WEST FARMS
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At Beck Memorial Presbyterian Church

Proposal for a Garden and Community Center on the site of the WF Enslaved Persons Burial Ground

Proposal and Presentation by Laura James, Bronx CB6 Youth and Education Chair,
Land Use Committee member, with Nilka Martell, Loving the Bronx, Tuesday, September 9, 2025

Contact: laura@westfarmsmemorialgardens.org nilka@westfarmsmemorialgardens.org
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LOCATION:

Lot Information
Address: 980 East 180th St

Beck Memorial Presbyterian Church Lot Area Size: 28,945 sq ft
Lot Frontage: 115.03 ft

980 E 180 St, Bronx, New York, Lot Depth: 275.19 ft
10460
Church Information
Between Boston Rd. and Vyse Ave. Year built: 1905
Bronx Community Board 6 Church floor area: Over 3,100 sq ft

*Landmark: 1967 (?)
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And Graveyard, Google Earth
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General information about the neighborhood WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS

Bronx Community District 6 and West Farms (14)

Community District 6 covers 1.5 square miles in the central Bronx, serving the communities of Belmont, Bathgate, Tremont, and West Farms.
According to the 2018 American Community Survey, the population was 175,456. Bronx CB 6 is primarily populated by low-income residents;
with an unemployment rate of 23.9% and has the second-highest percentage residents under the age of 18 at 28.4%. 60% of residents receive
some form of income assistance and 30-34% of residents live

under the NYC poverty line. CB 6 district had the 2nd highest private residential eviction filing rate, the 3rd highest housing code violation rate,
and 7t highest crime rate in NYC. Also has the 2nd highest number if homeless shelters.

As of 2024, the median income was about $24,800 per year. The majority of West Farms properties are small apartments (studio to two
bedrooms) or high-rise (three or four bedrooms) or small apartment buildings. A majority of the West Farms neighborhood's residential property
is renter-occupied which makes it a promising investment opportunity with upside financial and social impact potential [1]. West Farms in the
Central Bronx is designated as a Qualified Opportunity Zone [2]. There is a high rate of poverty in this historically redlined district.

According to Census data, the West Farms neighborhood has a lower average per capita income than 98.8% of U.S. neighborhoods. This area
also has an unusually high percentage of children living in poverty at 73.5%; this is a high percentage when compared to other neighborhoods
in the country. With nearly one in four children growing up in poverty, this neighborhood stands out for the depth of the problem [3].

A large percentage of residents receive Housing Choice Voucher Section 8 subsidies (17.8%) and SNAP benefits (23.9%)[4]. Community
Board 6 is currently planning major development with nearly 3,000 new homes and at least 72,000 square feet of retail and commercial space
incoming in the next five to ten years. Upzoning and Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) are two innovative approaches that would benefit both
renters and homeowners, according to the Community Board 6 report. Additionally, the growing population calls for more schools and daycare
facilities to ease overcrowding. A number of small businesses and vacant spaces can be found along the East Tremont commercial corridor in
the Central Bronx.
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Proposal: West Farms Memorial Gardens

Background

The grounds behind Beck Memorial Presbyterian Church in West Farms hold
significant historical value. Research and local knowledge confirm that this
area includes an African burial ground as well as additional cemeteries
concentrated along East 180th Street between Boston Road and Vyse
Avenue. These sites reflect a broad span of American history, including the
burial of enslaved Africans, Native Americans, early European settlers, and
veterans who served in four wars, including the War of 1812.

