THE ANCESTORS PAVILION AT WALTER PIERCE PARK, WASHINGTON, DC

WELCOME TO THE ANCESTORS PAVILION.

‘I'his space honors the men, women, and children who were buried in two cemeterics here in the
1800s. Quakers established the Friends Burying Ground in 1807, and the Colored Union
Benevolent Association founded Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery in 1870, Both cemcterics were
closed in 1890 due to neighborhood development.

WHAT DID THE CEMETERIES LOOK LIKE?

The small Friends Burying Ground occupied the southeast corner of today’s soccer field.

Australia, Brazil, Canada, France, and
Germany.

“I'he Friends Burying Ground was the resting
place of the [irst Quakers to sele in the nation’s
capital, Onc of them, Jonathan Shocmaker, a
Pennsylvania-born miller, donated the land for
the cemetery. He and his wite, Hannah Lukens
Shoemaker, were among those buried here.

In 2005, concerned community members, including descendants of the buried, stopped
the city from building several large terraces for gardening in the park. 'I'hey enlisted
Howard University archaeologists to delermine whether any praves remained. Under the
leadership of biological anthropologist Mark Mack, a team of students and volunteers
documented ample evidence of the cemeteries, including exposed remains, headstones,
grave offerings, and coffin
hardware. Scientists conducted
ground-penctrating radar at
the sile and found intact

graves. They reported that
many more might exist at
depths too great to be

JONATHAN SHOFMAKFR OVINFN GO LUMBIAN
MilLS ON ROCK CRFFK, SHOWK AROVF, WHFN
HE DONATED PART OF HIS LAND FOR THE
QUAKER CEMETERY IN 1807.

Simple headstones in orderly rows marked its praves. There were an unknown number of

e i . ) ) Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery served people of
burials in the Quaker ground because the city didn’t begin keeping death records until many

all religions. Many were sell-emancipated men

vears afler il was founded.

The 8,428 graves of the much larger Alrican American cemetery spread across Loday's Walter
Picree Park, from Adams Mill Road down to Rock Creek and onto land now owned by the
National Zoo. A cobblestone road wound through the burial ground.

Graves in the African American cemetery were
marked with headstones, marble monuments, and
wooden headboards bearing painted messages. They
were decorated with scashells, broken ceramics, and
objects of significance to the deceased. Toys were left
at children’s graves.

Some of the grandest funeral processions of the late
19th century entered Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery’s
gates at Adams Mill hRoad, with dozens of horse-
drawn carriages, hundreds of mourners on foot, and
members of social organizalions in [ull ceremonial
costume, often moving rhythmically to the strains of
brass bands.

4 HEADSTONE FROM THE CEMETERIES.

WHO WAS BURIED HERE?

Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery was Washington’s busiest Reconstruction-cra Black cemetery,
with 400 1o 600 burials a year al its peak in the mid-1880s. Nearly 60 percent of the people buried
in this cometery were children younger than five,
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Of the adults, most were born in Washington, 1,C., Virginia and Maryland, but some came from
more distant places: Alabama, Delaware, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, Massachusetts,
Mississippi, New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Tsland, Tennessee, West
Virginia,

and women who arrived in Washington during

the Civil War. Some were members of the city’s carly free Black community, including the
founders of churches, schools, and social organizations. Among the buried were musicians,
government workers, teachers, carriage drivers, the first praduates of Howard University, the

first Black men to vote, Civil War veterans, merchants, servants, church leaders, laborers, nurses,

and midwives,

Members of the Colored Union Benevolent Association, whose

each other. Many were buried here.

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE CEMETERIES ?

Land values rose quickly in the late 1800s, as the rural countryside surrounding the cemeteries
grew inlo a city neighborhood. Both burial grounds were forced Lo close in 1890 due to
development pressurces.

In 1923, after the owners of Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery had died, three court-appointed
trustees prepared the land for sale. They conducted a search, finding fewer than 150 graves for
removal. Parts of the site were bought by the federal government, National Zoo, and private
developers. Quakers resisted selling their land, but the city seized it in 1956 for unpaid taxes. It
was sold to developers who already had acquired most of the African American cemetery.

While visible signs of the cemeteries disappeared, mosl ol the graves remained. The site was
disrupted in the 1950s when developers excavated to build four large apartment buildings.

Although they were never built, an unknown number of graves were desecrated. The creation of

Walter Pierce Park in the carly 1980s caused further disturbances.

insignia is shown at left, pooled their resources to provide benefits to

detected, because land had
been redistributed around the
site in the 1950s and 1980s. No
dipging was performed.

Howaro UNVERSITY ARCHASOLOGISTS MAP THE PaRK.

THE NAMES

The archaeology team searched District of Columbia death records to learn who was
buried here. 'I'hey found 8,428 individuals, including several hundred reburied here from
the Young Men’s Cemetery at 12th and V streets, N.W., which was owned by the Colored
Union Benevolent Association from 1849 to 1870. 'I'he names, ages, and death dates appear
on Lhe following eight signs of the Ancestors Pavilion.

Tolearn more about Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery and the Friends Burying Ground, see
walterpierceparkcemeteries.org. A grassroots group of descendants and allies worked with
the D.C. Department of Parks & Recreation to create the Ancestors Pavilion in 2024,

All phatos by Mary Belcher and Gretchen Roberts-Shorter unfess noted. Mt. Pleasant Plains
Cemetery at Walter Pierce Park is a National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom site.
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