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In 1991, during the excavation phase for the con-
struction of the Federal Building now seen at 290 
Broadway, New York City, a cemetery was uncovered 
containing human remains of Africans—most were 
enslaved, some free—who lived, worked, and died 
under inhumane conditions in colonial New York. This 
discovery, the largest bioarchaeological site of its kind, 
sparked heightened public awareness of an African 
heritage in the northern states of colonial America. 
An outcome of this awareness was the public’s desire 
for amending and correcting the history of colonial 
New York during that period to reflect more accurately 
the lives and culture of these forgotten Africans and 
people of African descent and their contributions and 
roles in economic development. Several initiatives, 
sponsored by the General Services Administration 
on behalf of the American people, were launched to 
accomplish this goal.

The initiative to conduct historical and scientific 
studies of the remains and artifacts excavated at the 
site was entrusted to Howard University. There, Dr. 
Michael L. Blakey, now at the College of William and 
Mary, designed and implemented a comprehensive, 
interdisciplinary research program—the New York 
African Burial Ground Project—to address ques-
tions in three main areas: history, archaeology, and 
skeletal biology. As scientific director of the proj-
ect, he assembled an international team of scholars, 
professionals, graduate and undergraduate students, 
technical staff members, and cultural specialists for 
various parts of the study.

The New York African Burial Ground: Unearthing 
the African Presence in Colonial New York serves 
as the culminating work of this project, reporting 
the research findings. This multivolume series cov-
ers broadly a contextualized historical perspective, 
details of the archaeological discoveries, and descrip-
tions of the skeletal biology of the unearthed human 
remains. Each volume documents and validates the 
lives of African Americans’ ancestors who lived and 
worked in colonial New York. Included in this work 
are detailed descriptions of the burials excavated, 
complete with drawings, figures, and tables, as well 
as a comprehensive appendix of the artifacts found 
within the burials. 

Through the years of this project, membership of 
the research team changed, but the goal of the project 
remained constant, that of ensuring that the story of 
the origins, life, and death of the enslaved Africans 
of colonial New York would not be absent from the 
annals of world history.

O. Jackson Cole, Ph.D.
   Howard University Executive-in-Charge of the        
   African Burial Ground Project   
James A. Donaldson, Ph.D.
   Dean, Howard University College of Arts  
   and Sciences

Foreword





For the sake of consistency and because this was pri-
marily an archaeological project, all three technical 
volumes of this series, The New York African Burial 
Ground: Unearthing the African Presence in Colonial 

New York, were edited according to the conventions of 
the same style manuals: the style guide of the Society 
for American Archaeology and The Chicago Manual 
of Style, 15th edition.

Editorial Method
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Prologue

In 1992, I received a phone call from my friend and 
colleague, Dr. Michael Blakey, who at the time was 
on the faculty at Howard University. He was calling 
to ask me to head up the archaeological component 
of the African Burial Ground Project. I had mixed 
emotions: I was flattered and excited but also found 
the challenge frightening. Would I be able to handle 
the responsibility for a site important to my discipline 
of anthropology but also to the African-American 
community of New York, my city, the city in which 
I was reared?

I came to archaeology later in life than many of 
my contemporaries, starting graduate work at City 
University of New York in the late 1970s. Some of my 
earliest experiences in the field were at sites associated 
with nineteenth-century African American communi-
ties, including Brooklyn’s Weeksville (investigated 
by Burt Salwen) and the oystering community at 
Sandy Ground, Staten Island (investigated by Robert 
Schuyler). These projects helped turn attention within 
archaeology to the presence of African Americans 
in New York. As my training continued, it became 
clear to me that to obtain a greater understanding of 
Africans in New York and in the Diaspora in general, 
it would be advantageous to conduct archaeological 
research in Africa.

While teaching as an adjunct in the Anthropology 
Department at City College, I had the good fortune 
of befriending Mpiwa Mbatha, a Zulu who taught 
sociocultural anthropology. He sparked my interest in 
the emergence of the Zulu kingdom in the nineteenth 
century, and with help from him and others I was able 
to spend 9 months in Swaziland conducting a regional 
survey. My research was part of a general critique of 
then-current theories of the rise of the Zulu kingdom, 
and the settlement data contributed to a revised picture 
of social upheaval. In the newer thinking, the Zulu 

kingdom was part of a series of responses to havoc 
in the interior of southern Africa caused by late 
eighteenth-century European penetration spearheaded 
by an illegal trade in captive Africans. My research 
allowed me to integrate issues of settlement analysis, 
the political economy of racism, and forms of domina-
tion and resistance, all being discussed by historical 
archaeologists at that time.

Dr. Blakey’s invitation would allow me to continue 
investigating the hidden and marginalized histories of 
the African Diaspora, participate in an increasingly 
important sub-field within American archaeology, 
bring the themes of domination and resistance to a 
new set of data, and to work with my people. It was 
also a time, the 1990s, when archaeologists in North 
America increasingly worked closely with descendant 
communities, in part because of the Native American 
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act. I knew that 
the African American community of New York City 
had been instrumental in shaping the project’s direc-
tion. And I knew, in ways that I suspected others did 
not know, about the complexity of this community 
and about the damage caused from having our history 
hidden from us.

Growing up in the South Bronx, I was taught in 
elementary school during the late 1940s and early 
1950s that I was fortunate to live in New York 
City and not in the south, because black folks were 
enslaved in the south but were “free” in the north. 
This “fortune” was belied when I looked around 
the school and saw no teachers or administrators, 
let alone principals, who were people of color. The 
only people of color were black women working 
in the lunchroom and one black man who was a 
maintenance worker. Almost all of the students were 
of African descent, and a few were Puerto Rican. I 
never knew if we were supposed to be oblivious to 
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this disjuncture, or to accept secondary status and be 
thankful that we lived in the north. 

Our received vision of Africa was no different. I 
remember being shown a cartoon of loincloth-clad 
African men with bones in their noses and nega-
tively exaggerated lips and eyes, holding spears and 
dancing around two white men with pith helmets in 
a pot of boiling water. The message was clear: I was 
fortunate to have been descended from Africans who 
were brought to New York and “saved” by Lincoln, 
rather than left in the “jungles” of Africa with those 
cannibalistic “savages,” my ancestors. It was painful 
to be black in New York City and subjected to an 
educational system that taught us that Africans had no 
history until Europeans rescued us from ourselves. 

On the other hand, I had parents and grandpar-
ents who instilled black pride in my brother and me, 
and demonstrated to us that we did have a history 
beyond, and in spite of, captivity in the United States. 
They taught us about our own family, in particular 
my great-grandfather, Christopher J. Perry I, who in 
1884 founded Philadelphia’s first black newspaper, 
The Philadelphia Tribune. They introduced us to the 
achievements of W. E. B. DuBois, Marcus Garvey, 
Paul Robeson, Marion Anderson, Sojourner Truth, 
and other black leaders who were not part of the New 
York City school curriculum. 

I received another lesson in African Diaspora his-
tory in 1963, when I heard Malcolm X speak about 
the link between Africa and African-Americans at 
a Black Muslim rally on 125th Street (or 25th Street, 
as it was known to young, streetwise black youth). 
During his speech, a listener taunted him: “I ain’t left 
nothing in Africa!” Malcolm replied, “You left your 
mind in Africa.” I understood Malcolm’s reply to mean 
that Europeans had attempted, through coercion and 
control, to remove African Diaspora peoples from 
their African heritage, history, and identity. Since 
that time, I have drawn strength from the memory 
of Malcolm’s passion and commitment as I delved 
into the relationship between Africa and the African 
Diaspora. I resolved to learn the truth about African 
people in Africa and the Diaspora and to challenge 
the Eurocentric conceptions of who we were and what 
our history had been.

In 1991, I was a doctoral candidate at the City 
University of New York’s Graduate Anthropology 
Program, specializing in archaeology. At that time 
there were only three postdoctoral-level archaeolo-
gists of color in the United States (Warren Barber, 
Theresa Singleton, and Laura Henley Dean). Late one 

night I was awakened by a knock at the door of my 
South Bronx apartment. Errol Maitland, my friend 
and former City College student, and an acquaintance 
from the Patrice Lumumba Coalition, had come to 
discuss the newly rediscovered African Burial Ground. 
They urged me, as a black archaeologist, to become 
involved in the project. I was deeply immersed in my 
doctoral dissertation and despite my commitment to 
the principles embodied in the project, I could not 
dedicate the time and effort it would require. I recom-
mended that they contact Dr. Blakey. When I received 
Blakey’s phone call in 1992, however, I committed 
to joining the project as soon as I had completed my 
Ph.D. In 1993, Howard University took control of the 
project, and in 1994 I became the Associate Director 
for Archaeology. 

I knew that I could not accomplish such a daunting 
and important task without capable, dedicated col-
leagues. Early in my association with the project, I 
attended an interfaith service at the New York African 

Burial Ground site. I stood on the sacred ground that 
held my ancestors and asked them for help and guid-
ance in retelling the lost histories of their lives. I soon 
received a response as, one by one, the colleagues I 
asked to join the team accepted what I see as a calling 
from the ancestors.

I feel proud and privileged to have been asked to 
be a part of a multidisciplinary research undertaking 
aimed at telling the world the story of the ances-
tors. I am committed to the New York African Burial 
Ground Project both as a member of the descendant 

Egunfemi Adegbolola, Chief Alagba of New York, 
commemorating the ancestors in a Yoruba ceremony at the 
African Burial Ground (photograph by Dennis Seckler).
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community and as a member of the academic com-
munity, and there are very few people in that zone of 
overlap. I stood and still stand with my feet in each 
world: this project, with all its stresses and rewards, 
has allowed me to be whole. 

The significance of the African Burial Ground 
extends beyond its importance to the African Ameri-
can community. The history of this cemetery and of 
those buried here speaks to the complex history of the 
United States, with all its diverse populations, and to 

an even larger, world history. Understanding is dimin-
ished when African people, women, and subaltern or 
working class communities are marginalized; their 
omission from our collective historical consciousness 
has negative implications for all.

Warren R. Perry
New Britain, Connecticut
February 2006





This volume is one of three disciplinary volumes on 
the New York African Burial Ground Project. One 
volume focuses on the skeletal biological analysis of 
the remains recovered from the site (see Volume 1 
of this series, Skeletal Biology of the New York Afri-
can Burial Ground [Blakey and Rankin-Hill 2009a]). 
Another focuses on the documentary history, from a 
diasporic perspective, of Africans who lived and died 
in early New York (see Volume 3 of this series, Histori-
cal Perspectives of the African Burial Ground: New 
York Blacks and the Diaspora [Medford 2009]). The 
present volume, consisting of three parts, presents the 
archaeological research on the New York African Burial 
Ground. General background on the New York African 
Burial Ground project is presented in the beginning of 
the skeletal biology component volume (Blakey and 
Rankin-Hill 2009a). Here we provide background 
information that is specifically relevant to the exca-
vated site, the archaeological fieldwork undertaken in 
1991–1992 (its planning, personnel, extent, duration, 
termination, etc.), and the analysis and disposition of 
nonskeletal material from the excavation.1 

First, we review briefly the history of the project 
(from a regulatory standpoint), list the questions posed 
in the research design for archaeology, and explain the 
organization of this report. The subsequent sections 
provide a description of fieldwork, with a summary 
of burials recovered, and a discussion of laboratory 
procedures and methods. The impact of the Septem-
ber 11, 2001, attack on World Trade Center (where 
the archaeological laboratory was housed) and the 
decision-making and logistical efforts that went into 
the reburial of archaeological collections in October 
2003 are described. 

Project Background and 
Organization of the Report

The Site, the Section 106 Process, and the 
Memoranda of Agreement

The African Burial Ground is located in lower Man-
hattan, New York City and County. The portion of the 
cemetery that has been investigated archaeologically 
(the New York African Burial Ground) is located on 
Block 154, which is bounded on the north by Duane 
Street, on the south by Reade Street, on the west by 
Broadway, and on the east by Elk Street (Figure 1). 
It lay within the proposed construction site for the 
290 Broadway Federal Office Building, part of the 
Foley Square Project of the General Services Admin-
istration (GSA). During the planning process for the 
construction undertaking, GSA addressed a series 
of environmental regulatory issues and retained the 
services of an engineering firm, Edwards and Kel-
cey Engineers, to prepare an environmental impact 
statement. Among the tasks performed under that 
contract was archaeological research, pursuant to the 
instructions and intents set forth by Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act and the National 
Environmental Policy Act. The firm hired a cultural 
resources subconsultant, Historic Conservation and 
Interpretation (HCI) in 1989, and HCI prepared a 
“Stage 1A” documentary study in order to determine 
the potential for archaeological resources within the 
Foley Square project areas, including Block 154 (Ingle 
et al. 1990).2 

Chapter 

Introduction
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1  The site included historical archaeological components that were not 
related to the cemetery. A separate report on the history, archaeological 
excavation, and analysis of these components is in preparation by John 
Milner Associates (JMA) for the GSA (Cheek 2003). 

2  A second component of the Foley Square Project was the new 
Federal Courthouse, located on Block 160 several blocks east of the 
290 Broadway site. The Courthouse archaeological investigation 
resulted in excavation of the Five Points Site (Yamin 2000).
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Figure 1. Location of African Burial Ground archaeological excavation site in lower Manhattan, New York. Arrows point to Block 154. 
New York City Mapped Streets, Section 12, 1997. (New York City Mapped Street: Section 12—Borough of Manhattan, New York County 
used with permission of the New York City Department of City Planning. All rights reserved.)
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That background study, which was incorporated 
into the Foley Square Project Draft Environmental 
Impact Statement, indicated the possible presence of 
remains associated with the New York African Burial 
Ground within the project’s footprint and recom-
mended a limited program of archaeological testing.3 
In brief, although much of the block was thought to 
have been thoroughly disturbed by several phases of 
building construction, three areas were thought to 
have been left undisturbed or minimally disturbed: 
the alignment of Republican Alley (an alley that had 
been laid out in the late eighteenth century and never 
built upon), former Lot 12, and portions of former 
Lots 20/20½/21 (Figure 2). These three areas were 
targeted for archaeological testing. Even though pres-
ervation potential was considered fairly low, it was 
argued that any extant remains of the cemetery would 
be highly significant and eligible for listing in the 
National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).

A Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) was signed 
by the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation 
(ACHP) and GSA in March 1989. The MOA stipu-
lated that archaeological investigations would be con-
ducted at the project area in accordance with a research 
design (to be prepared by GSA with consultation) that 
would establish categories of historic significance; 
that should archaeological materials be found, they 
would be evaluated and treated in accordance with the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines 
for Archaeological Documentation (48 FR 44734-37) 
and the Section 110 Guidelines, in conformance with 
the research design and for purposes of Section 106 
compliance; that such features and materials would be 
considered eligible for listing in the NRHP; and that 
GSA, with consultation, would determine appropriate 
levels of mitigation.

Although the MOA was in place, archaeological 
fieldwork failed to proceed within the usual phased 
framework, in which testing designed to determine 
the extent and integrity of resources would have been 
followed by evaluation and consultation on mitiga-
tion or avoidance. The full horizontal and vertical 
extent of the intact graves was never determined in a 
“testing” phase. Rather, when archaeological testing 
conducted by GSA’s consultant HCI beginning in  
 
 
 
 
 

May 1991 revealed the presence of intact burials at 
the rear of Lot 12, GSA adopted full archaeological 
excavation as the mitigation strategy. At first, it was 
assumed that only a small area would contain intact 
graves, but ultimately graves were found to extend 
from the former north-south leg of Republican Alley 
to the eastern extent of the project site. The initial 
documentary research, as well as analysis of subse-
quent test borings, had failed to adequately determine 
the full depth of fill—as much as 25 feet in the eastern 
area at Elk Street—covering the original site. This fill 
had protected hundreds of graves, and the discovery 
of this level of preservation came as a surprise.

Mitigation through full data recovery continued 
to be pursued until July 1992, when, in the face of 
mounting public pressure, the field excavations were 
shut down by GSA. In the meantime, an amendment to 
the MOA was signed in December 1991 by the ACHP, 
the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commis-
sion (LPC), and GSA. This amendment stipulated, 
in part, that a research design would be prepared by 
GSA’s consultant, HCI; that burial excavations would 
continue once field safety issues were addressed; that 
GSA, in consultation with the ACHP, LPC, and inter-
ested parties, would determine the appropriate level of 
analysis of the human remains; that GSA, in consulta-
tion with interested parties and the City of New York, 
would ensure the respectful and dignified treatment 
of all human remains recovered; that human remains 
would be reburied; and that GSA would commemorate 
the cemetery with a memorial, develop exhibit space 
in 290 Broadway, and produce a video documentary 
on the project. The GSA remained, and still remains, 
the agency responsible for compliance with Section 
106 and implementation of the MOA as amended.