This land has remained a burial ground throughout its history. Current maps

and records, including Google listings, continue to identify it as such. The Top- Yard view -
presence of likely old-growth trees further indicates that the ground has been Looking west at
undisturbed for centuries, making preservation both a cultural and Beck Memorial from N
environmental imperative. Bryant Ave, Bottom- [§
Looking east from
Significance Vyse Ave

West Farms, established before 1663, has deep roots in the history of New

York and the United States. The burial grounds behind Beck Memorial reflect

that history in a concentrated and tangible way. Preserving this site

acknowledges the lives and contributions of all who are interred here, WEST FARMS
particularly enslaved Africans whose presence is too often erased. MEMORIAL GARDENS

This proposal does not view the community’s enslaved past as a source of
shame, but as a vital part of the nation’s story that deserves recognition.
Alongside it, we honor those who fought for this country, families who built their
lives here, and generations who shaped West Farms into the community it is
today.
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Proposal

We propose transforming the area behind Beck Memorial Presbyterian Church into West Farms Memorial Gardens, a dedicated public

memorial and educational space. T VS
MEMORIAL GARDENS

Key elements include:

*Historic Commemoration: Markers and interpretive materials honoring enslaved Africans, Native Americans, early settlers, soldiers, and

other community members buried on the site.

*Educational Programming: Partnerships with schools and community organizations to provide learning opportunities in history, civic

engagement, and cultural awareness.

Community Engagement: Intergenerational activities such as gardening, art, and cultural programs that foster pride and reflection.

*Green Space Preservation: Maintaining the existing trees and landscape to protect the integrity of the burial ground and support climate

resilience.

*Accessibility: Public entry designed to respect both the memorial space and the church, with seating for quiet reflection.

Recommendations

1.That the Presbytery of New York and the New York City Parks Department
collaborate to designate and maintain the site as a public memorial.

2.That the site be nominated for listing on the National Register of Historic
Places and the New York State Register of Historic Places, as it clearly meets
the criteria for historic significance.

3.That, if the City and Parks Department are unable or unwilling to manage the
project, a coalition of qualified local organizations and community leaders be
recognized and empowered to oversee its stewardship.

Conclusion

The establishment of West Farms Memorial Gardens represents a unique
opportunity to preserve history, honor those buried here, and provide the
community with a meaningful space for reflection, learning, and pride. This project
will ensure that the history of West Farms—its challenges and its contributions—

remains visible and accessible for generations to come.
West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 6




Some brief history from Blacks in the Colonial Bronx: A Documentary History — 2010 by Lloyd Ultan

- “An examination of the surviving documents from the colonial period indicates strongly that Blacks
constituted between ten and fifteen percent of the total population of what is today the Bronx. Thus, the
presence of Black people in New York City's northernmost borough extends back over three centuries.”

- “We know for certain Richard Morris (Morrisania) and his wife brought a significant number of Black slaves
to what is now The Bronx about 1670. He also had European indentured servants work his land side by side
with his Black slaves.

- “Where did the slaves come from? In the early colonial years, Barbados was a chief supply.”

- “A severe flood in 1767 swept some Black slaves into a rampaging Bronx River, and only a concerted effort
was able to save them all.”

- “At the insistence of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, which sent out Anglican
missionaries to the colonies, lacks, both slave and free, were to be converted to the religion of the Church of
England.”

- “The first free Black family recorded in the colonial Bronx lived somewhere near Fordham and its vicinity in
1698. They were listed as Antone the neger, his wife Diana, and their three children, Ben, Abraham and
Jacob.”

- “Blacks, both slave and free, worked to clear the land, planted the seeds, tended the crops, reaped the
harvests, looked after the livestock, built and repaired fences and walls, did the cooking, cleaning and
washing around the house, and took care of the children and the elderly. ... Thus, along with other inhabitants
of the area, Blacks helped to develop colonial Bronx.”

