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African Burying Ground effort needs your support

BY VERNIS JACKSON

On Oct. 17, 2003, our Port-
mouth community made a
momentous dizcovery beneath
Chestmut  Street when city
contractors conducting wtility
upgrades unearthed the crum-
bling remsins of wooden cof-
finz. The buried remains of 13
people were found, confirming
what zome had suspected —
thiz was indeed the location of
the “Negro Burying Ground”
cited in records dating back
te 1705. Under the directon
of the state archaeclogist, the
remainz: of zome individuals
wers temporarily removed
and will be reinterred at alater
date. Subsequent DNA testing
confirmed that they were of
African dezcent. While it i=n't
poszible to  determine with
certainty bow many of those
buried here were enzlaved,
and how many may have been
free, it's now quite certain that
many more individualz are
buried at thiz zite.

group of 20 Africanz living in
Portzmouth brought a petidon
to the New Hampshire Houase
of Fepresentative: =eeking
their freedom. Among the pe-
titionerz was Prince Whipple,
member of the household of
William Whipple, signer of the
Declaration of Independence.
In the monthz leading up to the
signing of the 1776 Declara-
tion, at once the country’s most
cherizhed zymbol of lLiberty
proclziming “all men are cre-
ated egual” Prince Whipple
and the other petiioners had
beard the impasszioned argu-
mentz for freedom in their
bouzeholds and imagined they
might be next New Hamp-
shire's Legizlature ignored

NEB CRUAM TCRAME SEAC0 ASTUMN L= CO8

Historian, Valerie Cunningham is seen on Chestnut Street in Portsmouth, site of the "Negro Burying Ground ™ which was approved by the
city in TA)5and is now a part of the Bladk Heritage Trail. Cunningham and o thers hope the city will close down the strest to vehicle trafficin

We do know that in 1779, a order to have a stronger presence in tribute.

their petition for freedom.

Many in our community
have azked how Portzmouth’z
African Burying Ground could
have been forgotten. During
the 1700z when the burying
ground was actively uszed,
the area that iz now Chestout
Street waz the undeveloped
outzkirtz of town. Owver time,
az Portzmouth grew during
the late 1700z and throoshout
the 1800z, the African Burying
Ground was paved over and
built over and many forgot of
itz exiztence. Today, we recog-
nize this important place as the
ooly koown African Burying
Ground in all of New England
that dates to thiz era.

Otherz in the Portzmouth
community are azking what's
been done zince the African
Burying Ground was redis-
covered in 2003. The anzwer
to that guestion iz lengthy. In
2004, the City Council appoint-
ed the African Burying Ground
Committee and charged us
with determining bow best to
honor those buried oo Chest-
out Strest. Since that dme the
committes has, with painstalk-
ing care, dilizendy worked to
carry out thizs charge. Let me
explain why thiz has been po
small task.

The burying ground zite be-
neath Chestout Street, which in
today's world iz a public street

in the urban beart of our city,
providez the only available
acceszs to a pumber of homez
and buzinesses. 3o, first, the
committes worked closely with
abutters o strike a balance be-
tween creating a public memo-
rial zpace and providing accesz
to private properties; the abut-
ters were belpful and support-
ive of the committes’s desire
to close this bleck of Chestoumr
Street to through traffic. Sec-
ond, the site prezemtz compli-
cated, almost unique challenges
zince additional human remaine
are located st very challow
depthz. Perhaps the paramount
izsue we grappled with iz that
the African Burying Ground

raisez complex emotional is-
zues, making the guestion of
how best to honor thoze buried
here particularly challenging
and bumbling.

Despite theze hurdles, the
committee haz now, to the best
of itz ability, answered the
guestion of how to bonor thoze
buried in Chestnot Storeets
African Burying Ground. We
have done zo0 with the geperous
input of property owoers, the
state archasologist, a nation-
ally known design team and,
most importantly, the commu-
nity via moch public procesz
and open public forums.

Qur propesal, endorsed by
the City Couwncil, iz the com-

struction of a memorial park
titled We Stand in Honor of
Thosze Forgotten. The imtent of
the memaorial park iz to mark
with dignity the locaton of
thiz sacred place — not with
headstones like the city’s other
places of burial — but by creat-
ing a public place of reverence
on thiz block of urban down-
town street, in perpetuity, so
that we will never again forget
those buried bensath The
zeale and solemn zignificance
of thiz memorial park is not at
all dizsimilar from Goodwin
Park, with itz commanding
Soldiers and Sailors monument
standing in homor of our Civil
War beroez, Atlantic Heights'
Hanzcom Park, which hooors
each one of the 10 World War
II =oldiers from that neigh-
borhood, or even the recently
constructed waterfront park on
Ceres Street, which recognizes
thiz city's maritime heritage
with itz grand granite inlaid
city seal and compass.

Now beginz the next momen-
touz task of raizing fundsz to
consztruct the African Burying
Cround memorial park, We
Stand in Honor of Those For-
gotten. We have already been
joined by many leading mem-
bers of thiz community and by
Art-Speak, the city’s coltural
commizsien. Work iz under
way now to reach out and en-
list the support of many owre
in cur community, including
handz-on  involvement from
our school children.

Now I azk that you stand
with me — stand with all of us
— in support of thiz dauoting,
noble effort.

Verniz Jackson iz chairman
of the African Burying Ground
Commikies.