Ultimately, the field excavations were halted prior 
to the preparation of an acceptable research design—
partly because of the lack of such a document—at 
the end of July 1992. For background on the politi-
cal struggles surrounding the burial excavations, see 
Chapter 1 of Skeletal Biology of the New York African 
Burial Ground (Blakey 2009). On July 1, 1992, HCI 
was replaced as GSA’s archaeological consultant by 
JMA, and biocultural anthropologist Dr. Michael 
Blakey, then of Howard University and currently of 
the College of William and Mary, had consulted at 
the site and participated in GSA’s public meetings. 
Some portions of the project site had had all burials 
removed. In other portions, graves were either known 
still to be in place or were presumed to be in place (see 
Chapter 3 for a discussion of site conditions before, 

3  Other potential resources identified in the “1A” report included 
remains associated with eighteenth-century potteries and with 
residential development dating to the end of the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. Subsequent archaeological research on 
the nonburial components of the 290 Broadway site is detailed in a 
separate report (Cheek 2003).
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during, and after the project). The footprint of the 
34-story office tower had been completely excavated, 
but the “Pavilion” area, the proposed site of a smaller 
structure, had not. Thus, owing to the timing of the 
cessation of excavation, construction of the main 
tower building could proceed.

Research Design
In late 1992, Blakey was appointed scientific direc-
tor of the New York African Burial Ground Project, 
and in 1993, Howard University received a contract 
to conduct the postexcavation research. A research 
design prepared by Howard University and JMA was 
accepted by GSA, after comments had been received 
from consulting agencies (the LPC and the ACHP), in 
spring of that year. This document covered both the 
New York African Burial Ground and the non-burial-
ground components of the 290 Broadway project site. 
It stated that the New York African Burial Ground 
meets two of the evaluation criteria for listing in 
the NRHP: Criterion a (association with the broad 
patterns of our history) and Criterion d (having the 
potential to yield important information about the 
past)—and indeed, the site was designated a National 
Historic Landmark (NHL) in April 1993 (Howson 
and Harris [1992], reproduced in Appendix A, Part 3 
of this volume). A finding of “No Adverse Effect” 
was not possible even with full archaeological data 
recovery, as both Critera a and d were cited. Partial 
mitigation of the adverse effects of the construction 
of 290 Broadway was to include programs of data 
analysis, curation, and education.

The research design listed numerous research ques-
tions to be addressed in the data recovery program. It 
specified the following for the nonskeletal archaeo-
logical analysis (Howard University and JMA 1993: 
41–47):4

•	 What spatial variation can be seen in burial types 
in the New York African Burial Ground and what 
cultural explanations can be offered for this varia-
tion?

•	 What taphonomic forces have acted upon the cem-
etery and how have they affected the skeletal data- 
base?

 
 
 
 

•	 What can be learned about the distribution of dif-
ferent types of coffins, coffin size differences, 
coffin decoration, and coffin manufacturing tech-
niques?

•	 What cultural and temporal information can be 
obtained from the study and analysis of artifacts 
found in grave pits and in coffin fills?

These questions and many others are addressed 
in subsequent chapters of this report. In addition to 
goals of the research design, however, the project 
team has had a complementary agenda that emerged 
from the process of public engagement. Four topics of 
overarching concern to the community were identified 
during this process: (1) the cultural background and 
origins of the burial population, (2) the cultural and 
biological transformations from African to African 
American identities, (3)  the quality of life brought 
about by enslavement in the Americas, and (4)  the 
modes of resistance to enslavement. Our archaeologi-
cal analyses ultimately are designed to provide infor-
mation relevant to these issues. They are addressed 
as appropriate throughout this report as described in 
the following section.

Report Organization
Our approach begins with due attention to and respect 
for the individual graves that archaeologists excavated 
during 1991 and 1992. There were no mass graves 
at the New York African Burial Ground, and few 
were shared by more than one person. The “making 
of the African Burial Ground” involved funeral after 
funeral, carried out for individuals by their survivors 
one by one, week after week, year in and year out. In 
keeping with the Howard University team’s respect 
for the gravity of excavating such a cemetery archaeo-
logically, the disinterment of each individual grave 
at the cemetery is described in Part 2 of this volume. 
By providing basic information on how each burial 
was found, what the grave contained, the condition 
of the remains, the age and sex of the individual, and 
whether and how it overlapped with other graves, a 
partial and admittedly inadequate reconstruction of 
the original interment is made possible.

Part 1 of this volume is organized as follows. 
The remainder of Chapter 1 describes the fieldwork 
(including a list of burials excavated) and laboratory 
methods; the impact of the destruction of the World 
Trade Center on September 11, 2001; and the reburial 
of archaeological materials. Chapter 2 provides histor-

4   Beyond posing these questions, the bulk of the research design 
for archaeology described field methods (after the fact) and outlined 
methods for specific materials analysis. It should be noted that none 
of the authors of the current report participated in the preparation of 
the Research Design.
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ical background and context. It consists of two parts: 
first, a document-based chronological history of the 
burial ground (including its origin, the development of 
its surrounds, and its closing), and second, a compari-
son of documentary evidence about African funeral 
practices in New York and in the African diaspora. In 
Chapter 3, we describe the archaeological site as such, 
including the original landform, postcemetery devel-
opment of the parcel, the condition of the graves, and 
the limits of excavation. Next, Chapter 4 presents our 
methodology for arriving at four temporal groupings 
of the graves—namely, Early, Middle, Late-Middle, 
and Late Groups—that were excavated at the site. 
Before turning to each temporal group, Chapter 5 
presents an overview of the mortuary population, 
burial practices, and spatial arrangement of the New 
York African Burial Ground, as observed through 
the archaeological investigation. Attention is paid to 
the use of coffins, grave orientation, body position, 
co-interment, shrouding and clothing the dead, and 
the presence of personal adornment and other items 
in association with the dead. Chapters 6–9 discuss the 
burials by temporal group, providing overviews of the 
town of New York, population figures, and discussions 
of the material culture and spatial arrangement of 
burials. Selected unique and unusual graves from each 
group are described. Chapters 10–14 describe specific 
categories of mortuary material culture: coffins, pins 
and shrouding, clothing, adornment, and other burial 
items. Throughout the chapters, we address inter-
pretive themes of social identity, enslavement and 
resistance to bondage, mortuary practice and spiritual 
and cultural agency, and the role of the African Burial 
Ground in creating and sustaining a community. Chap-
ter 15 provides a conclusion. All appendixes (A–J) are 
provided in Part 3 of this volume.

Archaeological Fieldwork
Archaeological testing commenced in May 1991 in 
Lot 12 (see Figure 2). A backhoe was used to exca-
vate test trenches within the front portion of the lot 
and within the former footprint of Republican Alley, 
where African Burial Ground graves were considered 
most likely to have survived. Human remains, which 
subsequently were determined likely to be from the 
eastern half of Burial 1 and from other disturbed buri-
als in the area, were discovered during excavation of 
“Trench D” within Republican Alley in June. At that 
time, machine excavation of the immediate surround-

ing area was halted until GSA decided to proceed 
with hand excavation of burials and arrangements for 
appropriate site preparation—including the shoring of 
the excavation perimeter and construction of an access 
ramp—could be made. Subsequently, fieldwork pro-
ceeded with a combination of machine-aided clearing 
and hand excavation, and shelters were constructed to 
protect the exposed graves and the excavators. These 
temporary structures were heated and lit once field-
work progressed into the winter months (Figures 3–6). 
As each successive shelter was constructed (each was 
progressively more substantial), it was designated with 
a letter from “Structure A” to “Structure G” (hence 
many of the field records, including artifact-bag labels, 
included a structure letter).

HCI conducted the field excavations through the 
end of June 1992, when JMA assumed the project as 
GSA’s new archaeology consultant. Most of the burial 
ground field staff was retained, including Site Director 
Michael Parrington. Excavation personnel are listed 
in the acknowledgments.

No member of the Howard University Archaeology 
Team participated in the fieldwork at the site, although 
members of the skeletal biology staff did so for brief 
periods. The lack of continuity of personnel between 
the fieldwork and analytical phases of research is com-
mon in public archaeology and can result in loss of 
information. Every effort has been made to minimize 
such loss in the current project. Procedures followed 
for the excavation of burials have been reconstructed 
from records kept by HCI and JMA, with the aid of the 
description contained in the 1993 research design. In 
addition, we consulted with various members of the 
field staff regarding methods, both during the period 
when our staffs overlapped at the laboratory and later 
during the preparation of this report.

Procedures

Survey and Mapping
A site grid was established aligned with the street grid 
and property lines. The north-south base line (grid 
coordinate 0 feet East) was the west edge of Lot 12, 
along the interior (east) side of an extant concrete wall. 
The east-west base line (0 feet South) was located 
where the north-south line intersected the front edge of 
Lot 12, along Duane Street. Drawings and maps were 
plotted with reference to east and south coordinates 
on this grid, and all horizontal measurements were 
taken in feet and tenths of feet.
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Figure 3. Backhoe clearing adjacent to temporary archaeological 
excavation shelter early in the fieldwork (photograph by Dennis 
Seckler).

Figure 4. Excavation shelter erected to allow night and winter work 
(photograph by Dennis Seckler).

Figure 5. Archaeologists working under lights. Teams of two worked 
on each burial excavation, and the density of the graves made for 
close quarters inside the shelters (photograph by Dennis Seckler).

Figure 6. Construction of the 290 Broadway Federal building during 
archaeological fieldwork; the archaeological excavation shelter is 
visible at the rear. The view is toward the southeast (photograph by 
Dennis Seckler).
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A site datum designated “A” was established with 
an elevation measured at 27.50 feet above mean sea 
level (AMSL; measurements per Sandy Hook, where 
sea level is measured for the New York City area). 
A series of subdatum points was used throughout 
the excavations. Grid coordinates were recorded for 
some, and for each, the depth below the site datum was 
recorded (see Appendix B, Part 3 of this volume). All 
depths recorded in the field for burial features were 
taken from these subdatum points and therefore can 
be converted readily to absolute elevations relative 
to sea level. Vertical measurements in the field were 
taken in feet, tenths of feet, and hundredths of feet. 
Depths recorded on the field drawings and forms 
simply needed to be subtracted from the elevations of 
the datum points listed for each burial. All elevations 
referred to in this report are absolute elevations, not 
excavation depths. 

Clearing
Clearing of the massive amounts of fill and building 
material overlying the graves was accomplished by 
machine (excavators and backhoes). In some areas, 
this task resulted in damage to graves, discussed in 
Chapter 3. Once overburden was removed to a level 
believed to be just above burials, or once burial out-
lines or tops of coffins were exposed, hand clearing 
commenced. In some areas, historical features post-
dating the burial ground were encountered before the 
graves and were excavated first or in conjunction with 
adjacent burials (see the report on the 290 Broadway 
nonburial site component in Cheek [2003]). The need 
to construct excavation shelters and shoring facilities, 
safety issues, and, of course, the construction activity 
for 290 Broadway carried out simultaneously with the 
archaeological fieldwork complicated the excavation 
strategy. Building-construction access ramps, perim-
eter walls, and underpinning for adjacent 22 Reade 
Street caused delays and damage during the clearing 
of burial ground areas. As each shelter was built, or, 
in some cases, as it was dismantled, graves located 
beneath its sills had to be identified and excavated. 

In general, the site was cleared for archaeologi-
cal excavation from west to east, beginning with the 
rear of Lot 12 and the north-south leg of Republican 
Alley. As the months of fieldwork progressed, GSA 
identified a “Critical Area” for priority excavation, 
that being the footprint of the tower building. This 
area was cleared more speedily by machine than the 
westernmost area had been to provide quicker access 
for the archaeological team. There is no question that 

site clearing was accomplished under less than optimal 
standards from the point of view of archaeological 
investigation. The pressure to move forward with 
building construction forced compromises with the 
scientific program, such that historical features above 
the level of the graves were often stripped, and the 
opportunity to examine the site carefully for remnants 
of the original ground surface was lost. It is probably 
no accident that the only portion of the site for which 
an extant eighteenth-century-cemetery surface was 
identified was the first area excavated, the north-south 
leg of Republican Alley. Here, the upper few feet of 
fill were mechanically removed, but lower layers of 
fill were excavated by hand with shovels. 

In parts of the site (Lot 12, the westernmost section 
of Republican Alley, and Lots 20½ and 22), numbered 
excavation units (5- or 10-foot squares) were opened. 
When excavation of these units revealed burial out-
lines, the burial excavation proceeded separately from 
the rest of the unit. Nonburial excavation units are 
described in a separate report (Cheek 2003).

Burial Identification and Numbering
When a presumed burial was discovered or soon after, 
it was given a number. Burial numbering was consecu-
tive. All records and objects related to the burial were 
assigned this number, including recordation forms, 
artifact boxes and bags, and wrapped skeletal remains. 
A total of 435 burial numbers were assigned during the 
fieldwork at the New York African Burial Ground, but 
there were not this many actual interments. Some of the 
contexts referred to by these numbers subsequently were 
determined not to be burials, or were determined to be 
parts of other burials. In addition, some of the burials 
excavated contained no surviving human remains. This 
was a result of either complete decay or, as appears to be 
the case for at least two graves, an instance in which the 
coffin was placed in the ground empty or remains were 
removed in the past. Table 1 summarizes the cases with 
no human remains. The total number of graves identified 
was 424, and the total number of individuals for whom 
any skeletal remains could be inventoried numbered 
419. All burials that could be identified as such, whether 
or not human remains had survived, were included 
in the archaeological analysis to the extent possible 
(e.g., they were considered in the stratigraphic, spatial, 
and chronological analyses and in the distributions of 
artifacts, where such survived). In a few interments—
Burials 199, 301, 329, 391, and 420—skeletal analysis 
revealed the presence of remains from more than one 
individual within a burial context.
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Table 1. Assigned Burial Numbers with No Discrete Human Remains Associated 

Burial No. Explanation for Lack of Human Remains 

 There were no extant remains (infant coffin). 
 There were no extant remains (adult coffin, disturbed). 

 Remains were determined to be from Burial 293. 

 There were no extant remains (infant coffin). (A tooth bud was later found in the laboratory.)
 There were no extant remains (partial coffin). 

 There were no extant remains. 

 Burial left in place in 1992. 

 Burial left in place in 1992. 

 Coffin remains only; determined to be from burial 352. 

 Determined not to be a burial. 
 Determined not to be a burial. 
 Soil stain was determined not to be a burial. 

 Soil stain was determined not to be a burial. 

Possible coffin remains only; no human bone. 

 Grave with coffin was identified but no human remains exposed in situ, left in place in 1992.

 Grave with coffin was identified but no human remains exposed, left in place in 1992. 
 Grave with coffin was identified but no human remains exposed, left in place in 1992. 

 Grave with coffin was identified but no human remains exposed, left in place in 1992. 

 Burial left in place in 1992. 
 Burial left in place in 1992. 
 Burial left in place in 1992. 

 

  62    Remains were determined to be from Burial 76. 

  74    There were no extant remains (empty child coffin?). 

      Remains were determined to be from Burial 96. 

       There were no extant remains (burial with empty coffin; adult size, hexagonal). 

      Soil stain was determined not to be a burial. 

      Soil stain was determined not to be a burial. 

      Soil stain was determined not to be a burial. 

       There were no extant remains (burial with empty coffin; adult size, hexagonal). 

     There were no extant remains (infant coffin). 

     There were no extant remains (infant coffin).  

      There were no extant remains (infant coffin). 

  232   There were no extant remains (infant coffin).  

  

129

92

139

140

141

145

206

220

231

233

261

269

296

359

360

378

381

401

407

409

411

421

 422

423

426

429

430

433

434

435
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Basic burial data are contained in Appendix C, 
Part 3 of this volume. A list of the excavated burials 
is provided in Table 2, which should be used along 
with Figure 7 (the site plan); a full description of the 
disinterment of each burial will be found in Part 2 of 
this volume.5 

In addition to the burial number, a catalog number 
was assigned during field excavation. The catalog 
number is also a consecutive number that in theory 
provides a way to differentiate specific field contexts, 
such as stratigraphic levels, from one another. How-
ever, at the New York African Burial Ground, only 
one catalog number was used for each burial, so that 
the material from the grave-shaft fill, coffin remains, 
material from within the coffin, skeletal remains, and 
all recovered samples had the same number. The only 
possible record, then, of where within a burial context 
any given item or sample came from might be the 
label on the bag or box used in the field to collect the 
material or on field drawings that depicted specific 
items that were then bagged or boxed separately with 
specific labeling. Typically, the information retained 
on containers was sufficient to determine which mate-
rials were from the grave shaft, which from within the 
coffin, etc., but there was no way to efficiently track 
these proveniences in a database when first brought 
to the lab, nor were all containers sufficiently labeled 
for us to determine exactly where items or samples 
were collected. For instance, because all nail bags had 
the same number for any given burial, we could not 
distinguish coffin nails from any “extra” nails found 
in the grave or shaft. Likewise, if shell was found in 
the grave shaft and also on or in a coffin, we could 
not readily determine which shells were from which 
location. Because grave shafts were excavated as 
single units with just one catalog number, there was 
no way to determine whether diagnostic artifacts were 
recovered from the upper part of the shaft, alongside 
the coffin, or beneath the coffin.