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground
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15 Disturbing and Shameful Facts About the Bronx Zoo’s 1906 Human Exhibit. By Shallom Joe / May 5, 2025 WEST FARMS
https://dailyfetch.net/the-bronx-zoo-secret-theyve-been-hiding-for-decades-15-facts-about-human-exhibit-gone-wrong/ MEMORIAL GARDENS

Ota Benga displayed as a human exhibit
at the Bronx Zoo. 1906

200
CLOSED

“Ota Benga, a Congolese man exhibited in the New York’s Bronx Zoo in 1906,
was shockingly described as a ‘missing link’ of evolution. Over 40,000 people
came to see him every day and was often subject to mocking from the crowd.”
https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/human-zoo-history-pictures-1900-1958/
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Source No. 1- 1814. Deed where Presbyterian church acquires the land, Westchester County Historical Society.

50 years before the end of slavery, on December E;; | SAMUEL,A.LAWRERCE & WIFE, & 085,
15, 1814, representatives from the Board of o -
_ ) 1THE TAUBTERS OF TRE LST FRYSEYTERIAY
Trustees of The First Presbyterian Church of the - i
. . [ CHIRCH 1¥ WEST FAHRMS, THIS INBERTURE made the ILf‘tEETth
Village of West Farms acquired the land where the | day of Daceaber in the year -- our Lord ane thousand eight hundred and fourbeen
present ChurCh and Veterans Cemetery are | DETWEEN SAMUEL A. LAWHRNCE of bhe COlty of Hew York, Fequire, and CATHARINE, hie E
located. The deed records that they paid $1.00. | il umd JASPER WAXD, of the seid €ity, Mercheat. and AN, s vife, of the firs
| part and RORERT GIVAN, CALRB PELT, ESENEZER WATERBURY, JAMES BATHGATE, JAMRS
In the deed’ the Iand |S deSCrlbed as “OppOSIte Mr | RENWICK, AND JGHY B. GILLESPLE, Trusteee of the PFiret Preabyterian church in Lhne |
.y . . ” : illage of Wes arma, 1a & own &f Weatchester, - - - - THESS
Lydig’s Mills in the county of Westchester”. The e of veot Rarms, dn fhe founm of Westenester WITHESSETL
] ) ) | the =said parties of the Tirst part Tor certaln good, cauwses amd in econelderdtion
deed aISO Indlcates that the Lawrence famlly had a | of the eum of ONHE DOLLAR te btkem 12 hand paid by the zaid parties of the secand
burlal ground there, and StateS, “ReserV|ng i part, at the bime of the exceution hevenf, the recelpt whereaf ia Nereby acknow-
nevertheless to Thomas Lawrence the former . ledged pave given grented, dargained, sold, allensd, released, enfealfed, conveydd
. . . . * and conflrmed ani by these pregents ap glvs rént, bargain, e=ll, alien, releage .
owner of the said lot his heirs, and assigns, the ’ e e ° o '
. o ] ) ) eafeolT eonvey and conlirm wato the sald parblee of the =mcond part, and Lo thels
r|ght & prIVIlege Of be|ng Intel’l’ed on the Sa|d IOtS gucceaanrs and weeigny forever, ALL Ghpae t#¢ cartain lots, pleves or parcels
above described_ of land, situate, lying ané being mear she Twelve Mile Jtome gppoaibe to Mr, Lyuiit'ﬁ
] ) ) Eiile in khe County of Weéetchesber im the State of New York, and sre kno¥n and
These IOtS are known and d|St|”gU|Shed on a digtingulahed oR w Ccertaln map made by William Bridzes ome of the Surveyors of thd
certain map made by Wm Bridges one of the City of Sew York, dated July 1809 by |
Surveyors of the City of New York, dated July
1809...7
LR NS West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 9
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Source No 2. — Compiled before 1954. The Old Village of West Farms, by Stephen Wray (of American History Club-

New Rochelle), Westchester County Historical Society

I27

It was decided to bulld the new church on the northeaat side cf
Samuel Street and use the Surrounding land for graves nf the villagers,

while the plot on the southwest side of Samuel Street,much the larger
’

should be used for
homo-mwurmmdlng land to be the grave-

J'rird for st&m end black slaves,in fact,sort of a Potter's Field,
One of these plots secms tom been the private burial-ground of
the Lawrence family prior to and at the time of the Revolution,and in
that War was the scene of the violation of graves by the British sol-
dlery who over-ran the dstrict in the Autumn of I776 when retuming

to New York after the Battle at Wite Plains, (Liber 528 Cp.I&3)

“Prior to and at the time of the Revolution”, the land where Beck Memorial
now stands was the Lawrence Family Burial ground. After 1814, when the

plot was acquired by the WFPC, the land used for horse sheds (area below

current church), and a burial ground for “strangers and black slaves”.

