Estelle (1918-2006), Henry 
'Hank' (1920-54), Flora May (1921-75), Doris (1925-2010), and 
Mary Ann (1927 living). In the late 1920s, Sarah became mentally 
ill and was institutionalized. Howard then relied on Sarah's mother 
to help care for his children and his home in San Jose, Costa Rica. 

In San Jose, Howard managed a bank owned by the Keith family, 
builders of the Costa Rican railroad and co-founders of the United 
Fruit Company. He was in the process of opening his own bank, 
the Banco de Benson, when President Roosevelt ordered the 
closing of all U.S. Banks in March 1933. Financing for Howard's 
venture fell through and led to the loss of his home and fortune.30 
The children were sent back to the United States to live with their 
grandmother Margaret in Berwyn Heights while Howard settled 
his affairs in Costa Rica.31
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In early1936, Howard moved back to Berwyn Heights and 
assumed the office of President of the Berwyn Heights Company, 
prompting a reshuffling of assets. At an August 25 Executive 
Committee meeting, Margaret, Clarence and Howard each 
conveyed a set of properties to the Company in exchange for 
shares on the basis of 1 share for $100 of assessed property value. 
Additionally, shares were awarded to Fred Benson's estate and to 
Clarence for their past service as President, 5 shares for each year 
of their incumbency. Clarence was also compensated in the form 
Company shares for his purchase of the Detroit house and the taxes 
he had paid on it. When all was said and done, Margaret owned 
104 shares, Clarence 138 and Howard 45. Charlotte McNitt still 
owned 23 shares, the Bell Family 17, and Alice Stewart 4.32 
Shortly before the meeting, Alice suffered a heart attack and 
resigned as Secretary. She died a few months later and Margaret 
took over as Secretary.

During Howard's tenure as President, the prospects of the Berwyn 
Heights Company brightened. Unlike his brother Clarence, 
Howard was paid $150 and one share per month to manage the 
Company full-time. The salary was offered in part to make the job 
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worth his while because he had received an attractive offer to 
return to Panama on business. Howard was also allowed a 10% 
commission on each sale of a property. To increase sales, Howard 
had trees trimmed, brush cleared, and properties staked along 
Edmonston Road and in Sportland Heights. For sale signs were put 
up in strategic spots along Edmonston Road, then a major north-
south thoroughfare.33 Commensurate with his standing, Howard 
was elected to the Town’s Board of Commissioners in May 1938 
and appointed to oversee road maintenance.34

Following the cleanup of the Edmonston Road properties, 4 sales 
were made in short order, bringing in a total of $2,900. Buyers 
included Robert Burnette, a carpenter and later a Town 
Commissioner, Robert Manson, George Elfman, a mason who built 
the pretty brick cottage at the corner of Edmonston Road and 
Osage Street, and Alfred H. Smith, who bought a part of block A in 
Sportland Heights. Smith already owned a number of properties in 
that block and had plans to grade and terrace the land that 
comprised the Sportland gravel pit and build several cottages 
there.35

During his tenure, Howard devised a new sales strategy that sought 
to induce builders to erect homes on groups of lots, while allowing 
them to defer payment to the time when the homes were sold.36 
Transactions of this type were made later that year with developers 
Ruth & Son and Brady Brothers. Brady Brothers purchased 10 lots 
along Edmonston Road outright, plus took up the option for 
another 108 lots in the north-east corner of the Town valued at 
$39,500. 37

World War II
The substantial Brady Brothers sale was Howard's last. He died 
suddenly from a heart attack on August 24, 1938 while vacationing 
in up-state New York. A special Board of Directors meeting was 
called on August 27, and Clarence was reinstalled as President and 
Treasurer of the Company. Shortly thereafter, in September 1938, 
he transferred to Fort Knox, KY to assume the position of 
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Executive Officer of 13th Armored Regiment. In 1940, he became 
President of the Mechanized Cavalry Board and in 1941 President 
of the Armored Force Board to help prepare the U.S. Armed Forces 
for tank warfare. 

In 1942, he went overseas, serving first in Northern Ireland and 
then in North Africa. As commander of the 13th Armored Regiment 
he fought in the Tunisia campaign that ended with the 
unconditional surrender of German troops after the capture of 
Bizerte in May 1943. He was awarded the Silver Star with Oak 
Leaf Cluster for gallantry in action.38

Back home, it was up to Margaret and Clarence's wife Helen to 
look after the Company. No meeting was held in 1940, and the 
1941 meeting nearly was the last. In attendance were Clarence, 
Margaret, Charlotte McNitt and John Gardiner, still the Company's 
legal counsel, who acted as proxy for the Bell family. It was agreed 
to dissolve the Berwyn Heights Company before the year's end 
because Clarence would be unable to manage the Company in war 
time. As a first step, all shares held by Charlotte McNitt and the 
Bell family were bought back in exchange for property, while the 
Company's remaining assets and liabilities were assigned to 
Margaret and Clarence.39

By June 1942, Margaret and Helen had executed a reallocation of 
outstanding shares. Clarence's and Margaret's shares were reduced 
to 96 and 102, respectively; the 55 shares of Howard's estate were 
returned to the Company; and 50 shares each were transferred to 
Clarence's and Helen’s children, William and Mildred Benson.40 
However, the dissolution of the Company was not finalized and the 
resolution authorizing it was revoked in November 1942. Instead, 
Helen took over the job of Secretary while Margaret retained the 
title of Vice President, and together they carried on. In fact, sales 
began to pick up. Clarence would later credit his mother with 
“having done better in real estate sales in the last couple of years 
than anyone else connected with the Company over the last 20 
years.” At age 77, he said, “she is in good health and full of interest 
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in everything; keeps up the house as usual, bakes, paints when she 
wants a rest, and keeps up with her many friends.”41