Excavation of Burials
Where visible, grave shafts were delineated on the 
ground and then excavated in full in a single layer until 
a coffin lid or bones were encountered. The grave- 
 
 
 
 
 
 

shaft-fill soils were screened through 1/4-inch-wire 
mesh, and notes indicate that sometimes the soil was 
water-screened (there is no general record of which 
burials were wet-screened or how they were selected). 
Typically, a team of two excavators worked on each 
burial through to completion, although in some cases, 
teams were switched in the course of a burial or extra 
excavators were recruited. When a coffin lid or evi-
dence of a coffin outline was encountered, elevations 
were taken, and sometimes the burial was drawn 
and/or photographed at this stage (see description of 
recording). Where feasible, wood samples were taken 
(although, in many cases, the only recoverable “wood” 
samples consisted of wood-stained soil). Excavators 
endeavored to leave coffin sides and all coffin nails 
in place during the excavation of the skeletal remains. 
Additional wood samples were taken from the sides 
and finally the bottoms of coffins where feasible.

Usually, skeletal remains were visible at the same 
level as coffin lid remains. One excavator began work-
ing to expose the cranium while the second began try-
ing to locate the femurs. Once the general disposition 
of the remains was established, the standard order 
of excavation was legs and arms, chest, hands and 
feet, and finally the facial and pelvic areas. Soil from 
among the bones was screened for artifacts, although 
typically, artifacts were identified during excavation of 
the bones and left in place until they could be recorded 
in situ along with the skeleton.

Field assessments were conducted by the Met-
ropolitan Forensic Anthropology Team (MFAT), a 
team of physical anthropologists based at Lehman 
College hired by GSA’s consulting archaeologists. 
Assessments included condition of remains as well as 
preliminary evaluations of age, sex, and pathologies. 
Once each burial was fully exposed, one of the MFAT 
specialists performed an assessment of the physical 
remains. In some cases, the MFAT members assisted 
with excavations as well. MFAT personnel are listed 
in the acknowledgments.

All bones were left in place for recordation, then 
were removed individually and wrapped (initially 
using newspaper, but in July 1992, acid-free paper 
was adopted by the JMA field team) and packed in 
boxes. Once the skeletal remains were removed, the 
remaining grave-shaft fill was excavated and screened. 
All human remains were transferred directly from the 
site to Lehman College laboratories in the Bronx for 
storage. Artifacts found with burials in direct associa-
tion with skeletal remains (i.e., with the exception 
of coffin remains and grave-shaft-fill contents) were 

5   The site maps used in this report include the nineteenth–twentieth-
century lot lines and numbers for Block 154. The individual lots were 
identified in the Stage 1 research in order to trace development of the 
block over time; the lots were subsumed within a larger tax parcel at 
the time the project commenced. The former lot boundaries are useful, 
however, for understanding the excavation strategy and differential 
preservation and for locating archaeological site areas.
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

 adult 20 25 female? 82.5 2 9.13 

 adult 27 42 male 43.5 11  

 adult 25 35 male 107 2  

 adult 30 40 male 86.5 11  

 adult 20 25 male? 86.5 11  

 subadult 0.5 1 undetermined 86.5 9 8.17 

 adult 25 30 male? 87.5 15 6.98 

 subadult 3 5 undetermined 80.5 15 7.29 

 infant 0 0.5 undetermined 82.5 5 6.58 

 adult 35 45 male 89.5 25 5.44 

 adult 40 45 male 82.5 20 6.04 

 adult 30 40 male? 83.5 12 6.73 
 adult 35 45 female 89.5 12 6.13 

    103.5 -5 6.37 

 infant 0 0.5 undetermined 89.5 12 6.10 

 subadult 11 18 undetermined 103.5 -5 7.27 

 adult 50 60 female 107 0 6.03 

 subadult 4 6 undetermined 83.25 20 4.94 

 adult 35 45 female? 81.5 12 4.53 

 subadult   undetermined 81.5 20 6.36 

 adult 45 50 male 85 0 8.68 
 subadult   undetermined 87.5 20 6.42 

 subadult 2.5 4.5 undetermined 96.5 -1.5 6.97 

 adult 25 35 male 87.5 8 5.48 
 subadult 3 6 undetermined 87.5 5 7.88 
 adult 20 24 female 87.5 20 6.07 
 subadult 8 12 undetermined 83 20 3.74 

 subadult 1.4 2.8 undetermined 88.5 5 6.73 
 subadult   undetermined 83 -2 8.58 

 adult 35 45 male? 97.5 0 3.92 

 subadult 7 11 undetermined 86 10 5.48 

 adult 14 16 undetermined 103.5 -1 6.47 
 adult 50 60 male 86.5 23.5 5.74 

 adult   undetermined 87.5 10 5.48 

 adult   undetermined 87.5 15 6.02 

 subadult 8 10 undetermined 87.5 15 6.08 

 adult   female 87.5 -5 8.17 

 adult 45 55 male 65 20 7.44 

 adult 12 18 female 86 10 5.18 

 subadult 5 7 undetermined 81.75 40 4.69 

1
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5
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7

8
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

 adult 50 60 female 65 10 7.88 

 adult   undetermined 99.5 -11 7.57 

 infant 0 2 undetermined 91.5 45 4.92 
 subadult 2.5 4.5 undetermined 105 -7 6.42 

 subadult 3 9 undetermined 85.5 21.5 5.54 

 subadult 2.5 4.5 undetermined 103.5 -5 6.77 

 adult   female? 95.5 0 5.27 

 adult 35 45 male 103.5 0 6.42 

 adult   undetermined 87.5 20 4.89 

 adult 40 50 female 87.5 40 3.76 

 subadult   undetermined 87.5 30 5.81 

 adult 24 32 female 75 10 8.58 

 undetermined   undetermined 87.5 25 4.69 

 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 87.5 0 7.85 

 adult   undetermined 92 -4 7.63 
 subadult 3 5 undetermined 92.20 0 7.65 
 adult 30 34 female 87.5 17 5.64 

 subadult 0.88 2.16 undetermined 87.5 25 5.27 

 subadult 3.5 4.5 undetermined 65 15 7.42 

 infant 0 0.25 undetermined 65 15 6.58 

 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 95 -1 7.73 
 undetermined   undetermined 87.5 45 5.53 

 adult 35 45 male 70 15 7.12 

 subadult 0.38 0.88 undetermined 92.5 45 5.25 

 infant 0 0.49 undetermined 75 10 8.58 
 infant 0 0.16 undetermined 93.5 25 5.23 

 adult 40 50 male 94 0 7.28 

 adult 21 25 male 91 3.5 5.93 

 adult 30 60 male 89 -3.5 6.53 

 adult 35 45 male 92.5 10 5.98 

 adult 25 35 female 75 10 7.86 

 subadult 1 2 undetermined 87.5 34 6.29 

 adult 20 30 female? 79 10 7.28 

    80 15 5.73 

 infant 0 0 undetermined 92.5 34 5.99 

 adult 25 55 male 75 10 8.33 

 subadult 0.67 1.3 undetermined 88.5 35 5.26 

 adult 16 19 undetermined 91 10 4.31 

 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 82 6 7.88 

 subadult   undetermined 87.5 40 3.61 
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age 

Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

 adult   female 93 -3 6.93 

 adult 18 25 female 93 3 6.03 
 subadult   undetermined 87.5 31 5.53 

 adult 17 21 female 87.5 35 4.45 

 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 80.5 15 6.79 

 subadult 6 8 undetermined 74 18 7.89 

 subadult 4 6 undetermined 94 3 6.88 
 undetermined   undetermined 93.5 -4 6.36 

 adult 50 60 female 90.5 48 4.8 

 adult 35 40 female 81.5 4 6.81 

 subadult 0.67 1.3 undetermined 95 48 4.95 

 adult   undetermined 85 -3 6.98 

 subadult   undetermined 92.5 47 4.75 

 subadult 7 12 undetermined 94.5 51 4.85 

 adult 16 18 male 94.5 47 5.33 

 adult 40 50 male 81 20 6.73 

 subadult 1 2 undetermined 81 20 6.23 

 subadult 6 10 undetermined 91.5 70 4.92 

 subadult   undetermined 80.5 20 5.44 

 adult 26 35 male 88.5 49 4.32 

 subadult 1.33 2.67 undetermined 79.5 20 5.93 
 subadult   undetermined 79.5 20 5.83 
 adult 30 40 female 89.5 61 3.89 

 adult 35 45 male 95 60 4.37 
 adult 25 35 female? 90.5 71 3.85 

 adult 35 40 female 90 48 3.94 

 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 87 53 5.4 

 subadult 0.67 1.33 undetermined 90.5 54 4.32 

 infant -0.17 0.17 undetermined 90 78 5.33 
 subadult 0.67 1.33 undetermined 91.5 53 4.87 

 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 89 82.5 4.52 

 adult   undetermined 91.5 60 3.62 
 adult 45 50 male 94.5 91 3.79 

 adult 25 35 female 89.5 89 3.81 
 adult 45 55 male 95.5 81.5 3.64 

 infant 0 0 undetermined 91.5 77 4.14 

 adult   undetermined 94.5 55 4.18 
 adult 35 45 male 88.5 72 3.79 

 adult 25 34 female 88.5 70 3.54 
 subadult 2.5 4.5 undetermined 86 70 4.19 
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age 

Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

122 adult 18 20  female  93 61 3.53 

123 subadult 0.67 1.33  undetermined 89.5 80 4.04 

124 adult   undetermined 91.5 95 5.09 

125 adult   female? 64.5 52 3.96 

126 subadult 3.5 5.5  undetermined 88 80.5 3.4 

127 subadult 0.67 1.33  undetermined 90 95 3.71 

128 infant 0 0.17  undetermined 92.5 83 3.45 

129     91.5 95 4.54 

130 subadult 1 2  undetermined 92 56 3.27 

131 subadult   undetermined 91.5 76.5 3.83 

132 adult 25 30  male 64.5 61.5 4.01 

133 subadult 1 2  undetermined 96 78 4.06 

134 adult 40 50  female 62.5 85 2.23 

135 adult 30 40  male 70 70 2.81 

136 subadult   undetermined 95 86.7 4.09 

137 adult 25 35  undetermined 63 75 3.86 

138 subadult 3 5  undetermined 67.5 86 4.13 

142 adult 25 30  female 88 90 4.05 

143 subadult 6 10  undetermined 88 80.5 3.11 

144 infant 0 0.17  undetermined 88 90 3.8 

145     73.5 74 4.93 

146 infant 0 0  undetermined 73.5 74.5 4.72 

147 adult 55 65  male 70.5 56.5 3.88 

148 adult 12 18  undetermined 91.5 70 3.27 

149 subadult 0.5 1  undetermined 88 90 3.85 

150 adult 20 28  female 70.5 80 4.43 

151 adult 35 45  male 67.5 83 3.84 

152 undetermined   undetermined 55.5 67 1.90 

153 adult   female? 54.5 74 1.48 

154 adult 25 29  female 95.5 75 3.43 

155 adult   undetermined 92 75 3.14 

156 adult 30 60  female 66.5 115 2.35 

157 adult   female? 53.5 81.5 1.87 

158 adult 20 30  male 63 92 2.17 

159 adult 25 35  female 73.5 90 3.43 

160 subadult 3.5 5.5  undetermined 73 98.5 3.10 

161 subadult   undetermined 74.5 90  

162 adult 35 45  male 55 51.5 2.31 

163 adult 18 24  male? 74.5 99 2.18 

164 subadult 8 13  undetermined 52.5 91 1.47 
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

165 adult   undetermined 62.5 73  

166 subadult 0.5 1 undetermined 55.5 92.5 2.10 

167 subadult 8.5 12.5 undetermined 86.5 65 2.56 

168 adult   male 95.5 68.5 4.87 

169 subadult 5.5 9.5 undetermined 91.5 81 2.67 

170 subadult 7 11 undetermined 96 65 4.33 

171 adult 44 60 male 53.5 99.5 1.05 

172 adult 25 35 female 40.5 88 1.61 

173 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 57 101 0.55 

174 adult 17 18 male 60.5 90 2.31 

175 adult 24 28 male 72 64.5 4.44 

176 adult 20 24 male 74.5 65.5 3.10 

177 adult 30 60 undetermined 91.5 80 2.23 

178 adult   male 62 57 4 

179 adult 25 30 male 46.5 98 -0.30 

180 subadult 11 13 undetermined 50 97.5 0.12 

181 adult 20 23 male 66 115 2.23 

182 subadult 7.5 12.5 undetermined 94 69 3.81 

183 subadult 0.63 1.13 undetermined 50 113.5 0.33 

184 subadult 1 1.5 undetermined 52 108.5 0.44 

185 adult 21 23 male 54.5 122 0.85 

186 infant 0 0.17 undetermined 47.5 110 0.09 

187 subadult 1.5 4 undetermined 52.5 119.5 0.94 

188 adult 26 32 undetermined 58.5 52.5 3.85 

189 adult   undetermined 95.5 65.5 3.42 

190 subadult 0.38 0.88 undetermined 55 100.5 0.57 

191 adult 25 30 male 56.5 87.5 1.83 

192 adult 40 60 female 67 101.5  

193 adult 30 48 male 65.5 101.5  

194 adult 30 40 male 50.5 84 0.95 

195 adult 30 40 female 81.5 63  

196 adult 20 24 undetermined 83 56 4.14 

197 adult 45 55 female 76 57.5 4.05 

198 subadult   undetermined 86.5 80 3.61 

199 adult 30 40 female 73.5 80 3.39 

200 adult   male 75.5 77 3.57 

201 subadult 1.5 3.5 undetermined 59.5 70.5 3.25 

202 adult 12 18 female? 85.5 70 3.4 

203 adult 12 18 undetermined 59 77 4.04 

204 adult   female? 77.5 98 3.81 



16 • Jean Howson, Leonard G. Bianchi, and Warren R. Perry

 The New York African Burial Ground

Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

205 adult 18 20 female 59.5 102 0.41 

206     75.5 93 3.31 

207 adult 25 35 female? 78.5 95 3.76 

208 subadult 0.5 1 undetermined 77 96 3.70 

209 adult 40 50 male 42 94 0.43 

210 adult 35 45 male 46 116 0.22 

211 adult   male? 77 79.5 3.93 

212 subadult 4.5 5.5 undetermined 82.5 55 3.85 

213 adult 45 55 female 84.5 85.5 3.93 

214 adult 45 55 male 79.5 63.5 4.84 

215 infant 0 0.16 undetermined 81.5 72.5 4.57 

216 infant 0 0.16 undetermined 78.5 57 4.47 

217 adult 17 19 male 64.5 122.5 1.34 

218 subadult 0.5 3.5 undetermined 89 73 3.48 

219 subadult 4 5 undetermined 71.5 122 2.20 

220     78 92 3.75 

221 adult 30 60 male 83.5 77 3.55 

222 adult   male? 76.5 118 0.24 

223 adult 25 35 female 66.5 76.5 2.69 

224 subadult 0.5 1.33 undetermined 77.5 97 2.39 

225 subadult 0.5 1.25 undetermined 64.5 95.5  

226 infant 0 0.17 undetermined 83 77 3.69 

227 undetermined   undetermined 77 84 4.22 

228 adult   male? 86 55 4.20 

229 subadult 6.75 11.25 undetermined 83.5 72 4.22 

230 adult 55 65 female 45.5 106 0.73 

231     77.5 97 2.90 

232     77.5 97 2.41 

233     73 127 1.84 

234 infant 0 0.5 undetermined 77.5 96.5 2.24 

235 adult 28 42 female 71.5 123 1.44 

236 subadult 4 5 undetermined 84.5 53.5 3.86 

237 undetermined   undetermined 80 55.5 4.11 

238 adult 40 50 male 78.5 62 3.43 

239 subadult 1.5 3.5 undetermined 83.5 70 3.8 

240 subadult 0.88 2.66 undetermined 79.5 95.5 2.73 

241 adult 55 65 female 54.5 121 -0.18 

242 adult 40 50 female 49.5 117 -0.30 

243 adult 40 50 male 57.5 121 0.10 

244 subadult 5 9 undetermined 51.5 90 0.88 
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