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground

Lot B on "The Cemeteries of The
Bronx" map

Present Day —
Beck Memorial Presbyterian Church
And Graveyard, Google Earth
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Source No 2. — Compiled before 1954. The Old Village of West Farms, by Stephen Wray (of American History Club- New
Rochelle), Westchester County Historical Society

. il de o Al ool = 22 o3 e s w9 3 115 46 = 4
The ordginal plot surrounding the Church »including the bed of a pro- |

posed street north of the Church but never uged, was little more than l‘
I00 feet in width by I75 feet In depth;but about 1850, John Butler ,who

ot aslde a long,narrow strip of

it for private grave-plotsjand gt a later time,

Alfred Pettit ,the local undertakor,laid out all the adjoining lana

eastward to Bryant Street,for single graves,calling it the WEST FARIS il -
CEAETERY, .,and this practice of selling graves was continued for many b Present day - Phipps’ Lambert

Houses 1013 E. 180th St

Years by hls successor, Isaac Butler .

i F#F 8RR R S

WEST FARMS
This article seems to indicate the local undertaker, Alfred Pettit, sold graves in the “West Farms MEMORIAL GARDENS

Cemetery”, described as being “all the adjoining land eastward to Bryant Street”, and can be
assumed to be where 1013 E. 180t St is located, although more research needs to be done (Lot
E on updated map (8)). This building is slated to be demolished and rebuilt as part of Phipps’

Housing’'s ongoing project at Lambert Houses.
West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 11



Source No. 3 — 1967. Landmarks Preservation Commission, Old West Farms Soldier Cemetery, 2013 Bryant Ave and
E180 St, Borough of The Bronx. 1815. Aug 2, 1967 https://s-media.nyc.qov/agencies/lpc/lp/0624.pdf

- In this document we learn that this area was so Kagore 5. 1567, Nanber 5

LP-062L

named in 1663! “They named the area West Farms Y L T P P——.

. . . . . " af The Bronx, 181
to distinguish it from Westchester Village. . T

On December 27, 1966, the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a publie
heaaring on the proposed designation as a Landmark of the 0ld West Farms Seldier
“ . y . Cemetery and the proposed designaticn of the related Landmark Site. (Item No. 11L).
- Old WeSt Farms Soldler Cemetery IS descrlbed The hearing had been duly adwertised in accordance with the provisions of law.
(ne witness spoke in favor of desigmation. There were no speakers in cpposition
to designation.

as “the oldest public veteran’s burial ground in the SORIPTION At AATSIS

Bronx » Standing on a stone pedestal on sloping ground and almost hidden from view by
- the trees which surround it, the bronze statue of 4 Undon Army seldier maintains
a lonely vigil over the cldest public veterans' burial ground in the Bromx, 01d
West Farms Soldier Cemetery. Here, among shade trees in a modestly landscaped
wire-fenced enclosure, the remeins of forty veterans of four wars lie benesath well
“ . marked stones in & quiet, sequestered and historie place of about two-thirds of an
- Among the many Veterans Of four WarS burled acre. There is mot & building in this Cemetery, but there are handsome tombstones,
some honoring the last resting places of those who made the supreme sacrifice in
defense of the Undon,

there are two from the War of 1812, thirty-five from S srmrmirs, s 1B s S £ Santa. e s e a2

in the area. A nearby street bears the name. The last interment was that of

the Civil War, two from the Spanish-American War =3 Tulocs, s verla v T veioran,_neng e ey vorrune of fou v
and two from World War [.” |

NYC Parks Sign reads: West Farms Soldiers Cemetery

Interred here are those who served in the United States SRS St
in wars between 1812 and 1917. This is a place for [T

CEMETERY

reflection and remembrance.
WEST FARMS

MEMORIAL GARDENS
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Source No. 4 — 2014. Historic Bronx Parks: A Guide to Historic NY Neighborhoods. Historic District Councils.

