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The City of the Dead: NYC's Landmark Cemeteries

i
Gravesend Cemetery. NYC Municipal Archives.

By Lauren Gilbert, Director of the Municipal Library

More than 25 cemeteries across the five boroughs have been granted landmark status, silent sanctuaries scattered
among the living. Some lie behind rusting gates on guiet residential streets, others in the shadows of towering
buildings, their headstones weathered and half-forgotten.

One of city's oldest, the FIRST SHEARITH ISRAEL GRAVEYARD at 55-57 St. James Place in lower Manhattan, was

landmarked in 1966. Established in the 17 M'century for the first Jewish community in New Amsterdam, it marks the
original resting place of the settlers who arrived in 1654 following their expulsion from Recife in Brazil, in the wake of
the Inquisition that followed the Portuguese conquest of the former Dutch colony.

On the Lower East Side, the NEW YORK CITY MARBLE CEMETERY (52-74 East 2nd Street), founded in 1831 and
landmarked in 1969, was born out of fear—not of ghosts, but of disease. After a yellow fever epidemic in 1830, New
Yorkers believed noxious “miasmas” rose from shallow graves. To protect the living, the dead were sealed in dry stone
vaults. Here rest several prominent New Yorkers, including the memorably named merchant Preserved Fish, several
members of the Roosevelt clan, and the pioneer of Mayan archaeology John Lloyd Stephens, whose vault is marked
by a Mayan glyph.

In the Bronx, at the edge of the Lambert Houses development, stands the OLD WEST FARMS SOLDIER CEMETERY
(2103 Bryant Avenue), landmarked in 1966. The small plot is the borough’s oldest public veterans' burial ground,
containing the remains of soldiers who fought in the War of 1812, Civil War, Spanish-American War, and World War I.
Maodest and little-visited, it endures as a quiet record of centuries of service and sacrifice.

Brooklyn's OLD GRAVESEND CEMETERY (Gravesend Neck Road and McDonald Avenue), landmarked in 1976,
dates to the 1650s and preserves the legacy of Lady Deborah Moody, the remarkable woman who founded the town of
Gravesend after suffering persecution for her Anabaptist beliefs at the hands of the Puritan community in
Massachusetts. Her exact resting place is unknown, but she is believed to be buried here, among the other early
settlers whose names still echo through Brooklyn's history.

In Queens, the BRINCKERHOFF CEMETERY (69-65 to 69-73 182nd Street), established in 1730 and landmarked in
2012, is now a fenced patch on a quiet suburban block. Once the burial ground of the rural Flushing crossroads
community known as Black Stump, this now-abandoned cemetery is said to contain 77 Colonial-era graves, their
markers long vanished.

And on Staten Island, beside a commercial strip, the SLEIGHT FAMILY GRAVEYARD (Arthur Kill Road at Rossville
Avenue), landmarked in 1968, endures as a final remnant of the island’s earliest settlers. Its oldest stones date to
1750, but one from 1795 bears an epitaph that could serve for them all:

The sweet Remembrance of the Just
Shall flourish when they sleep in Dust.
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Tucked away in the card catalog in the Municipal Library are several drawers filled with a unique treasure: decades' worth
of reference questions and their meticulously researched answers. Filed by subject and arranged alphabetically, these
cards served as a vital tool for the reference staff, offering quick access to commonly asked (and occasionally quirky)
queries, sparing librarians from duplicating efforts. Compiled over nearly a century, each card featured the original
guestion, the librarian's best answer, and usually a citation for the source consulted.

Perhaps distracted by the holiday season, the librarian who filled out this card on December 24, 1936, in response to a
researcher’s query about Chinatown’s notorious “Bloody Angle,” appears not to have completed the task. No source is
listed, and the note mistakenly places the site on Mulberry Street rather than the sharp bend at Doyers Street, where
violent clashes among rival tongs earned the corner its grim name. A New York Times report from March 25, 1927,
describing a night of “Chinese tong warfare” in which nine had been killed and two wounded across six cities, confirms
the location.
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From New York City’s rich history, politics, and culture to theater, art, food, and iconic landmarks, there's a book for
everyone who loves New York City. Come on down to the Municipal Library Book Sale in our glorious rotunda at 31
Chambers Street on November 7 and 8 to stock up on some unique finds ahead of the holiday season!

Indigenous People's Day: An Archivist’s Perspective

1656] Court Minutes of New Amsterdam. 5T

this year Churchwardens, to enter on first March of this year. Dated xii
Feb. 1656. Amsterdam in N. Netherl! Was subscribed
P. Stuyvesant,
By order of the Hon"* Director and General and Supreme Council of
N. Netherland,
Signed C. v. Ruyven, Secretary.
To the Hon"*® Director General and Councillors of N. Netherland.

The Burgomasters of this City of Amsterdam in New Netherland re-
present, with all due respect, how our nation has daily witnessed with
deep regret and reproach the insolence which the Indians commit within
this City by getting drunk etc., which cannot be prevented unless you
imitate the custom of our neighbours of N, England and Virginia, who at
divers times (as we here on the 15" of last Septemb?) have experienced
great massacres under the guise of friendship, permitting them to come
as friends into their houses and villages, whereby hundreds have been
killed unawares and without cause, by the Barbarians.