245 subadult 2.5 4.5 undetermined 75 85.5 3.55 

246 subadult 0.5 2.9 undetermined 82.5 70 3.77 

247 adult 35 49.9 male? 84.5 90 3.69 

248 subadult 14 15 undetermined 71.2 118.5 1.14 

249 subadult 0.67 1.33 undetermined 81 87 4.16 

250 adult   undetermined 80.5 84 4.07 

251 subadult 12 14 undetermined 79.5 79 3.73 

252 subadult 1 2 undetermined 64.5 95.5  

253 subadult 13 15 undetermined 82.5 65.5 4.02 

254 subadult 3.5 5.5 undetermined 79.5 97.5 2.08 

255 infant 0 0.17 undetermined 79.3 117.9 1.81 

256 adult 40  60 male 77.5 79 2.82 

257 adult 30  40 male 72.1 64.5 3.21 

258 infant 0 0.5 undetermined 85.5 78 3.21 

259 adult 17 19 female? 40.5 102 0.47 

260 undetermined   undetermined 84.5 53.5 3.89 

261     87.5 80 3.5 

262 adult 15 17 male? 38.5 120 -0.31 

263 subadult   undetermined 88.5 74 3.20 

264 adult   undetermined 80 55 4.15 

265 subadult 0.5 1 undetermined 82 120 1.74 

266 adult 25 35 female 38.5 113.5 -0.59 

267 adult   undetermined 82.5 94 4.09 

268 infant 0 0.5 undetermined 74.5 125.5 0.4 

269        

270 adult   male 84.5 123.5 1.44 

271 adult 45 57 male 76.5 65 3.70 

272 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 88.5 74.5 2.8 

273 undetermined   undetermined 81.5 52.5 4.27 

274     79.5 70 3.55 

275 adult   female? 81 50 3.36 

276 adult 20  24 female 35.5 118.5 0.5 

277 subadult   undetermined 77.5 51 4.01 

278 adult 45 55 male 42 103 -0.34 

279 adult   undetermined 76.5 75.5 3.32 

280 adult   female? 83 70 2.8 

281 adult   male? 79.5 75 3.78 

282 adult 32.5 42.5 male 77.5 71.5 3.35 

283 subadult 0.33 0.67 undetermined 76 123 1.16 

284 adult 21 28 male 80.5 115.5 2.09 
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age 

Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

285 adult 20 30 female 80.5 64 3.57 

286 subadult 4.4 8.5 undetermined 75 126 0.61 

287 adult 18 20 male 73.5 53 3.63 

288 adult   undetermined 74.5 120 1.61 

289 subadult 5 9 undetermined 81 125 1.73 

290 adult 45 55 male 84 114 2.32 

291 subadult 3 5 undetermined 82.5 94 4.01 

292 adult   undetermined 72.5 121 1.93 

293 adult   male? 82.5 94 3.55 

294 subadult 0.5 1 undetermined 88 86.5 4.19 

295 adult 30 50 female 82 70 2.59 

296 infant 0.5 2.9 undetermined 84 98 4.20 

297 adult 30 40 male 62.5 117.5 0.04 

298 subadult 0.67 1.33 undetermined 66.5 123 1.99 

299 adult 40 50 male 68.5 123.5 1.32 

300 infant   undetermined 76 125.5 0.82 

301 adult   undetermined 86 100.5 4.17 

301a undetermined   undetermined 86 100.5  

302 adult   female? 88.5 99.5 3.96 

303 subadult 0.5 1 undetermined 73.5 76.5  

304 subadult 3 5 undetermined 81.5 109 1.97 

305 infant -0.33 0.33 undetermined 57 122 -1.11 

306 adult 28 44 male 76.5 125 0.10 

307 adult 45 55 male? 82.5 115.5 2.02 

308 subadult   undetermined 84.5 109 1.31 

309 adult 20 25 male 62 143.5 1.89 

310 adult 44  52 female 75.5 60 2.49 

311 subadult 0.25 0.75 undetermined 88.5 99.5 3.41 

312 infant 0 0.3 undetermined 75 67 3.38 

313 adult 45 55 male 31.5 114.5 -1.5 

314 adult 40 50 male 82 134  

315 adult 30 40 female 83 127 1.41 

316 adult 18 20 female 88.5 99.5 3.02 

317 adult 19 39 male? 91.5 220 2.21 

318 subadult 7.5 14 undetermined 78 144 1.95 

319 adult   female 88.5 249 2.25 

320 subadult 2 4 undetermined 90 251.5 1.73 

321 subadult 1 2 undetermined 79.5 143 0.39 

322 adult   female 64.5 140 2.47 

323 adult 19 30 male 45 128.5  



Chapter 1. Introduction • 19   

Volume 2, Part 1. The Archaeology of the New York African Burial Ground

Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

324 adult 25 35 female 69 132 1.83 

325 adult 25 35  male 63.5 137.5 0.89 

326 adult 45 55 male 73.5 135  

327 adult 35 45 male 48.5 129  

328 adult 40 50 female 84.5 241  

329 adult   male 56 128.5  

329.1 adult   undetermined 56 128.5  

330 adult 28 58 male 58.5 140 0.72 

331 adult 30 35 undetermined 58 137 0.52 

332 adult 35 40 male? 80.5 126 0.67 

333 adult 45 55 male 81.5 230.5 1.14 

334 subadult   undetermined 89 251 1.63 

335 adult 25 35 female 84.5 248 0.36 

336 subadult 0.5 1 undetermined 83 125.5 0.68 

337 adult 40 50 male 37 130 -0.67 

338 adult 33 65 female 84.5 133.5 0.69 

339 subadult   undetermined 83 123 1.39 

340 adult 39.3 64.4 female 88.5 236.5 0.27 

341 adult   male 87.5 229.5 1.26 

342 adult 25 35 female? 50 129 -0.73 

343 adult 19 23 male 59.5 130 -0.02 

344 adult 25 35 male? 87.5 255 0.84 

345 adult   undetermined 74.5 254 0.52 

346 adult 50 70 female 57.5 138.5 -0.25 

347 subadult 0.5 1  undetermined 73.5 130 0.97 

348 subadult 1 2  undetermined 66 138 1.62 

349 infant 0 0.5 undetermined 72 132 1.64 

350 undetermined   undetermined 82 133.5 1.18 

351 adult 50 60 male 84.5 145 0.39 

352 adult   male 67.5 131 1.47 

353 adult 24 34 male 84.5 230 1.13 

354 adult 35 45 male 44.5 129.5 -1.16 

355 adult   undetermined 74.5 235 3.19 

356 subadult   undetermined 84.5 248 -0.01 

357 adult 45 65 male 72 228.5 -0.31 

358 adult   female? 89.5 230 1.93 

359     84.5 127.5 1.47 

360     75.5 235 0.24 

361 adult 33 57 male 88.5 249 0.77 

362 adult   undetermined 69.5 235 -0.81 
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age 

Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

363 subadult 1 2 undetermined 49.5 135 -0.35 

364 adult  25 35 male 44.5 143.5 -0.23 

365 adult   female 79.5 257.5 -0.06 

366 adult  34 62 undetermined 78 224 0.73 

367 adult  25 35 female? 72 130 2.08 

368 subadult 10.5 13.5 undetermined 80.5 246.5 0.86 

369 adult  40 50 male 54 131 -0.21 

370 subadult 2 4 undetermined 82 146.5 0.79 

371 adult 25 35 female 69 235 -2.88 

372 adult 25 35 female 81 235 1.91 

373 adult 45 60 female 70.5 132 -0.97 

374 infant 0 0.25 undetermined 72 132.5 1.36 

375 adult 16 18 female 74.5 253 -0.4 

376 adult 45 65 male 77 134.5 0.45 

377 adult 32.6 57.8 female 75.5 235 -0.44 

378 undetermined   undetermined 75.5 235 -0.28 

379 adult 30 40 male 71.5 215 0.16 

380 adult 40 60 male 85 241 0.51 

381 undetermined   undetermined 75.5 235 -0.68 

382 subadult 4 5 undetermined 71.5 215 0.17 

383 adult 14 18 female 79 245 -0.76 

384 adult 25 45 female 91.5 248 0.59 

385 adult 40 60 female 86 251.5 0.83 

386 infant 0 0.3 undetermined 48 121.5 0.37 

387 adult 34 44 male 78 227 -0.25 

388 adult 29 57 female 75.5 222 -0.38 

389 adult   female 82 220 1.87 

390 adult 25 35 male 71.5 140 1.41 

391 adult 16.5 19.5 male 68 140.5 1.69 

392 adult 42.5 52.5 male 71.5 140 1.04 

393 infant -0.17 0.17 undetermined 84 211 2.54 

394 adult 16 25 undetermined 59.5 185 -0.59 

395 adult 43 53 male 76.5 135.5 -1.11 

396 subadult 6.5 8.5 undetermined 82.5 224 1.43 

397 adult 30 40 female 87 229 0.51 

398 adult  25 35 undetermined 93 255.5 0.67 

399 infant 0 0.3 undetermined 78 213 -0.08 

400 adult 25 35 male 65.5 130 2.09 

402 adult   undetermined 84.5 235 1.06 

403 adult 39 65 male 93 255.5 1.12 
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Table 2. Excavated Burials with Age, Sex, and Location (continued) 

Burial  
No. 

Age  
Category  

Low  
Age 

High  
Age 

Sex  Grid South Grid East  Elevation  

404 adult   female 79.5 165  

405 subadult 6 10 undetermined 83.9 211.8 2.22 

406 infant 0 0.5 undetermined 68.25 253.5 0.02 

408 adult   male? 79.5 158 0.5 

410 adult   female 69.5 178 1.05 

412 infant 0 0 undetermined 78.5 218.5 2.10 

413 adult 50 70 female 62.5 175.5 0.97 

414 adult 39 59 male 74 165 0.97 

415 adult 35 55 male 81 215 1.81 

416 adult   undetermined 71.5 142 1.28 

417 subadult 9.5 14.5 undetermined 64.5 165 1.14 

418 adult 30 55 male 64.5 163 0.86 

419 adult 48 62 male 71.5 206.5 0.4 

420 adult 35 45 male 69.5 186.5 0.63 

422     86.5 212.5 2.22 

423     67 162 0.74 

424 adult   undetermined 76 220 -1.07 

425 adult   female 79.1 253 0.35 

426     69.5 141 1.52 

427 adult 16 20 male? 69.5 179 0.28 

428 adult 40 70 female 66.5 147.5 1.57 

429 i     64.5 215  

430 i     84.5 215  

431 adult   undetermined 79.5 162 0.48 

432 adult   undetermined 78 220 -0.89 

433     79.5 160.5  

434h     79.5 155  

435h     84.5 205 2.64 

 Low and high ages reflect the range of possible ages determined by the skeletal biological team. Blanks indicate age 
range could not be determined from the remains. To be consistent with the skeletal analysis, in this table, “infant” in-
cludes individuals calculated as 6 months of age or less; “subadult” includes those over 6 months and under 15 years of 
age. Age calculation is described in Chapter 4 of Volume 1 of this series, Skeletal Biology of the New York African 
Burial Ground. 
 In the Sex column, a question mark indicates a probable assignment.  
 Grid coordinates (see the site map, Figure 7) are in feet, and elevations are feet above mean sea level (AMSL) for the 
highest skeletal element (or coffin remains if no skeletal elements were present). 
 Remains appear to belong with Burial 43. 
 No remains extant. 

 This coffin was empty. 
 Remains appear to belong to Burial 280. 

h Remains were left in place. 
 Remains were left in place (presumed adult). 
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packed in bags or small containers and sent to the 
project conservators (see below). Shaft fill artifacts 
and coffin remains (nails and wood) were bagged and 
sent to the HCI laboratory facility (until July 1992) 
or to a storage space provided by GSA.

Soil samples were taken from the grave-shaft-fill 
soil (as a “control” sample), the coffin lid area, the 
stomach area, the thoracic area, the pelvic area, and 
the sacrum. Not all of these samples were taken from 
all burials. Thoracic samples were added to the field 
protocol in late May 1992. The control samples were 
taken so that (1) soils could be tested for plant remains, 
providing information on the historic landscape, and 
(2) to obtain pH levels and observe any insect remains 
in the soil as aids to understanding bone condition.6 
The other samples were taken so that macrobotani-
cal, palynology, and parasitology analyses could be 
conducted to provide potential information about the 
diet and health of the deceased and about plants that 
might have been used in mortuary practices.

Specific locations of control samples were generally 
not recorded, and it is often not known for individual 
burials whether these were taken from above, below, 
or alongside the coffin or skeleton, although the date 
of the sample, if recorded, can inform us as to whether 
it was taken before or after the skeleton was exposed 
and recorded. During the cataloging of samples, bag 
labels (which were somewhat inconsistent) provided 
the only information on sample locations. Samples 
were sent from the field site to HCI or JMA laboratory 
facilities for storage. 

Certain in-field conservation procedures were 
designed to minimize damage to human bone and 
artifacts that occurred once they were exposed to the 
air. Very fragile bones, including frequently those of 
infants and young children, were “pedestaled” during 
excavation—that is, the soil surrounding them was 
left in place and removed as a block. If soil showed 
signs of bacterial microbes, a mild biocide (70 percent 
ethanol) was applied to the pedestal. In a few cases, a 
consolidant, polyvinyl acetate (PVA) emulsion, was 
used for long bones. In some instances, field notes 
indicate that wet paper towels were placed on skeletal  

remains to keep them moist during excavation and 
recording of the burial, but it is not known whether 
this was standard procedure. Artifacts that were par-
ticularly fragile were frozen along with surrounding 
soil. Plastic was first placed over the bone, then dry ice 
was applied to the artifact, and the block, when frozen, 
was lifted out and transported to freezers in the labora-
tory facility. There is no list of items for which dry ice 
was used, although some instances are described in 
the field records for individual burials and are noted 
in the descriptions in Part 2 of this volume.

Fieldwork was halted on July 29, 1992, and GSA 
decided to preserve remaining graves at the project 
site rather than excavate further. However, at that 
time, 16 burials had been identified in the ground but 
had not been removed; in some, the skeletal remains 
were partially exposed. These burials were covered 
with vermiculite and soil pending GSA’s decisions, 
in consultation with the project archaeologists, as to 
whether they would be removed or left in place. Exca-
vation of 11 partially exposed burials was resumed 
in September 1992, and their skeletal remains were 
removed for analysis.

Field Recording

As at any archaeological site, field recording var-
ied with the individual excavators. At the New York 
African Burial Ground, there was also an evolution 
in recordation standards: the first burials recovered 
were not always drawn adequately, for example, and 
field forms specifically designed for burial removal 
were adopted only midway through the project. On 
the other hand, later in the field project, some burials 
had only the minimum data recorded on the site forms, 
with no additional notes.

Each burial was recorded on its own forms and 
drawings, and individual drawings were then trans-
ferred to site maps. The maps were sometimes, but 
not always, clear as to superposition of burials. The 
stratigraphic relationships among groups of over-
lapping burials were not usually mentioned in the 
excavators’ notes, which focused on the individual 
burial. There are no extant field notes taken by the 
archaeologists who supervised burial excavations, 
which might have discussed overall site stratigraphy. 
Soil descriptions were sometimes, but not always, 
provided on field forms, but the grave-shaft-fill soil 
was not differentiated from the coffin in-fill, and the 
surrounding soil matrix is rarely described.

6  Neither testing of pH levels nor insect identification was undertaken. 
Chemical analysis was deemed unfeasible because too much time 
had elapsed between the initial collection and the initiation of the 
subcontracting work. Insect remains were not identified in the soil 
analysis conducted thus far, but their study through future analysis 
of retained light fractions may be possible if specific questions about 
decomposition need to be addressed (none was posed by the current 
research team).
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Forms
Forms were completed for every burial excavated, 
but several different forms were adopted over the 
course of the project. Examples of forms used by 
HCI, JMA, and MFAT are provided in Appendix D, 
Part 3 of this volume. The field forms are retained in 
the project archive; HCI and JMA forms also were 
transcribed into a database and are available in the 
digital archive. Up until mid-April 1992, each burial 
was recorded on both a “Provenience Sheet” and a 
“Burial Form.” The Provenience Sheet also provided 
a grid for a sketch, and in many cases the excavators 
produced here a rough sketch of the grave outline, 
the coffin top, or even the skeletal remains. A “Burial 
Procedures Checklist” was added in April 1992. This 
form listed all possible samples and indicated whether 
they had been collected; it also included specific 
information on how associated artifacts were stored. 
Unfortunately, the “Provenience Sheet” was discon-
tinued, and although most information was contained 
on other forms, some items were no longer recorded, 
including soil descriptions and opening sketches.