- In 1815, around 300 members of West Farms Village formed the church’s congregation. WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS

- The church was funded by Charles Bathgate Beck.

- The article alludes to the church mentioned in Lot A on "The Cemeteries of The Bronx“ diagram.

5. BECK MEMORIAL

PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

980 East 180th Street

19058

The congregation of this church dates back to 1815, when
some of the roughly 300 inhabitants of West Farms Village
formed the First Presbyterian Church. This is the church’s sec-

ond building, funded by trustee Charles Bathgate Beck in mem-
ory of his mother. The Gothic Revival stone building features

A Guine 1o Historic NEW YORrK CITy NEIGHBORHOODS

HisToRrIC BBRONX PARKS ‘ rectangular arrowslit openings that evoke a medieval castle. Its
RONX

) -

large, imposing terra-cotta-clad tower features a mansard roof

with dormer windows and an ornate weathervane.

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 13



Source No. 5 - 2016. The Cemeteries of The Bronx by Patrick Raftery, Westchester County Historical Society

WEST FARMS
As recorded in “Cemeteries of the Bronx” the West Farms Presbyterian Church MEMORIAL GARDENS

acquired land on both sides of Samuels St (present day E. 180t St). On this land,
marked A on map, they built a church and a cemetery. (Present day - Rev. David

Location: North side of East 180t Street

Casella aptS). between Vyse Avenue and Boston Road.
. The cemetery originated as the Lawrence
The south lot, marked B in diagram, presently the WFPC, was at that time (and Family Burial Ground, which was located on

the south side of Samuel Street (now East
180™ Street) on the parcel marked “B” in the
map at bottom right. In 1815 the West Farms
Presbyterian Church acquired parcels on

since the revolution*) the Lawrence Family Burial ground.

Back on the north side, in 1827, John Butler opened a private cemetery. Marked C

and D on the diagram. (Present day- Veteran’s Cemetery and Lambert Houses Bryant both sides on Samuel Street.  The
congregation established a church and burial
Ave Walkway) ground on the north parcel (A), and it used

the south lot where the Lawrence Family
Burial Ground was located as a slave and
pauper’s graveyard (B). In 1827 John Butler
opened a private cemetery on the east side of
the church (C and D). The slave and
pauper’s graveyard was forgotten until it
was uncovered during road construction in |
1900. Today, the Beck Memorial Pre- -
sbyterian Church stands on the lot. Parcel C [
is the present West Farms Soldiers
Cemetery, while parcel D was taken for the
creation of Bryant Avenue during the first
decade of the 20* century.

BRYANT AV

VYSE AV

A C\
ol |

Dates of Activity: Mid-18" century —
1929.

\\ Pa Th o T
| i 2 = B West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 14
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WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS

Source No. 6 — 2020. West Farms Soldier Cemetery, NYC Cemetery Project. Jan 30, 2020

https://Inycemetery.wordpress.com/2020/01/

- 40 veterans of four wars—the War of 1812, the Civil War, the
Spanish American War, and World War |—are interred here.

- West Farms described as a “flourishing little village’ of about 300
inhabitants” and goes on to state — “The trustees designated part of
the second parcel of land, located on the south side of Samuel
Street, “a graveyard for strangers and black slaves.”