Margaret also continued to provide for Howard's children during 
the war, who ranged in age from their mid-teens, and still attending 
school, to their mid-twenties, and already married. Hank, the 
second oldest, and only male child, helped his grandmother with 
the heavier chores on the property.42 He and and some of his school 
mates were hired to clean up Company properties and post signs to 
spur sales.43 In March 1942,  Hank suspended his studies at the 
University of Maryland and enlisted in U.S. Army Air Corps. He 
became a navigator in the 93rd Bombardment Group and flew 30 
combat missions, earning the Distinguished Flying Cross.44

After the War

Hank married his high school sweetheart Ann Frances Gray in 
1943, and after the War returned to civilian life. Weighing his 
options for a career, he discussed participating in developing 
Company properties with Clarence, who pledged his and 
Margaret's full support.45 In the end, Hank joined the Connecticut 
Mutual Life Insurance Co. But he re-enlisted in the Air Force when 
the Korean War broke out in 1950, and subsequently decided to 
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make the Air Force his career.46 Tragically, Hank died soon 
thereafter in 1954 in a plane crash during a night-time 
reconnaissance mission over Florida.

Meanwhile in 1945, Clarence had accepted the position of Chief of 
the Historical Section at the Army War College in Washington, 
D.C. and resumed management of the Berwyn Heights Company, 
with Margaret remaining as Vice President and Helen as Secretary. 
William and Mildred Benson were added to the Board of Directors 
when they reached the age of 18 in 1947 and 1949, respectively. In 
1950, William was made 2nd Vice President with authority to sign 
all papers and write checks drawn against Company funds.47 

Company sales spiked in 1946 and 1947, but most were of single 
or double lots to individual families. The exception were groups of 
lots sold in Sportland Heights to developers Virgil Hostetter and 
Stewart McCaw.48 Other builders were interested, Clarence and 
Margaret told the Town's commissioners, but held back because 
Berwyn Heights still had no water and sewer lines. The Board of 
Commissioners made lobbying WSSC to extend water service to 
the community a top priority. They met with WSSC representatives 
repeatedly, collected signatures from the citizens, and asked their 
state and local representatives, as well as the Maryland  governor 
to speak on their behalf.49 The construction of water and sewer 
lines finally commenced in late 1947, setting the stage for a leap in 
the growth of the Town.50

The 1950s - Development Takes Off
The 1951 annual meeting was postponed from January to April and 
was held at Clarence's and Helen's home in Washington, D.C. 
because Clarence was ill. Although he kept the title of President 
and Treasurer, he would only in an advisory capacity henceforth. 
He died in October that year.51 His death ushered in a generational 
change in the Company.

William E. Benson was made President at the January 8, 1952 
annual meeting with a salary of $30 a week and a double 
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commission for property sales. Mildred, who was about to marry 
Lieutenant Robert Tobin, became 1st Vice President, Margaret 2nd 
Vice President and Helen Secretary and Treasurer. William and 
Helen both had power of attorney and authority to sign checks and 
papers on behalf of the Company.52 The following year, William's 
salary was raised to $40 a month and the Board approved William's 
motion to set aside funds “for the purchase of land strategic to the 
Company's holdings.” Howard's son Hank briefly joined the 
Company as 2nd Vice President before his fatal accident. He 
replaced Margaret, who ended her involvement in the Company.53 

In this configuration, the Company entered its most profitable 
decade. It disposed of most of its remaining real estate holdings, 
selling much of it to developers. As executives of the Company, 
William and Helen developed several new subdivisions in 
partnership with other builders and financiers. The largest one was 
in Block 40 and 40A, comprising the properties along Seminole 
Street, Seminole Place and Ruatan Street between 62nd and 63rd 
Avenue.54

Wrapping Up
Unfortunately, no Company minutes 
are available from 1953-1960 to 
provide details on these transactions. 
The record resumes with a final entry 
for the January 16, 1960 annual 
meeting of stockholders. In attendance 
were Mildred and Robert Tobin, now a 
practicing lawyer in Montgomery 
County, and William and Helen 
Benson, with Helen presiding. The 
bylaws were amended to move the 
annual meeting to the 2nd Tuesday in 
September, to move the Company's 
principal office to Silver Spring, MD and to charge a 3-person 
Board of Directors with management of the Company. Helen was 
elected President, Mildred Vice President and Robert Secretary and 
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Treasurer.55

The Board then tied up loose ends from William's tenure as 
Company President. In particular, it settled a title suit and ratified a 
contract for a recent sale of property by William Benson to Robert 
Edwards.56 Edwards was President of the Maryland Title & Escrow 
Corporation of Riverdale and, with John Middleton, a frequent 
trustee for Company transactions. The Board also approved the 
payment of Robert Tobin for professional services rendered in 
settling disputes and drafting contracts, ordered the payment of 
outstanding state and local taxes, and accepted William's transfer 
of his Company shares to Helen, which he had pledged to her in 
1952 for a personal loan.57

The Company continued to exist for another 15 years, but only 
three more real estate sales were made, the last to Robert Kirkland 
in 1964.58 An official dissolution certificate was filed with the State 
of Delaware on April 21, 1975, closing an important chapter in the 
Town's history.59
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