MFAT field-assessment forms provided an overall 
descriptive assessment of the condition and position of 
remains and also listed individual skeletal elements, 
noting presence/absence and condition. These forms 
also included preliminary sex, age, “race,” and pathol-
ogy assessments.

Drawings
A scaled plan drawing was made for each burial in 
situ, after skeletal remains had been exposed and 
cleaned, prior to removal (see Part 2 of this volume 
for drawings). Early in the fieldwork, each excava-
tor prepared his or her own burial plan drawings. 
Subsequently, crew members with particular ability 
were assigned work as field artists with responsibility 
for the in situ drawings. One artist/archaeologist in 
particular, Ms. Margo Schur (now Margo Meyer of 
the Anthropological Studies Center at Sonoma State 
University), executed drawings of exceptional quality 
and detail. In addition to the final burial drawings, in 
some cases opening sketches or detail sketches were 
drawn by excavators, most often on the field forms 
as noted above. On occasion, schematic drawings of 
coffins were executed. Field drawings were produced 
using a scale of 1  inch to 1 foot (with only a few 
exceptions).

For most burial drawings, individual skeletal ele-
ments and other items (coffin remains and, in some 

cases, artifacts) were plotted vertically as well as hori-
zontally. As noted, vertical measurements were taken 
in hundredths of feet from a series of site subdatum 
points. Depths below datum for skeletal remains were 
typically taken at the cranium, shoulders, elbows, 
innominates (hipbones), sacrum, knees, ankles, feet, 
and central vertebrae. Vertical measurements also were 
taken typically for the top and bottom of the coffin 
(either wood remains or nails) and for some artifacts 
found with skeletal remains. The complete list of field 
drawings is included in the project database.

As noted, individual burial drawings were traced 
onto larger site maps, also at a scale of 1 inch to 1 foot. 
In the western part of the cemetery, skeletal drawings 
were traced, but later in the excavation (i.e., farther 
east) only grave-shaft and coffin outlines were traced 
onto the maps. The earliest of these maps also show 
depths below datum points and give descriptions of 
soils intervening between graves, but most do not. A 
problem with the site maps is the difficulty in resolv-
ing issues of superposition; it is not always possible 
to tell which burial underlay another when more than 
one interment overlapped. In some parts of the site, 
maps were made of broad areas prior to excavation 
of graves, showing suspected grave-shaft outlines, 
surrounding soil, and coffin stains where visible. 
These are useful for reconstructing some of the soil 
descriptions for burials and for checking burial rela-
tionships. Unfortunately, the text on the surviving 
copies of these maps is mostly illegible (see section 
on September 11, 2001). 

Photographs
Field photographs were taken of each burial in situ 
at the New York African Burial Ground. Redundant 
sets of 35-mm slides and black-and-white negatives 
were produced. Each photograph has a menu board 
with the burial number and date, a trowel pointing to 
grid north, and a range pole marked in feet. In some 
cases, detail photographs were also taken of particular 
artifacts or skeletal elements in situ. The complete list 
of field photographs is included in the project data-
base. Photographs were retained in the archaeological 
laboratory and used for site analysis. 

Laboratory Processing and Analysis

A laboratory facility for nonskeletal material was 
provided by GSA at the World Trade Center in Sep-
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tember 1992, following the close of fieldwork.7 Prior 
to that, artifacts from the burials had been stored at 
HCI’s facility in New Jersey, with the exception of 
items that were found in direct association with skel-
etal remains, including pins, buttons, beads, textile 
fragments, jewelry, and other metal objects. These 
had been sent to the South Street Seaport’s labora-
tory in lower Manhattan. The museum’s conservator, 
Gary McGowan, conducted initial conservation where 
necessary; he later became JMA’s laboratory direc-
tor at the World Trade Center. Material stored at the 
Seaport and the HCI facility was brought to the new 
laboratory in September 1992.

The laboratory was staffed and directed by JMA, 
which was responsible under the terms of its contract 
with GSA for the processing of all collections from the 
Foley Square Project. When the Howard University 
Archaeology Team began work on the project in 1993, 
JMA continued to conduct the laboratory processing. 
Warren Perry of Central Connecticut State University 
was appointed associate director for archaeology for 
the Howard team in 1996 and took over supervision of 
the processing along with Laboratory Director Leonard 
Bianchi. Jean Howson, a member of the research team, 
was added as a co-director of the laboratory in 1998.

The New York African Burial Ground archaeologi-
cal analysis required different procedures and a sepa-
rate database from those being developed for the rest 
of the Foley Square Project, which were of necessity 
more geared to the extremely artifact-rich Courthouse 
(Five Points) Site. The burial ground assemblage was 
relatively small in size, and artifact categories were 
completely different because of the mortuary con-
text. For example, domestic artifact categories (e.g., 
“food preparation” or “health and hygiene”), along 
with the myriad functional, typological, and stylistic 
subcategories used for a large domestic assemblage, 
were irrelevant to the analysis of burials and burial-
related artifacts. The burial ground procedures had 
to be designed to ensure that individual graves or 
components of graves could be distinguished from 
others or grouped for various kinds of analysis, to 
ensure that everything from each grave could ulti-
mately be reunited, and to ensure that only those items  
meant to accompany the deceased were reinterred with  

the remains. Moreover, we deliberately chose not to 
assign broad functional categories to artifacts, as we 
wished to remain open—and leave our assemblage 
open—to interpretation. Eventually, a number of the 
tasks originally assigned to JMA were transferred to 
Howard University, including completion of New 
York African Burial Ground artifact inventories and 
samples processing. Procedures were overhauled so 
that all collections made during the excavations and 
all records associated with them could be accurately 
tracked. An easily accessible database using a standard 
commercial application was deemed adequate for our 
tracking and data management needs and was used in 
lieu of the complex and proprietary database developed 
by a JMA subconsultant for the Five Points site. 

Procedures

Provenience Controls
As noted, a single catalog number was used to label 
all material from any given burial, whether from 
the grave surface, shaft fill, coffin, or coffin interior, 
including all soil samples. This kind of lumping is 
highly unusual in archaeological practice. Because 
analysis and, importantly, eventual reburial required 
differentiation of all of these kinds of excavation con-
texts, a plan was developed by the Howard University 
Archaeology Team to assign numbers to all items and 
samples in the collection that would serve as indices to 
more precise provenience. The catalog numbers were 
retained and extensions added as listed in Table 3. 
Our goal was to prevent further loss of provenience 
information as processing progressed.

The need for adequate provenience controls for 
the collection was related to the need for an adequate 
database with which to record collections informa-
tion. With the catalog numbers assigned, it would be 
possible to track artifacts and samples for individual 
burials and to retrieve information on similar contexts 
for all burials. The database is described in a subse-
quent section.

Artifacts that were directly associated with skel-
etal remains were not physically labeled with prove-
nience indicators. These items were slated for eventual 
reburial and were not physically altered in any way 
other than to stabilize them.8 JMA laboratory staff did 7  Collections from excavations at both of the Foley Square sites 

the Broadway block—Block 154, including burial and nonburial 
contexts—and the Courthouse block—Block 160 and the Five Points 
Site—were processed and analyzed at the 6 World Trade Center 
facility. For the Five Points Site, see Yamin (2000).

8  The single exception was a silver pendant that was sampled to 
determine metallic content (see Chapter 13).
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label artifacts from grave-shaft-fill contexts, which  
were not expected to be reburied, except for kiln 
waste, kiln furniture, and items less than approxi-
mately 1 inch in size. Labels were written in black ink 
and include the site number (6980), catalog number 
(without extension), and burial number. Items with 
and without labels were retained in polyethylene 
bags with full catalog numbers written on the bags, 
as were soil samples.

Cleaning, Conservation, and Storage
Project conservators were Gary McGowan and 
Cheryl LaRoche of JMA. Conservation procedures 
for each category of material are described in appro-
priate artifact chapters (Chapters 10–14) and in a 
draft report prepared by JMA.9 Typically, conser-
vators examined and cleaned only those items that 

were recovered from within coffins or in direct 
association with skeletal remains (these items came 
to be referred to as “burial artifacts”), although 
they oversaw the processing of grave-shaft and 
coffin materials as well. In addition, the conserva-
tors examined a selection of wood samples from 
coffins. Many of the wood samples (apparently the 
best ones from each burial) along with other organic 
samples were stored in freezers when first brought 
in from the field.10 The freezers and their contents 
were brought to the World Trade Center laboratory 
in September 1992. 

“Burial artifacts” were placed in inert polyethylene 
boxes with inert packing, and many were placed in 
display cases in the laboratory once stabilized. Items 
that were not on display were kept in metal storage 
cabinets. 

Table 3. Explanation of Catalog Numbers 

Extension Provenience Explanation 

-B burial This extension was used for the skeletal remains themselves and for all items 
believed to be in direct association with skeletal remains. Examples are pins, 
buttons, or beads. 

-CL coffin lid This extension was given to items that were recorded as being on the coffin lid. 
Examples are tacks and pieces of shell. 

-CH coffin hardware Designates iron nails, tacks, and other hardware that clearly came from the cof-
fin of the deceased. Discrete lots (bags) of nails were assigned consecutive let-
ters, as in -CHA, -CHB, -CHC, in order to retain all possible provenience infor-
mation. The letters were assigned in order of the date on the bag. 

-CW coffin wood This was used for wood samples or soil scrapings from wood stains that clearly 
came from the coffin of the deceased. Discrete lots (bags) of wood were given 
consecutive letters, as in -CWA, -CWB, -CWC, in order to retain all possible 
provenience information. The letters were assigned in order of the date on the 
bag; individual bags sometimes indicated whether the sample was from the lid, 
sides, or bottom. 

-GF grave fill This was used to designate material that was in the grave-shaft-fill soil rather 
than in direct association with the skeletal remains or inside the coffin. 

-S soil sample This was used for all soil samples from a burial. Discrete soil samples were given 
consecutive letters, as in -SA, -SB, -SC, to reflect soil taken from different 
places within a burial. The letters were assigned in order of the date on the bag; 
individual bags typically indicated where the sample was from. Soil samples 
that were processed by flotation were in turn given an “L”, “H”, or “U” as well, 
to designate light fraction, heavy fraction, or unfloated subsample (thus -SAL, -
SAH, -SAU). 

 
 

9  The report (LaRoche 2002) was made available for use by the 
Howard University team during our analysis.

10  Many boxes of wood samples were not frozen, and these consisted 
in large part of soil with wood fragments, probably scraped off as 
samples during excavation.
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Items from grave-shaft-fill contexts and coffin 
remains were cleaned, sorted and bagged by mate-
rial—wood, glass, metal, ceramic, and faunal—and  
placed in cardboard storage boxes. Bags were of 
polyethylene, and tyvek tags were placed in each bag 
indicating burial number and material. Ceramics, nails, 
and glass were washed in a weak nonionic detergent 
solution and rinsed in plain water, then cleaned with a 
soft-bristle brush. For shell, adhering soil was soaked 
in a 50 percent ethanol solution and removed.

Inventory
All artifacts examined by the project conservators 
(i.e., those found in direct association with skeletal 
remains) were inventoried by them and entered into a 
conservation data table (this was ultimately converted 
to Microsoft Access and merged with the artifact 
inventory data table currently in use). Coffin hardware 
and material from grave-shaft-fill soils were identified 
and inventoried by Howard University laboratory staff 
under the direction of Leonard Bianchi. Bianchi also 
reexamined and further described artifacts that had 
been inventoried by the conservators. Animal bone 
from grave-shaft contexts was examined and inven-
toried by JMA subconsultant Marie Lorraine Pipes. 
All inventories are contained in Appendix E, Part 3 of 
this volume. Stoneware from grave shafts was further 
examined, and subconsultant Meta Janowitz made a 
more detailed inventory (see Appendix F, Part 3 of 
this volume). 

Unique artifacts deriving from contexts in direct 
association with skeletal remains (typically those treated 
by conservators) were given consecutive arbitrary 
numbers (“point numbers”) within each provenience 
that can be appended to the catalog number and allow 
reference to unique items. For example, individual 
unique artifacts from Burial 6 were assigned Catalog 
Nos. 219-B.001, 219-B.002, 219-B.003, etc. These 
numbers do not necessarily correspond to the numbers 
assigned by conservators, because the latter were given 
to groups of artifacts rather than to individual items, 
and, in many cases, the archaeologists wished to further 
differentiate the items and describe them in greater 
particularity. (In some cases, groups of identical items 
still share a number.) Whenever possible, burial artifact 
“point numbers” assigned in the field were used as the 
artifact numbers for the inventory.

Soil Samples
Many hundreds of soil samples were taken during 
field excavations, and three different teams were 

involved in analyzing them (Appendix G, Part 3 of 
this volume contains the methods and results of the 
various reports). Some of the samples from burial 
contexts were processed by William Sandy of HCI 
from December 1991 through July 1992 (a total 
of 428 samples). These samples were from coffin 
lids and interiors and stomach and pelvic areas. A 
drum flotation device was used. Heavy and light 
fractions were sorted, and inventory and analysis 
was underway as of the end of June 1992, when 
HCI was replaced by JMA as GSA’s consulting 
archaeological firm. Bone fragments recovered in 
heavy fractions were sent to the Lehman laboratory 
(those later determined to be animal bone rather than 
human were returned to the New York laboratory 
for faunal analysis). Artifacts from heavy fractions 
and bags containing the light fractions were stored 
at the World Trade Center laboratory along with the 
other collections from the excavation. These were 
subsequently inventoried by Howard University 
laboratory staff. 11

The hundreds of soil samples that were not floated 
by HCI, including all control samples, were stored at 
the World Trade Center laboratory. These were inven-
toried by the Howard University Archaeology Team 
laboratory staff. Soil that had not been screened at 
all in the field was screened in the laboratory through 
¼-inch mesh in order to recover artifacts and human 
bone. Human bone was sent to the Skeletal Biology 
Team at Howard University, and artifacts were inven-
toried. Under the direction of the Howard University 
archaeologists, all as-yet-unfloated soil samples were 
next divided into two parts, one for flotation and one 
to remain unfloated for other types of analysis. The 
“-U” (unfloated) portions were typically less than 
1 liter in size. If a sample was too small to partition, 
it was retained unfloated. The inventory was updated 
to indicate the splitting of samples. JMA retained 
New South Associates to complete the flotation of 
all soil samples.

New South Associates was also retained for mac-
robotanic, palynology, and parasitology pilot studies. 
The samples used in the pilot studies were selected 
by Howard University’s Project Scientific Director  

11  William Sandy analyzed and inventoried 43 of the samples that he 
had floated (i.e., he “picked” or sorted and then identified botanical 
remains from the light fractions). This inventory was not salvaged after 
the collapse of the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, and 
no copy is known to exist (William Sandy, personal communication 
2003). The fractions selected subsequently by Howard University for 
analysis were therefore reinventoried by New South Associates.
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Blakey. No parasite data were preserved in any of the 
samples studied. However, both macrobotanical and  
pollen studies proved useful in identifying species 
of plants from coffin lid and pelvic contexts. The 
Howard University Archaeology Team decided to 
pursue both macrobotanical and pollen analyses for 
a larger sample of burials. Individual soil samples 
(some already floated) were selected by the Howard 
University Archaeology Team laboratory staff dur-
ing the spring and summer of 2003. The samples 
were selected using several criteria, specifically site 
location, age and sex of the deceased, hypothesized 
period of interment, and confidence in the sample 
provenience. Our aim was to obtain an accurate sub-
sample of the burial population along all of these 
parameters. Leslie Raymer of New South Associ-
ates performed the macrobotanical study, and Pat 
Fall (Arizona State University) and Gerald Kelso 
performed the pollen study. Data are incorporated 
into the analysis presented in the body of the report, 
specifically in Chapters 3–5 and 14.

Records

Database

Archaeological analysis requires integration of data 
on artifacts with data on archaeological contexts. The 
database designed for the archaeological component of 
the New York African Burial Ground project includes 
a number of data tables that contain uncoded infor-
mation on individual burials, artifacts, and samples 
and can be linked by burial number or by catalog 
number. The basic burial, artifact, and photography 
logs originally created by JMA in dBase were subse-
quently converted to Paradox and substantially altered 
and enlarged by the Howard University Archaeology 
Team’s laboratory staff. These tables were finally con-
verted to Microsoft Access in 2003, during the final 
phase of analysis. Key tables in the current database 
are listed in Table 4, and their structures are explained 
in Appendix H, Part 3 of this volume. The database 
will be available along with all project records at the 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in 
New York.

