






Editor’s note: This is one in 
a series of stories on the city’s 
African Burying Ground, and 
efforts by residents to erect 
a memorial park to those in-
terred there.





PORTSMOUTH — There 
were eight of them, ranging in 
age from as young as 7 to as old 
as 40. Some showed evidence 
of the hard work they per-
formed throughout their short 
lives, some had poor teeth, 
some had childhood diseases. 
All were Africans or of African 
descent. 

This and much more was 
learned painstaking moment 
by painstaking moment by 
a group of archaeologists, 
dendochronologists, forensic 
anthropologists, histo-
rians and biochem-
ists in the wake 
of the discovery 
of remains at 
what was once 
the city’s “Ne-
gro Burying 
Ground.”

The work 
they performed, 
contained in a 
detailed report pre-
sented to the city of 
Portsmouth, provides a fasci-
nating and detailed look at the 
remains of the eight identi-

analysis. 
The bodies were discovered 

in 2003, when a contractor 

manhole on Chestnut Street 
encountered the base of a cof-

archaeological investigation 
that spanned back to Ports-
mouth’s early days as a slave-
holding city and forward to 
today, as members of the Afri-
can Burying Ground Commit-
tee work to erect a memorial 
park to honor the dead buried 
there.

Seacoast Sunday procured a 
copy of the report to give readers 
a more thorough understanding 
of what archaeologist Kathleen 
Wheeler calls the “time capsule” 
on Chestnut Street.


While eight bodies were 

removed in 2003, they were 
among an estimated 200 Afri-
cans buried in what was then 
the outskirts of Portsmouth 

According to the report, 
Portsmouth had a much larger 
black population than did the 
state of New Hampshire as 

cent of the state’s population 

cent of Portsmouth’s popula-
tion was black.

At the time, unlike the 
more rural and agrarian rest 
of the state, Portsmouth was 
a well-heeled city. Its wealth 
“derived from the West Indies 
trade and privateering, and the 
commercial goods and booty 
from these ventures came in on 
ships along the waterfront.”

century, the report states, 
“several Portsmouth investors 

ginia and Barbados that car-
ried enslaved Africans along 
with trade goods.”

Not all black residents of the 
city, certainly, were slaves. 
According to the report, free 
blacks lived in Portsmouth by 

a Portsmouth historian who 
wrote the book “Black Ports-
mouth,” said the “vast major-
ity” were enslaved.

When they died, most were 
almost certainly interred in the 
city’s Negro Burying Ground 
— generally the area around 
Chestnut Street between State 
and Court streets. The area, 
the report states, “functioned 
on the periphery, spatially and 
culturally marginalized from 
the wharves and warehouses 
that represented Portsmouth’s 
growing wealth.”

In life, they were likely 
bought young and worked 
hard. Cunningham said most 
white people who wanted a 
slave “wanted to get them 
when they were kids. So, they 
were working from the time 

you’re enslaved from the time 
you’re that age, by the time 
you’re 30, you’re worn out.”

That certainly proved to be 
the case of the remains of the 

2003.


The remains of the bodies 

ranged from a nearly complete 
skeleton to some fragmentary 
bones and teeth. Still, the 
amount that could be learned 
about them was considerable.

Of the eight, four were male, 
one was female and three were 
“indeterminate.” Because no 
buttons were found, archae-
ologists determined they were 
likely buried in a shroud, as 
“clothing was often passed 
on to living family members 
rather than taken out of circu-
lation.”

Wheeler, the archae-
ologist, is fairly con-

vinced that one 
of the “indeter-
minate” bodies 
was a female; 
the missing 
and healed 
lower incisors 

in the mouth 
are “consistent 

with West African 
puberty rites.”

One of the bodies, a 
young male, show signs of 
physical stress.

“There is evidence,” the 
report states, “of repetitive 
motion at the knee and elbow 
joints, perhaps the result of 
forced manual labor in one 
individual.”

Many had deteriorating 
teeth, the result of poor nu-
trition. The bones of several 
showed evidence of disease or 
chronic infections. 

They were all buried in 

to the west and feet to the east, 
“generally construed as Chris-

tian — but could not this same 
orientation be seen as one 
pointing toward the ancestral 
land of Africa?”

Wheeler said she was struck 
by the meticulous care taken 

“The burial was the end 
result of usually an elaborate 
cultural ritual,” she said. “We 
could tell that when they dug 
holes and hit bedrock, they 
took the trouble to gouge out 
the bedrock to make sure the 

portant to get it right.”
Wheeler said, even now eight 

ers the investigation and analy-

projects I’ve ever worked on as 
an archaeologist. Normally, you 
get slivers of the past. It’s rare 
for projects to provide a full 
sense of a moment in time.”

Wheeler said she felt honored 
to be part of the project. “And 
that’s not only because it’s rare 
and unusual These are people 
who toiled and lived and died in 
Portsmouth. Even though they 
don’t have names, it’s proper for 
us to remember them.”

  



       

       

       

       

       





 


























