(6:1) African Burial Ground Memorial

Source: http://people.hofstra.edu/alan_j_singer/slavery3.html
In 1991 construction workers began to dig the foundation for a new $300 million federal government building in lower Manhattan. It all came to a halt when workers dug into a burial ground, where they found wooden coffins and human remains. Investigators were called in and discovered that this was a colonial burial ground used to bury Africans who were not permitted to be buried in church cemeteries, even if they had converted to Christianity. Thus began the modern-day saga of the African Burial Ground in New York City. . . . The African Burial Ground is a 5 or 6-acre cemetery that was used between the late 1600’s and 1796 and originally contained between ten thousand and twenty thousand burials. Despite the harsh treatment that these African people in colonial America seemed to receive, the 427 remains which were finally recovered from the site were buried with great care and love, wrapped in linen shrouds and methodically positioned in well-built cedar or pine coffins, sometimes with beads or other treasured objects, occasionally with ornamentation on the coffin. 

The majority of these Africans lived under harsh conditions of slavery. Surprisingly, though, we now know that in 1644, eleven slaves were freed and each was given a farm grant to land which had been abandoned by whites during the era of the Dutch and Indian wars. It is the land that is currently Chinatown, Little Italy, SoHo and Greenwich Village. It was hoped that these African people would be a buffer between the whites and the Indians.
The African Burial Ground was forgotten until those construction workers dug into that ground. Initially, the federal government tried not to comply with legal mandates about what to do in such a situation. But African American New Yorkers, including then Mayor David Dinkins, pressed the government to respect the remains found there and to find a way to honor this sacred space. After vigils and protests and religious observances and meetings held at the site by many in the community, construction was halted until all the remains could be unearthed and moved to be studied, with the promise that they would be re-interred back at the site. 

A drawing of the way the burial ground might have looked during the colonial era and a photograph of the memorial are available at http://maap.columbia.edu/mbl/places/9500.html (accessed December 27, 2013). The memorial is a National Historic Landmark and a New York City Historic District. A map from 1755 shows the northern boundary of the city marked by the Palisades, a wall along what is now Chambers Street. The “Negro Burial Ground” is shown just outside the city walls (http://www.nps.gov/history/nR/travel/cultural_diversity/African_Burial_Ground_National_Monument.html, accessed December 27, 2013). 

Questions

1. How was the African Burial Ground re-discovered?

2. Why were Africans buried outside the city limits?

3. Why were some enslaved Africans granted freedom?

4. Why did many African Americans press for a monument at the burial ground?

Extra-credit activity: Design a three-dimensional monument commemorating the Africans of colonial New York.