Artifact Photographs
Selected artifacts (typically items conservators referred 
to as “burial artifacts” that had been found in direct 
association with skeletal remains, excluding coffin 

wood and hardware) were photographed by staff of 
JMA during laboratory processing and analysis from 
1992 to 1995. Some were photographed before, dur-
ing, and after conservation treatment. In addition to 
35-mm slides and black-and-white negatives, micro-
scopic digital photographs were produced to aid in 
identification for a few items, for example, textile/
hair fragments and wood samples.

A second set of artifact photographs, consisting 
of 35-mm slides and black-and-white negatives, was 
taken during 1997 at the World Trade Center labora-
tory by JMA staff. Only one set of the slides and one 
set of negatives were produced. Neither was recov-
ered after the collapse of the World Trade Center on 
September 11, 2001.

In the summer of 2001, GSA planned reburial of 
skeletal remains and “burial artifacts,” prompting the 
production of a third and final set of 35-mm photo-
graphic slides. This was considered necessary because, 
in the opinion of the Howard University Archaeology 
Team, the previous sets of artifact photographs were 
inadequate as a record of the items that could serve 
future research and exhibit purposes once the mate-
rials themselves were reburied. Preparations for the 
reburial were rushed (though ultimately the planned 
August 17, 2001, date was cancelled), and little time 
was allowed for the final inventory and photo-recor-
dation of artifacts. The services of photographer Jon 
Abbott were secured, and he produced a full set of 
high-quality color slides, although typically just one 
or two photos were taken for each item.

Finally, prior to the 2003 reburial, digital photo-
graphs were taken of a large subset of the artifacts 
from direct burial contexts. The high-resolution digital 
technology now available (through Jon Abbott) made 
it possible to produce numerous digital images of each 
artifact, from several angles. These are now available 
for future research. An example is produced in Fig-
ure 8. Artifact photographs are included in the project 
archive, which will be housed at the Schomburg Cen-
ter for Research in Black Culture in New York.

Artifact photographs reproduced in this report 
include images from 35-mm slides as well as digital 
images. In some cases, the ruler placed in the pho-
tographic frame to provide scale (there were at least 
three separate rulers used during the various photo 
sessions) is visible in its entirety, but in most of the 
close-up photographs, only the tick marks on the 
ruler are visible. The smallest tick-mark interval on 
the rulers is 0.5 mm, unless otherwise noted. In some 
photographs this interval is all that shows. In other 
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Table 4. Data Tables in Archaeological Database 

Table Name Contents 

ABGCAT Provenience catalog for the Broadway site, including all burial and nonburial contexts. This 
is a list of catalog numbers and all of the provenience data they represent (features, burials, 
dates of excavation, excavators, etc.). 

ABG_DPTS Locations and elevations of temporary subdatum points used in the field. 

add faun Inventory of animal bone from grave-shaft-fill contexts. 

ARTPHOTOS List of photographs of artifacts taken in 1998 (destroyed September 11, 2001). 

burial4 Basic data on each burial. 

Coffin size Coffin dimensions for each burial. 

conbur 3 Inventory of all artifacts that were directly associated with skeletal remains, coffin hardware, 
and material (other than floral and faunal remains) from grave fill contexts. 

DRAWINGS List of all numbered drawings from the Broadway site. 

NewPinTable List of straight pins from burials by location. 

NOTES Transcribed information and notes from burial-excavation field forms. 

PHOTOBKS List of photographs of in situ burials. 

PHOTOLOG List of photographs taken in the field and of conserved artifacts. 

SHELLFLOR Inventory of shell and seeds from burial contexts. 

Stoneware Inventory of local stonewares from grave-shaft-fill contexts. 

SOILSAMP Inventory of all soil samples with information on processing to date. 

TOTWOOD Inventory of wood samples from coffins. 

 

photographs, the 1-mm, 0.5-cm, and 1-cm ticks are 
also visible. We have left the rulers in the images, but 
rather than label the tick marks on each, we have pro-
vided the size of the photographed item or items in the 
caption. Where no single dimension was measurable, 
we have stated the ruler interval in the caption.

Replicas
In August 2003, shortly before the planned reburial, 
archaeologists from the National Park Service (within 
their capacity as consultants to GSA on the future Inter-
pretive Center for the African Burial Ground) solicited 
bids for replication of artifacts. Only items that had been 
found in direct association with the deceased—and 
among these, only items that were sufficiently intact to 
possibly be used in interpretation—were included in the 
assemblage targeted for potential replication. Colonial 
Williamsburg was contracted to prepare replicas; they 
selected a limited subset based on their resources and 
expertise (Table 5). Full recordation of the items was 
completed by the specialists who made the replicas. 
Because of the timing of preparations for the reinter-

ment, these items were not photographed digitally.
Insufficient time remained to solicit subcontractors 

to replicate the remaining artifacts or record them for 
replication prior to the reburial. However, photographs 
and descriptive information can be used as the basis 
for future replication of additional artifacts. Some 
artifacts were not given priority for replication because 
they are types that can be represented by virtually 
identical, and readily obtainable, examples. This is 
the case for the beads and the coins. An example of 
one of the replications, copper alloy straight pins, is 
shown in Figure 9. Several replicas were made of 
each item selected. 

September 11, 2001

The New York African Burial Ground archaeological 
laboratory in the subbasement level of 6 World Trade 
Center was left partially intact following the collapse 
of the towers and other surrounding buildings on 
September 11, 2001. In October 2001, in advance of 
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Figure 8. Example of a digital photographic series of an artifact (Burial 366, Catalog No. 1830.002). The images shown here are 
from low-resolution copies; high-resolution digital images are part of the project archive (photographs by Jon Abbott).

demolition of the damaged structure, GSA and the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency coordinated 
efforts to recover material from the laboratory. A 
salvage team entered the facility and retrieved many 
boxes of artifacts and surviving documents. The 
degree of retrieval is considered remarkable, con-
sidering the overall damage to the space; however, 
some artifacts and documents were not salvaged. 
Categories of materials that are known to have been 
lost are enumerated in Table 6. Individual items that 
were lost (but had already been inventoried) are 
identified in the artifact inventory, Appendix E, Part 3 
of this volume.

Archaeological materials that were salvaged were 
decontaminated, rebagged in some cases (original bags 
were retained, however, and kept with the materials), 
and reboxed by a GSA contractor. Records that were 
salvaged (namely the slide and photo negative collec-
tions) were also decontaminated and placed in new 

binders. A new laboratory was set up at 1 Bowling 
Green in New York. When the Howard University 
team resumed archaeological work in 2003, the boxes 
were examined, and some errors made by the decon-
tamination team when labeling the new bags were 
noted and corrected. 

Fortunately, as of July 31, 2001, items that had 
been selected by GSA at that time for reburial 
had been packed and shipped off-site (to Artex, 
an arts-handling firm with facilities in Landover, 
Maryland). These included the artifacts thought 
to have been placed directly with the deceased in 
each burial, and thus all such items were saved. 
However, some of the materials left behind in the 
laboratory and later lost on September 11 belonged 
to categories of material that were subsequently 
added to the reburial plans (see below), such as 
coffin remains and excess soil from samples. There-
fore, when ultimately reburied on October 4, 2003, 
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Table 5. Items Selected for Replication 

Burial 
No. 

Items 

6 1 large button (plain face), Catalog 
No. 219-B.008 

10 1 button, Catalog No. 234-B.004  

12/14 12 straight pins, Catalog Nos. 253-
B.001, 253-B.002, 253-B.003, 274-
B.001, 274-B.002, and 274-B.003 

71 1 finger ring, Catalog No. 813-B.004 

147 7 small rings, Catalog No. 892-B.004 

158 cuff links, 1 pair, Catalog No. 903-
B.001 

181 2 buttons, Catalog Nos. 967-B.005 and 
967-B.006 

211 cuff-link or button face, enameled, 
Catalog No. 1186-B.001 

214 1 button, Catalog No. 1191-B.002 

238 cuff links, 1 pair, Catalog No. 1224-
B.001 

250 1 button, Catalog No. 1239-B.002 

254 1 silver pendant, Catalog No. 1243-
B.001 

310 1 paste ring (with glass insets), Catalog 
No. 1486-B.001 

313 1 button, Catalog No. 1516-B.001  

371 2 cuff-link faces, enameled, Catalog 
No. 1875-B.001  

392 4 buttons, all assigned Catalog 
No. 2039-B.002 

398 1 finger ring, Catalog No. 2061-B.001 

403 1 button, Catalog Nos. 2067-B.003 

405 1 button, Catalog No. 2071-B.001 

415 1 button, Catalog No. 2097-B.004 

 
some individuals were missing materials that had 
been recovered from their original graves, typically 
coffin remains (nails and wood).

Also fortunate was the storage of all original, 
individual burial field records at the Cobb Labora-
tory at Howard University. Copies of these records 
were in the World Trade Center laboratory (they 
were not salvaged after September 11), and a set 
was also kept at GSA’s New York offices, but the 

original documentation of the excavations of burials, 
especially the excavators’ notes and in situ drawings, 
is invaluable.

Reburial

The MOA entered into by GSA, the ACHP, and the 
LPC stipulated that human remains and “burial asso-
ciated artifacts” were to be reinterred. As plans were 
developed for the reinterment that took place in Octo-
ber 2003, decisions had to be made as to exactly what 
materials were included in this mandate. Of course, 
the skeletal remains were always intended to be rebur-
ied, although small samples of bone were retained 
for future analyses. Confusion about artifacts arose, 
however, because the phrase “burial artifacts” had 
been used early on in the conservation laboratory to 
refer only to those items that had been placed in direct 
association with the deceased. Project conservators 
had estimated that there were 500 such items. Yet the 
coffin remains themselves (wood and hardware) were 
also clearly “burial associated.”

More problematic were items found in grave-shaft-
fill soils. Because there was no remnant of the original 
ground surface over most of the site (see Chapter 3), 
there was no way of determining whether artifacts in  
the soils had at one time been placed on a grave.12 For 
the most part, material found in the shafts of graves is 
believed to have been present in the soil matrix that 
was used to fill the graves at the time of the interment. 
Thus, it is material that lay strewn on the surface or in 
shallow deposits covering the ground when the grave 
was originally dug. Some of this material represents a 
thin, scattered deposit of common eighteenth-century 
refuse, including glass and ceramic sherds, bits of 
brick and nails, fragments of animal bone, and so 
forth. In one area of the site, there was a good deal 
of animal bone thought to be waste material, perhaps 
from a nearby tannery. But by far, the most ubiquitous 
class of grave-shaft material is stoneware-kiln debris 
(sherds from broken pots, kiln waste, and kiln furni-
ture). The latter material is basically “industrial waste” 
from pottery kilns that stood on the burial ground in 
the eighteenth century (see Chapters 2 and 4). 

In the end, GSA made a decision to exclude artifacts 
that were found in grave-shaft fill from reburial. This 

12  In some cases, artifacts appeared to excavators to be directly on 
the coffin lid, and when such items are thought possibly to have been 
placed there deliberately, they have been included in the reburial.
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decision was arrived at after discussions among repre-
sentatives of the public (who attended public meetings 
on the subject), GSA, the Howard University research 
team, and the National Park Service (in its role as 
consultant to GSA on the future Interpretive Center 
and disposition of the collection). Our reasoning was 
that these materials were not deliberately placed with 
the deceased, do not represent actions on the part of 
mourners, and lacked spiritual meaning at the time 
of interment. In fact, most of those who entered the 
discussion felt that these items represent depredations 
on the cemetery that occurred during the period of 
its use. Other parties expressed interest in the future 
research potential of the materials and in their poten-
tial use in interpretive programs, and believed they 
should be excluded from reburial for these reasons as 
well. It should be pointed out, however, that some in 
the descendant community had a differing opinion on 
this matter, feeling instead that the presence of these 
materials in the sacred ground of the cemetery over 
the past 200–300 years had in fact imbued them with 
a spiritual essence by virtue of their close contact 
with the remains of the ancestors (Mrs. Ollie McLean, 
personal communication 2003). 

What does the nonskeletal retained collection cur-
rently consist of, how is it organized, and where is 
it stored? Table 7 summarizes the retained artifact 
collections and their disposition as of this writing. 
All material is bagged in plastic, labeled according 
to catalog number and burial, and boxed according to 
burial. The boxes were transferred to the custody of 
the Army Corps of Engineers, acting as GSA’s techni-
cal representative, on February 27, 2006. Following 
processing at the Corps’ St. Louis facility, the collec-
tion will be returned to New York to be housed at the 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture.

Figure 9. (a) Copper alloy straight pin as recovered in the field 
(photograph by Jon Abbott); (b) replicas of African Burial Ground 
pins created by artisans at Colonial Williamsburg (photograph by Rob 
Tucher).
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Table 6. Items Not Recovered after World Trade Center Collapse, September 11, 2001 

Category Material Lost Comments 

Artifacts and samples   

Coffin wood Burials 26–50 and 126–175; all samples stored in 
freezer. 

Bags had been inventoried; freezer 
samples had been damaged by mold 
prior to September 11. 

Coffin hardware Burials 76–125; all items set aside for X-rays. These items had been inventoried. 

Artifacts from grave  
shafts 

Burials 76–125; tobacco pipe fragments from all 
burials. 

Only ceramics had been inventoried.

Artifacts from uncertain 
proveniences 

All burials  Items lost were those set aside during 
the selection and packing of reburial 
artifacts in July 2001. 

Soil samples Burial 42; Burials 51–53 and 58–63, except for con-
trol-sample heavy and light fractions; Burials 70–
126; Burials 172–175, except for control-sample 
heavy and light fractions; Burial 219; Burials 315–
319, except for control-sample heavy and light 
fractions. 

Samples that had been pulled from 
the shelving for any reason and set 
aside were not salvaged. Numerous 
control samples were off-site at New 
South Associates on September 11. 

Faunal remains Burials 1–25; Burials 76–125; Burials 326–350. This includes shell and animal bone.

Floral remains Inventoried seeds from all burials. Seeds had been quantified but not 
identified. 

Grave markers Cobbles from burials in southwest area of site; head-
stones from Burials 18, 23, and 47. 

Only nine cobbles that had been 
boxed along with Burial 13 artifacts 
were salvaged. 

Records and documents   

Maps Site maps on Mylar; in situ and detail bead drawings 
for Burial 340. 

Photocopies (poor quality) of most of 
these were stored off-site. The lost 
set had mark-ups for CADD editing.

Photographs Color slides of artifacts taken in 1998; 35-mm black-
and-white negatives of artifacts; black-and-white 
large-format negatives of artifacts; one set of in situ 
color slides of Burials 1–57. 

Artifact slides were stored at the Of-
fice of Pubic Education and Informa-
tion, which was located in the same 
building; materials housed there 
were not salvaged. 

Inventories  Paper copy of conserved artifact inventory with all 
hand-written notes taken during packing of reburial 
artifacts, July 2001; manuscript original of coffin 
hardware inventory; preliminary flotation sample 
inventory. 

This artifact inventory was annotated 
to indicate which items had been 
packed for reburial and sent to Artex.

Research files Four file drawers of reprints for comparative 
research. 

Material compiled by JMAand 
Howard staff. 

Key: JMA = John Milner Associates 
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Table 7. Artifact Categories, Counts, and Current Disposition 

Category 
Approximate

Count 
Notes Current Status 

Artifacts other than coffins 
recovered in direct associa-
tion with skeletal remains 

1,628 Includes over 1,200 fragments of 
straight pins from shrouds or clothing 
as well as buttons, jewelry, beads, and 
other items, such as coins and pipes. 

Reburied at the site in coffins 
with human remains, October 
2003. 

Coffins    

Coffin furniture, nails, and 
screws 

14,057  Reburied at the site in coffins 
with human remains, October 
2003. 

Coffin wood samples 529  Reburied at the site in coffins 
with human remains, October 
2003. 

Artifacts recovered from  
grave-shaft-fill soil 

24,000 This category includes small sherds of 
glass, brick, animal bone, shell, and 
fragments of iron. Its largest compo-
nent, however, consists of 18,366 
ceramic pieces, mainly waste material 
from the potteries that were in oper-
ation immediately adjacent to the ex-
cavated part of the cemetery. 

Transferred to the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers, February 
2006. 

Soil samples 1,200 Two or more soil samples were taken 
from each burial, usually from the 
coffin lid, the interior or stomach area, 
and an outside sample for comparison. 

Half-liter subsamples of un-
floated soil and all light frac-
tions were transferred to the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 
February 2006. All remaining 
soil has been reburied at the 
site. 

 





This chapter presents an overview of the African 
Burial Ground from two complementary points of 
view. Part one examines documentary evidence about 
the origin of the cemetery and the development of its 
immediate surrounds. It covers the mid-1600s–1795 
and includes a chronology of property transactions, 
petitions, surveys, ordinances, and key events directly 
relevant to the cemetery’s use. Maps of New Amster-
dam/New York are reproduced in this chapter. 