We request respectfully, for the public welfare and better security of
this City, that your Honors would be pleased to renew the Placard made
against the drunkenness of the savages, as well as to cause it to be executed
against those, who sell brandy here to the Indians. Also that you may
enact that, henceforth, no Indians shall come into this City to sell their
goods except at one place to be designated by you, unless they be Am-
bassadors from Chiefs; also that no burghers or outside people shall
receive them in their houses or lodge them at night on severe penalty to
be enacted by you, which being done, we trust that these treacherous and
faithless heathens (who in the most profound season of peace have unex-
pectedly inflicted the greatest injuries on us and our neighbours, by
murders and robbery) may be frustrated in any designs they may practise
as heretofore, and in case the ordinary indulgence fail them, our nation
shall dwell in more security, provided always good guard be kept espe-
cially on Sundays during Divine Service. Requesting that your Honors
take this into consideration and grant us an answer on the margin hereof,

Was subscribed by the Burgomasters

Oloff Stevensen,
Allard Antony.
Done this 3* March 1656. at Amsterdam in N: Netherland.

The Records of New Amsterdam from 1653 to 1674. NYC Municipal Library.

By Caleb Simone, Digital Archivist

Monday October 13 was Indigenous People’s Day. While the history of indigenous nations and peoples in the western
hemisphere began over 10 thousand years ago, the history of Indigenous People’s Day can be traced back to 1977
during the first International NGO Conference on Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations in the Americas.
Sponsored by the United Nations (UN) in Geneva and attended by over 100 indigenous participants from across the
Americas, 60 NGOs and other international organizations, and various UN agencies and observers, the group concluded
with several recommendations and a Declaration of Principles for the Defense of the Indigenous Nations and Peoples of
the Western Hemisphere. The first recommendation was to observe “Columbus Day” as an International Day of Solidarity
with the Indigenous Peoples of the Americas. In the United States, that recommendation morphed into what is now
recognized as Indigenous People’s Day by multiple states, cities, organizations, and communities across the country.

The delegates’ recommendation to honor indigenous people on the second Monday of October in lieu of the proclaimed
discovery of America signified more than a single day of acknowledgment. Their recommendation was an international
call for continuing material solidarity with indigenous people as well as a challenge for individuals and NGOs alike to
interrogate their own historical understandings and read against the grain of dominant histories.

To honor the intentions of Indigenous People’s Day, | ask how we too— archivists, librarians, historians, and researchers -
can interrogate and read against the grain of the historical materials stewarded by the New York City Municipal Archives.
Consider the New Amsterdam ledgers. The New Amsterdam ledgers contain nearly 30 years (1647-1675) of
administrative records, court minutes, and ordinances created by and for the Dutch municipality of New Amsterdam,
which is now the southern tip of Manhattan. We can begin reading against the grain by interrogating the most basic
assumption within the New Amsterdam ledgers: that the Dutch settlers had governing rights over the land they resided
on.

When we, as historical observers, call Dutch land ownership into question, the narratives within the New Amsterdam
ledgers take new shapes. Ordinances prohibiting the sale of alcohol to natives, denying their entry to Dutch businesses,
and restricting Dutch settler trade and outside movement, all justified by the supposed violence of native peoples,
suggest a dynamic where the Dutch were vulnerable and inherently on the inside while the surrounding native peoples
were aggressive infiltrators from the outside. This assumed dynamic rationalizes the building of Fort Amsterdam, the
walls of which kept native peoples out and would later become the infrastructure for Wall Street.

But what happens if we strip away the inherent assumptions within the ledgers? Some of those assumptions are that the
Lenape and the Dutch settlers had the same proprietary relationship to land, that the Dutch rightfully obtained the land,
that the post-settlement violence was one-directional, and that the vitriol between the Lenape and the Dutch was
immediately mutual. What alternative narratives emerge when we interrogate the content and perspectives within the
New Amsterdam ledgers? To consider the New Amsterdam ledgers as a collection representative of dominant history and
in need of critical inquiry is one way to honor the recommendation put forth almost fifty years ago.
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= UPCOMING =

DORIS Fall Public Programs: Exploring New York City's Diverse Past
and Present

This fall, DORIS presents a rich lineup of programs offering fresh perspectives on the city's history — from a discussion on
Indigenous communities, to a live in-person recording of Person Place Thing with Randy Cohen, to the Municipal Library's first
book sale in nearly a decade.

November Highlights

November 7 - 8, 10am to 4pm, at 31 Chambers Street

Municipal Library Book Sale
From New York City's rich history, politics, and culture to theater, art, food, and iconic landmarks, there’s a book for everyone who

loves New York City. Don't miss your chance to stock up on some unique finds ahead of the holiday season!

November 12 - Lunch & Learn: On the Turtle's Back

Join Dr. Camilla Townsend, the Board of Governors Distinguished Professor of History at Rutgers University, for an in-depth
discussion of the prize-winning book On the Turtle's Back: Stories the Lenape Told Their Grandchildren she co-authored with
Nicky Kay Michael.

November 13 - Person Place Thing with Randy Cohen
Join President & CEO of the New York City Economic Development Corporation, Andrew Kimball, for a live recording of
Person Place Thing with Emmy Award winner, Randy Cohen.

November 18 - Lunch & Learn: The Menace of Prosperity

Daniel Wortel-London will discuss his new book, The Menace of Prosperity: Economic Development and its Discontents in
New York City, 1870-1981, which explores how generations of New Yorkers have struggled with the promises and perils of
economic development.

Learn more and register
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