Part two takes a comparative tack. It examines 
documentary evidence about African funerals in New 
Amsterdam/New York, along with evidence about 
burial practices in the black Atlantic world when the 
African Burial Ground was in use. 

Origin of the African Burial Ground
The African Burial Ground is the only cemetery for 
Africans known to have existed in Manhattan until 
the eve of the Revolutionary War, yet it left little 
impression in public and private documents of the day. 
Indeed, it is all but invisible before 1713, when the 
first known reference to African burials on public land 
appeared in a proposal written by the Anglican chap-
lain John Sharpe (1881). Africans were first brought to 
New Amsterdam/New York in 1625. Where, between 
1625 and 1713, did they bury their dead? 

There are three places where members of colonial 
Manhattan’s black community would have been laid 
to rest during the seventeenth century: in plots set 
aside on family or syndicate farms, in the town burial 
ground, or in congregational yards. Rural family 
cemeteries in upper Manhattan, New Jersey, and Long 
Island had burial plots for enslaved Africans in the 
eighteenth century, but seventeenth-century examples 
of this practice are not known (Kruger 1985:545–551). 
Governor Peter Stuyvesant, who had the single largest 

slaveholding in New Amsterdam, may have permitted 
burials in the chapel yard at his bouwerie, the Dutch 
word for a plantation or a farm. Stuyvesant erected 
the chapel for his neighbors and tenants and paid the 
Dutch minister Henricus Selyns 250 guilders a year 
to conduct Sunday evening services there (Christoph 
1984:147–148). In use from approximately 1660 to 
1687, the chapel was located near what is now the west 
side of 2nd Avenue at about 10th Street, within the 
yard of St. Mark’s Church (Stokes 1915–1928:4:202). 
The Dutch West India Company, New Amsterdam’s 
commercial landlord, may have allowed burials near 
the camp for Africans who fed the lumber mill on 
the Sawkill (Saw River). Situated near present-day 
74th Street, the camp was far from the public burial 
ground at the island’s southern tip, where the town 
took shape around a fort built with African labor 
(Figures 10 and 11).

New Amsterdam/New York’s public burial ground, 
in use from approximately 1649 to 1676, was located 
on the west side of present-day Broadway, near pres-
ent-day Morris Street (New York State Archives, 
Albany, New York Colonial Manuscripts, Dutch Pat-
ents and Deeds 1630–1664, Patents Liber 2:20; New 
York County, Office of the Register, Deeds Libers, 
Libers 12:85, 90 and 13:102). A second public cem-
etery was opened on the same side of the road, just 
north of the town wall (present-day Wall Street). It 
began operation after the cemetery established under 
the Dutch West India Company ceased to be used. 

The second public cemetery, which is still in exis-
tence today (Figure 12), was integrated into the yard 
of Anglican Trinity Church. After opening its doors 
in 1697, Trinity Church banned the burial of Africans 
in the cemetery outside. The Vestrymen

Ordered, That after the Expiration of four weeks 
from the dates hereof no Negroes be buried 
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Figure 10. Detail from the Manatus Map, a depiction of New Amsterdam in 1639, with a mark (F) showing 
the camp (near present-day 74th Street) where the Dutch West India Company housed African workers. The 
unnamed mapmaker provided the earliest known cartographic reference to slavery in New York (Geography & 
Map Division, Library of Congress). 

Figure 11. The Castello Plan, cartographer Jacques Cortelyou’s street grid of New Amsterdam in 1660, shows the 
common burial ground on the west side of the wagon road (Broadway), midway between the fort and the wall (Wall 
Street) (I. N. Phelps Stokes Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New 
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations).
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within the bounds & Limits of the Church Yard 
of Trinity Church, that is to say, in the rear of 
the present burying place & that no person or 
Negro whatsoever, do presume after the terme 
above Limited to break up any ground for the 
burying of his Negro, as they will answer it at 
their perill [Stokes 1915–1928:4:403, citing the 
vestry minutes of October 25, 1697]. 

The ban implies that Africans had been using the 
town cemetery during the seventeenth century. If so, 
Africans, or the men and women who held Africans 
in bondage, would have had to find another burial 
site after the cemetery came under Trinity’s wing. 
Trinity Church did not take over the northern end of 
the town burial ground until April 1703. It is possible 
that burials of Africans in the north yard continued 
until then (Cannan 2004:3).1

Did the Reformed Dutch Church and other congre-
gations open their graveyards for the burial of Africans 
prior to, or after, Trinity Church issued its ban? The 
officially sponsored Dutch Church had a wide reach in 
New Amsterdam’s multiethnic, multi-religious com-
munity. Town residents, including Africans, were mar-
ried and baptized by its clergymen, and attendance at 
its services was open to people of non-Dutch descent 
(on African marriages and baptisms, see Goodfriend 
[1984, 2003] and Swan [1995]; on the ethnic make-up 
of Dutch Church members, see Goodfriend [1992:16]). 

The Dutch Church oversaw the upkeep and use of the 
town cemetery. It collected fees for the rental of the 
pall, straps, benches, and boards and for tolling the 
bell for the dead. At the behest of the church, city 
officials reminded the town’s two grave diggers to keep 
a register of “all who die and are buried” (Minutes of 
the Burgomasters, February 25, 1661, in New York 
Orphanmasters 1902:2:77–78), but these registers, 
and any precursors, apparently are not extant. The 
proportion of the African population interred in the 
town cemeteries during the seventeenth century is 
therefore unknown. A new Dutch Church with an 
adjoining yard was opened in 1694 on Garden Street. 
If the Dutch Church on Garden Street permitted burials 
of Africans after the Trinity ban, the practice did not 
persist through the following century. An examination 
of Dutch Church burial records, extant for 1727–1804, 
yielded only five burials of Africans, and only one, 
Susannah Rosedale’s in 1729, was opt de kirkhoff, 
“in the churchyard” (New York Genealogical and 
Biographical Society, Burial Register of the Reformed 
Dutch Church in the City of New York, 1727–1804).

Other congregations held religious services during 
the Dutch period, but they utilized private homes or 
the church in the fort until they could establish sites of 
their own (Rothschild 1990:44). In 1688, the town’s 
Huguenot community erected a building for the French 
Church (Église du Saint Esprit). From 1688 until 1804, 
the French Church performed marriages, baptisms, 
and funerals, but no burial records of Africans are 
listed in its register (French Church du Saint Esprit 
1968). Among the smaller congregations, a group that 
includes the Lutherans, who erected a church in the 
early 1670s; the Quakers, whose first meeting was 
recorded in 1681; and the Jews, who had a cemetery by 
1683 and a synagogue by 1695 (Goodfriend 1992:84), 
few burials of blacks were recorded.2

Burials of unfree Africans in congregational cem-
eteries would have been at the request of the slave-
holder. A rough sense of the congregational affiliations 
of slaveholding households at the end of the seven-
teenth century can be had by linking data on slave-

Figure 12. View of Trinity Churchyard, October 2005 (photograph by Rob 
Tucher). 

 2  There were only two burials of Africans recorded at Trinity Lutheran 
Church in the eighteenth century: a free African woman named Mareitje 
van Guinea, in March 1745, and an illegitimate mulatto child, Abraham 
Beeling, in October 1747 (Stryker-Rodda 1974:84–85). Moravians 
buried just two Africans in their cemetery in the 1770s (New York 
Genealogical and Biographical Society, Moravian Church Death 
Records, 1752–1890). German-language records of Christ Lutheran 
Church include burials from 1752–1763 and 1767–1773, but these have 
not been translated. The United Lutheran Church burial records from 
1784–1804 were not examined for the present study. For information 
on Protestant church records, see Macy (1994, 1995, 1996).

1  Trinity Church’s archivist suggests that there may have been 
unrecorded burials of black Anglican communicants during the 
eighteenth century (Phyllis Barr, personal communication 1991). 
Burial registers are not extant prior to 1777, and churchyard 
headstones, which are used to document burials at Trinity, may not 
have been provided to blacks.
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holding with tallies of congregational rolls. Working 
with figures from the 1703 census, when the black 
population numbered 799, historian Joyce Goodfriend 
(1992:76) found that Manhattan’s Dutch households 
held 45 percent of the town’s unfree Africans, the 
English held 40 percent, the French held 13 percent, 
and the Jews held 2 percent.3 Based on a sample 
of 61 slaveholding households for which the actual 
church affiliation of the household head can be deter-
mined, Anglican parishioners were well represented in 
the town’s slaveholding ranks. Anglicans held slightly 
more than half (81 out of 156) of the Africans in the 
sample (Table 8). Even if other denominations did 
allow burials of Africans, it is likely that the closing 
of Trinity’s churchyard to blacks would have had a 
noticeable impact. 

There is no record of the establishment of a cem-
etery for Africans after the 1697 ban was issued or 
after the northern end of the town cemetery was trans-
ferred to Trinity’s jurisdiction in 1703. It is likely a 
cemetery already existed, the one now known as the 
African Burial Ground. 

The African Burial Ground was located in a low-
lying area on the undeveloped reaches of the town.4 
The spine of high ground that present-day Broadway 
would follow lay to the west. The vlacht, or “flat,” 
of the town Common, where indigents and criminals 

would be housed after 1736, was on the south. The 
lower end of Kalch (also “Collect” or “Fresh Water”) 
Pond lay to the east-northeast.

The area was situated between the town and the 
outlying parcels the Dutch West India Company con-
veyed during the 1640s to Africans granted conditional 
freedom.5 The parcels formed a loose arc around the 
top of Kalch Pond and the Cripplebush (thicketed, 
swampy wetlands) that accompanied the pond’s west-
ern outlet across Manhattan to the North River, one 
of the names by which today’s Hudson River was 
known. Domingo Antony’s 12-acre parcel, granted 
July 13, 1643, anchored the eastern leg of the arc to 
the wagon path that would become the Bowery Road. 
His land, located below present-day Canal Street, 
extended west to the “Fresh Water or swamp.” The 
opposite leg of the arc rested on Simon Congo’s farm, 
granted December 16, 1644. Congo’s 8-acre parcel 
was centered on present-day Varick Street. One of 
17 African land grants located on the northwestern 
side of the Cripplebush, his farm angled downward 
from present-day West Houston to Charleton Street, 
between present-day Avenue of the Americas (Sixth 
Avenue) and Hudson Street. The approximate loca-
tions of the farms are shown in Figure 13 (for descrip-
tions of the parcels and their subsequent conveyances, 
see Stokes [1915–1928:6:73–76, 123–124]). 

3  Official counts of New York’s black population are presented in 
a discussion of African burial practices in New Amsterdam/New 
York.

4  The present-day state of knowledge about the geographical 
coordinates of the African Burial Ground during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries is based, in part, on the documentary evidence 
presented in this chapter. Only a portion of the cemetery was excavated 
in 1991–1992. The archaeologically excavated portion is discussed 
in Chapter 3.

Table 8. Church Affiliation of a Sample of New York City Slaveholding Households, 1703 

Church Affiliation 
Number of 

Households 
Black  
Males 

Black  
Females 

Black Male 
Children 

Black Female 
Children 

Total  
Blacks 

Huguenot 11 6 19 4 2 31 

Reformed Dutch  17  20 15 6 3 44 

Anglican 33 27 32 15 7 81 

Total

 61 53 66 25 12 156 

Note: From U.S. Bureau of the Census (1909) and Rothschild (1990:185–204). To obtain church affiliation, households 
with blacks in residence identified in the 1703 census were matched with names of church members from Rothschild’s list.

 

5  Eleven African men petitioned the New Netherland Council for 
release from servitude to the Dutch West India Company. The petition, 
granted February 25, 1644 (New Netherland Council 1974:212–213), 
made freedom of the men and their wives contingent upon the annual 
remittance of a tax and assistance, when requested, with public works 
projects and civil defense. The Company granted conditional freedom 
to some of its other African workers. Several slaveholding individuals 
manumitted Africans as well. On the legal rights and privileges 
of black New Yorkers under Dutch rule, see Goodfriend (1978), 
Higginbotham (1978:105–108), Moore (2005), and Swan (1998).



Chapter 2. Documentary Evidence on the Origin and Use of the African Burial Ground • 39   

Volume 2, Part 1. The Archaeology of the New York African Burial Ground

Figure 13. Detail from a map of Dutch-era land grants, superimposed on a Manhattan street grid (ca. 1835), showing the approximate 
locations of patents issued to African men and women (the areas inside the heavy black lines), Jan Jansen Damen, and Cornelis Van 
Borsum. The map, prepared by R. H. Dodd from translations of the original ground briefs, alludes to the features of the seventeenth-
century landscape—the pond, the swamps and wetlands, the wagon roads—to which these outlying parcels were oriented. The 
African farms formed a loose arc around the northern side of Fresh Water Pond and the Cripplebush to the west. The Damen and 
Van Borsum lots were situated south of the Cripplebush and west of the pond. The African farms were subsequently reconveyed to 
Europeans (from Stokes 1915–1928:6:Plates 84Ba and 84Bb; on the creation of the map, see Stokes [1915–1928:2:355–357]).
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Peter Stuyvesant relocated some of the African 
farmers in 1659–1660, a period of heightened anxiety 
about the possibility of attack from Native Americans. 
In keeping with a policy to safeguard settlers on 
outlying parcels (see Stokes 1915–1928:4:202–203), 
Stuyvesant recalled that he had “ordered and com-
manded” the Africans “to take down their isolated 
dwellings for their own improved security . . . [and] 
to establish and erect the same along the common 
highway near the honorable general’s [Stuyvesant’s] 
farm.” At least nine Africans were granted parcels “in 
true and free ownership” aside the common highway 
(Bowery Road) that edged Stuyvesant’s land.6 

The Dutch traveler Jasper Danckaerts referred to 
the African farms in a journal entry penned October 6, 
1679. When describing the changing political geog-
raphy of seventeenth-century Manhattan, Danckaerts 
(1913:65) overestimated the liberty Africans had about 
where they could live:

We went from the city, following the Broad-
way, over the valley, or the fresh water.7 Upon 
both sides of this way were many habitations of 
negroes, mulattoes and whites. These negroes 
were formerly the proper slaves of the [West 
India] company, but, in consequence of the fre-
quent changes and conquests of the country, they 
have obtained their freedom and settled them-
selves down where they have thought proper, 
and thus on this road, where they have ground 
enough to live on with their families.

Europeans as well as Africans held land in and 
around the African Burial Ground. To understand how 
Africans used the land—our primary aim—requires 
knowing how the activities of other town residents 
encroached upon it. Two seventeenth-century land 
grants to Dutchmen, Jan Jansen Damen and Cornelis 
Van Borsum, are now known to have overlapped 
the cemetery. The Van Borsum patent encompassed 
the majority of the burial ground, and by the mid-

eighteenth century, the parcel came to be known as 
the “Negroes Burial Ground.” The cemetery eventu-
ally overlapped the south edge of the Damen grant as 
well. Van Borsum’s land would become conflated not 
only with the African Burial Ground but also the town 
Common, both in the popular imagination and in the 
official record of property conveyances and deeds. 
Figure 13 highlights the geographical relationships 
between the African farms and the Damen and Van 
Borsum parcels.

Jan Jansen Damen received a patent from the Dutch 
West India Company in March 1646. According to the 
ground brief, Damen had been in possession of the par-
cel for about 10 years (Stokes 1915–1928:6:82–83). 
Called the Kalck (Calk) Hook Farm (for the hilly spit 
of land that pushed into the western side of the pond), 
the parcel extended westward from the pond to the 
approximate alignment of present-day Church Street. 
It extended northward from present-day Block 154 
just south of Duane Street to Canal Street.

Damen died ca. 1651. Sometime before 1662 
(Stokes 1915–1928:6:82), the land was ordered to 
be partitioned into four quarters, and, in 1671, Jan 
Vigne, the son-in-law of Damen’s wife, came into 
possession of the southeastern piece (referred to as 
Calk Hook Lot No. 2; New York County, Office of the 
Register, Liber of Deeds, Liber 25:110). Vigne’s piece 
overlapped the archaeologically excavated portion of 
the African Burial Ground (see Chapter 3). A nephew, 
Gerrit Roos, took control upon Vigne’s death in 1689, 
and when Gerrit died in 1697, his son Peter became 
the executor of Vigne’s property (Wills Liber 5–6:263 
[New York County Surrogates Court 1893:297–298] 
and Liber 7:465 [New York County Surrogates Court 
1893:457]). Wolfort Webber purchased the property 
in 1708. By 1725, Anthony Rutgers had acquired it, 
along with Calk Hook Lot Nos. 1 and 3. The Rutgers 
heirs would continue in ownership through the 1790s, 
by which time burials were located along the south-
ern portion of the property (for a history of the Rut-
gers family, see Crosby [1886]). During the Rutgers’ 
tenure, several buildings abutting the burial ground 
would be constructed, and Great George Street (later 
Broadway) would be extended northward along the 
cemetery’s western edge.

Cornelis Van Borsum acquired his patent from 
Governor Colve in October 1673 (Figure 14). The 
grant was made in recognition of Van Borsum’s wife, 
Sara Roeloffse or Roeloff (Roeloff was her father’s 
given name), who had rendered service as an Indian 
interpreter. The parcel was described as 

6  Among this group were Christoffel Santome, Solomon Pieters, 
Francisco Cartagena, Assento, Willem Antonys, Groote Manuel, 
Manuel Sanders, Claes the Negro, and Pieter Tamboer. Stuyvesant’s 
confirmation of the replacement lots, issued April 1665, was translated 
by Charles Gehring from the original held at the New York State 
Archives, Albany (typescript provided to the authors).

7  The “Broadway” Danckaerts followed would likely have been 
today’s Bowery Road. At the time of his journey, the road that became 
present-day Broadway had not been laid through the patchwork of 
African and European farms situated north of Fresh Water Pond and 
the wetlands to the west. 
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Figure 14. The Van Borsum Patent, issued in October 1673 under Governor Colve’s signature, describes the boundaries of an 
outlying parcel that came to be known as the African Burial Ground. The patent was damaged in a fire at the New York State 
Library, Albany, in 1911. (New York State Archives; Series A1881-78, Dutch Colonial Administrative Records, 1673–1674, Vol. 23, 
20–433.) 
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a certain small parcel of land situate on the Island 
of Manhattan about north-west from the Wind-
mill, beginning from the north end of the road 
which runs toward the Kalckhook, broad in front 
on the road or west side, 24 rods; in the rear on 
the east side, the like 24 rods; long on each side 
as well along the Kalckhook as on the south side, 
44 rods each [Stokes 1915–1928:6:123].

Based on the description, the parcel covered approxi-
mately 6.6 acres. Using as a guide the street grid shown 
in Figure 13, the area extended eastward from Broad-
way to approximately Centre Street. The northern 
boundary was just south of Duane Street. The southern 
boundary ran, roughly, along Chambers Street.

Sara Roeloff had seven living children, including 
grown sons and daughters, by her first husband, sur-
geon Hans Kiersted. She would have an eighth child 
with Van Borsum, and after his death in 1682 would 
remarry once again, to Elbert Stouthoff (for biographi-
cal information on Roeloff, see Janowitz [2005]; Tot-
ten [1925:210–212]). Roeloff had a prenuptial contract 
with her third husband that enabled her to retain 
ownership of her property (Narrett 1992:77–79). On 
her death in 1693, she left her estate to her children 
and named as executors her son Lucas Kiersted and 
sons-in-law Johannis Kip and William Teller (Wills 
Liber 5–6:1–6 [New York County Surrogate’s Court 
1893:225–227]). In 1696, Governor Fletcher would 
grant a confirmation deed for the land to these three 
as trustees of the estate (New York State Archives, 
Albany, Letters Patent, Patents Liber 7:11). Johan-
nis Kip’s eldest son Jacobus would petition the city 
in 1723 to have the land surveyed, but there is no 
clear evidence of any development taking place on it 
around that time. A piece of the land near the southeast 
corner was leased for a stoneware pottery sometime 
around 1730. From 1745 to approximately 1760, a 
palisade cut across the bottom of the patent, eliding 
the southern portion with the town Common behind 
the wall. By 1765, five houses had been built along 
the east side of Broadway, within the patent, and were 
being occupied or leased out by the heirs. 

Why and when members of colonial Manhattan’s 
African community began interring their relatives 
and friends on the undeveloped edge of the town is 
not known. Our conjecture is that free and enslaved 
Africans might have begun appropriating Common 
land for use as a burial ground during the 1640s, 
when the first African farms were established, or 
perhaps during the 1660s, when some of the Afri-

can lot holders were moved to the road alongside 
Stuyvesant’s bowery. The first interments might have 
been limited to the core African farm families, but 
a more inclusive cemetery might have developed as 
members of the town’s steadily expanding African 
population sought a burial place under the control 
of their own community. It is reasonable to assume 
that the families who were the farms’ proprietors 
were influential in overseeing the burial ground. As 
African farms passed into European hands, and New 
Amsterdam was renamed New York, use of the burial 
ground would have continued.8 

Although the area would be granted to Europeans 
by the third quarter of the seventeenth century, we 
hypothesize that its Dutch deed holders and the Eng-
lish colonial government would have abided African 
burials on land that was inconvenient for residential 
development and undesirable for agricultural use. 
Approval in practice, if not in law, of an existing 
African cemetery would have solved the problem 
posed by the Trinity Church ban. It also would have 
been consistent with the racial segregation upon which 
slavery in Britain’s mainland American colonies came 
to depend.

In summary, there is no known date for the origin 
of the New York African Burial Ground and no evi-
dence that explains how its location was chosen. We 
know that it was in existence by 1713 and believe that 
a need for it must have arisen by 1703 at the latest. 
We also know that the land that would become the 
New York African Burial Ground was in close prox-
imity to some of the farms granted to Africans during 
the mid-1600s. Spatial proximity alone, however, 
cannot be taken as proof that the burial ground was 
established during the time that Africans held these 
lots. Much of the land was granted to Sara Roeloff’s 
husband in 1673, but neither the ground brief nor the 
1696 deed of confirmation mentions the cemetery. 
None of Roeloff’s heirs questioned the presence on 
their property of an African cemetery, although they 
knew of its existence—legal documents of the day 
identify the heirs as claimants and proprietors of the 
“Negroes Burying Ground.” Despite the language 
of the law, the cemetery was a place where Africans 
held sway. 

8  Africans held the rights and interests in their farms for varied spans 
of time, as Stokes’ (1915–1928:6:73–76, 123–124) biographies of 
the parcels attest. Domingo Antony’s farm was conveyed in August 
1668 to Augustine Hermans. The duration of Simon Congo’s tenure 
is unclear.
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Documentary Chronology of the 
African Burial Ground, 1650–1783

Subsequent to its archaeological excavation in 1991–
1992, the African Burial Ground’s history has been 
recounted often, in all manner of media.9 That history, 
however, has been reconstructed through a very lim-
ited set of public and private documents, and, often, 
inferences based on scant evidence have been made. 
To clarify the sources of information that anchor the 
archaeological analysis presented in this report, a 
two-part chronology of documented events, laws, 
and transactions that affected the use of the cemetery 
is provided.

ca. 1650: This is the hypothetical date for the origin 
of the African Burial Ground. Land grants to Africans 
began in the 1640s. The Damen patent, which skirted 
the northern edge of the burial ground, was issued 
in 1646.

1673: The Van Borsum Patent, which covered much 
of the area of the African Burial Ground, was issued 
under the signature of Governor Colve.

1697–1703: Anglican Trinity Church assumed 
management of the town cemetery and banned burials 
of Africans in it.

1704: French Huguenot Elias Neau, with financial 
support from the Anglican Society for the Propagation 
of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, organized a school for 
enslaved Africans (Butler 1983:166–169). Enslaved 
and free black New Yorkers put literacy to a variety 
of uses, including petitioning the municipal govern-
ment for assistance in protecting African graves, and 
acquiring land for a new cemetery (see entries for 
1788 and 1795).

1712–1713: According to a letter from Governor 
Hunter to the Lords of Trade, dated June 23, 1712, 
in April of 1712, an armed insurrection of enslaved 
Africans resulted in 6 suicides and 21 executions 
(Brodhead 1853–1887:5:341–342; see also Scott 
1961). The Common might have been used for the 
executions, and the dead might have been buried in 
the African Burial Ground. In the following March, 
John Sharpe of the Anglican Society for the Propa-

gation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts mentioned 
African burials in his “Proposals for Erecting a 
School, Library and Chapel at New York.” Sharpe 
(1881:355) noted that Africans were “buried in the 
Common by those of their country and complexion 
without the office [of a Christian minister], on the 
contrary the Heathenish rites are performed at the 
grave by their countrymen.” He was almost certainly 
referring to funerals in the African Burial Ground, 
although the exact portion of the ground then in use 
cannot be determined. The Common covered the 
area of present-day City Hall Park to Fresh Water 
Pond. 

1722: The Common Council passed a law regu-
lating the burial of “all Negroes and Indian Slaves 
that shall dye within this corporation [located] on 
the south side of the Fresh Water” (New York City 
Common Council 1905:3:296).10 The law stipulated 
that the enslaved had to be “buried by Day-light,” 
on penalty of 10 shillings, payable by the slave-
holder.

1723: The Common Council appointed a commit-
tee to assist Alderman Jacobus Kip (the son of Johan-
nis Kip and grandson of Sara Roeloff) in surveying 
the Van Borsum patent (New York City Common 
Council 1905:3:335). Care was to be taken by the 
committee to preserve the width of Broadway as it 
was extended northward, through the patent. Kip’s 
need for a survey may have been related to Anthony 
Rutgers’s purchase of Lot No. 2 of Calk Hook Farm. 
That lot abutted the Van Borsum patent on the north, 
with the boundary running diagonally across present-

9  The Office of Public Education and Interpretation for the project 
retains huge files of articles, books, and the many films and videos 
that have told the story of the cemetery and its rediscovery. Official 
documents, such as the National Historic Landmark nomination 
(Howson and Harris 1992, reproduced in Appendix A, Part 3 of this 
volume) and the Designation Report for New York City’s landmark 
historic district, provide synopses of the documentary research.

10  Here and in other restrictive legislation, both “Negroes” and “Indians 
Slaves” are referred to. There is no reason to suppose that enslaved 
Native Americans would not have used the same burial ground as 
Africans, yet no distinctive forms of burial attributable to Native 
Americans were identified during the archaeological excavation in 
1991–1992. Although burial practices of Native Americans during the 
“contact period ” are not well known, evidence indicates that Munsee-
speaking Lenape Delaware buried their dead in immediate proximity to 
their settlements and exhumed and reburied the bones of their kin when 
settlements were moved (Cantwell and Wall 2001:97–103). Apparently, 
the typical burial position for these groups, and for Iroquois, was flexed. 
By the time the African Burial Ground was in use, head-to-west burial 
with an extended supine position was practiced (Kerry Nelson, e-mail 
to Historical Archaeology mailing list at Arizona State University, 
August 1, 2000; Wray and Schoff 1953:57–59). The African Burial 
Ground Skeletal Biology Team compared the skeletal sample with 
Native American DNA, dental morphology, and craniometrics, but none 
of these statistical analyses pointed to Native American ancestry. If 
native individuals were buried in the excavated portion of the cemetery, 
there was insufficient evidence to identify them by their biological 
characteristics. The biological evidence generally pointed to African 
origins if any origin was estimable.
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day Block 154.11 Perhaps there was some question 
about the exact location of the boundary between 
the two patents. It is more likely, however, that the 
extension of Broadway northward to Rutgers’s land 
required an exact survey.

1730: Two plans of the town ca. 1730, each based on 
a survey conducted by James Lyne, show little devel-
opment in the area near the burial ground. The 1731 
Lyne-Bradford Plan (Figure 15) labeled the Common, 
the ropewalk along the west side of Broadway (“Great 
George Street”), and the powder magazine on a small 
rise between the main Fresh Water Pond and a smaller 
pond or swamp to its south (the “Little Collect”). Also 
depicted, but not labeled, were two buildings, one on 
the east side of Broadway, south of the burial ground, 
and one on the northern part of the Common. The latter 
building was identified as a pottery on the Carwitham 
Plan, printed in 1740 (Figure 16). The parcel of land 
containing the pottery was apparently in the possession 
of Abraham Van Vleck (Sara Roeloff’s granddaughter 
Maria had married Van Vleck in 1710). Van Vleck 
probably leased it to William Crolius, listed in the city 
as a freeman potter in 1728. This area (on the south 
side of present-day Reade Street to the east of Elk, 
Block 153) was probably not used for burials after this 
date, if it had been previously.12 The pottery may have 
begun disposing of kiln waste within the excavated 
portion of the African Burial Ground around this time 
(see Chapter 4). Only the pottery operation—and its 
waste disposal practices—would have constituted a 
clear encroachment. 

1731: A smallpox epidemic in the city claimed 
the lives of approximately 50 African New Yorkers, 
and 79 Africans were listed in the bills of mortality 
published in the New-York Gazette in August through 
December. The Gazette sorted whites by congrega-
tional affiliation and noted that eight of the town’s 
congregations had cemeteries (New-York Gazette, 
November 15, 1731). Blacks were listed separately 
and, presumably, were interred in the African Burial 
Ground. In mid-November, when the municipal codes 
were renewed, the Common Council placed two more 
restrictions on burials of enslaved Africans (see entry 
for 1722). To ensure that African funerals were not 
a pretext for insurrection, the master of the deceased 
slave was made responsible for vetting the attendees 

and limiting their number to 12, excluding the grave 
digger and “the Bearers who Carry the Corps.” Pawls 
and pawl bearers were also banned (New York City 
Common Council 1905:4:88–89). A pawl, or pall, 
was a large, typically sumptuous cloth spread over 
the coffin (or the corpse) during the funeral proces-
sion. Pallbearers held up the hem. Given that palls 
were usually rented from churches, prohibiting palls 
at black funerals turned a sign of Christian burial into 
a prerogative of whites.

1732–1735: The first cartographic reference to a 
“Negro Burying Place” appeared on a hand-drawn 
plan of the city, ca. 1732–1735. Mrs. Buchnerd’s Plan 
(Figure 17) situates the burial ground on the southwest 
side of the swamp below the Fresh Water pond. It is 
likely this is the same part of the Common referred to 
by John Sharpe when he mentioned burials conducted 
by Africans.

1736: The city erected an Almshouse on the Com-
mon, at the approximate location of present-day City 
Hall. This was the beginning of the transformation 
of the Common into a site for public institutions 
(Epperson 1999; Hall 1910; Harris et al. 1993; Hunter 
Research 1994).

1741: A “great conspiracy” of Africans was thwarted 
and its perpetrators brought to trial (Lieutenant Gover-
nor Clarke to Duke of Newcastle, and to the Lords of 
Trade, June 29, 1741, in Brodhead [1853–1887:6:195–
198]; see also Horsmanden [1971]). Thirty of the 
convicted Africans were executed on the Common (13 
by burning at the stake and 17 by hanging), as were 
4 of the Europeans. The executions were memorial-
ized on the Grim Plan, a depiction of New York in 
1742–1744 set down in 1813 (Figure 18). The Africans 
might well have been interred at the African Burial 
Ground, if interment was allowed.

1745: The town erected a cedar-log palisade wall, 
and part of the Van Borsum patent (along the south 
side) was within it, part without. After this time, it is 
presumed that the African Burial Ground would have 
been restricted to the area outside (i.e., to the north 
of) the wall. When the palisade was dismantled is 
unclear, but city plans from ca. 1760 onward do not 
show it. During the time that the wall stood, access to 
the burial ground from the town would have entailed 
passing through one of the palisade gates.13

11   Rutgers acquired one of the Calk Hook lots in 1723 and two more 
in 1725. The latter two were probably Lot Nos. 1 and 3 (Crosby 
1886:84; Stokes 1915–1928:6:82).

12  The location of the kiln was traced back from later property 
records and maps.

13  David Grim, in notes jotted in November 1819 on the back of the 
plan he drew (see Figure 18), identified the logs as cedar and put 
their length at 14 feet. He situated one of the palisade’s four gates at 
present-day Broadway near Chambers Street (Hall 1910:389; Stokes 
1915–1928:4:591).
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Figure 15. The Lyne-Bradford Plan, printed by William Bradford in 1731 from a survey made by James Lyne, depicts New York in 1730. 
The African Burial Ground is not identified on the map, which Bradford marketed at 4s. 6d. The cemetery’s immediate surrounds show 
little development. The structure encircled on 
the detail at the right was the Crolius Pottery. 
The large structure on the Common adjacent 
to the ropewalk has not been identified. The 
dashed line parallel to the ropewalk is a ward 
boundary (Rare Books Division, The New 
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden 
Foundations).
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Figure 16. The Carwitham Plan, named for its engraver John Carwitham, was based on James Lyne’s survey. Printed in 
London in 1740, the Carwitham Plan provides more details than the Lyne-Bradford Plan. The arrow on the upper left points 
to the Crolius Pottery, located just south of the ponds, in what was probably the southeastern part of the African Burial 
Ground (Viscount Coke and the Trustees of the Holkham Estate).