- Early 20th century — about 200 individuals buried in the “West
Farms Cemetery, including 35 Civil War veterans. Most
distinguished of these is Captain William J. Rasberry, who led his
men into the Battle of Cedar Creek, Virginia, and died there, in
1864.”

- “Grading and widening of streets in West Farms during the first
decade of the 20th century disturbed graves in the cemetery next to
the old Presbyterian church building as well as in the forgotten
paupers’ burial ground on the south side of East 180th Street (Beck
Memorial). When the public learned that soldiers graves were being
neglected and desecrated in the West Farms. The committee re-
dedicated the cemetery as the West Farms Soldier Cemetery in
1910,s Cemetery, a committee was founded to protect the site...”

- 1970s era sign, “West Farms Soldier Cemetery Bronx
Landmark...” referred to as a “curious public notice”. Still hangs in
2025.

{g’} New York City Cemetery Project on WordPress.com

* CEMETERY"

BRONX LANDMARK
| BLOCK WEST

QUELER OLD MISS HULLIN,

e ————————

Buried from the Shaabby Little House where
she had Lived Alone 27 Years,

Mary M. Hullin, 70 years old, died at Fair-
mount village, West Farms, on Monday, and was
buried yesterday in the West Farms Cemetery
at 11 o'clock.,  The ecertifleate of death, made
out by Dr. Lewis of JMorrisania, gives the cause
of death as " mal-nutrition extending over sev-
eral years.” “She lived in a dark, damp
house,” a4 marginal note says, 'and she was
suspicious and obstinate,”

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground



https://nycemetery.wordpress.com/2020/01/

Source No. 7 — 2025. Oral testimony from longtime community members, Brian Johnson, Ms. Sharman Switzer,
Ayanna Chapman, Naima Kadir. Aug 30, 2025

Eyewitness to History —

- Lifelong West Farms resident, Brian Johnson, currently residing on
Honeywell Ave, grew up across the street from Beck Memorial in a building that
used to be on Lot A (5), now the site of the Rev. Davis Cassels Houses. Mr.
Johnson was a student at PS6 on East Tremont Ave, his mother attended Beck
Memorial.

- In the late 1960s, Mr. Johnson remembers playing basketball on a court
located on the right side of the church property, and states, “that’'s how | got to
see the (grave)stones...” He goes on to say, “| know | saw a graveyard”.

- While visiting the pastor’s office, Mr. Johnson remembers seeing a photo of
the old wooden church (6).

- Mr. Johnson also recalls that the Veteran’s Cemetery was bigger; this was
before Lambert Houses were built, and the lot was vacant.

When asked what he thought about a Memorial Garden to commemorate the
enslaved people interred behind the church, Mr. Johnson replied, “I'm one of
those people that believe you need things like that, so you don’t forget.”

WEST FARMS

MEMORIAL GARDENS )
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Updated map from "The Cemeteries of The
Bronx" by Patrick Raftery, Westchester
County Historical Society (5) to include Lot E

Parcel A -

Past — 1814, church and burial ground (church destroyed in fire, 1912)
(1,2, 3,4,5)

1999 - Present — Rev. David Casella Plaza Apt building (7)

Parcel B -
Past — ‘Prior to and at the time of the Revolution’ (1775) — Lawrence
Family Burial ground (1, 2, 5)

1814 — Present — Enslaved and Pauper’s burial ground (2, 5, 6)

1814-1905 — Horse sheds
1905-Present — Beck Memorial Presbyterian Church and Graveyard (4, 5)

Parcel C -
1815 (first interment) to Present — Village Cemetery, Soldier’'s Cemetery,
West Farms Soldier’'s Cemetery (3, 5, 6, 7)

Parcel D -

1827 — Private Cemetery opened by John Butler (2, 5)

1900 -1954 — Bryant Ave, city street (3, 5, 7)

1973 - Present — Bryant Ave walkway at Lambert Houses (7)

Parcel E -

Before 1850 — Private Cemetery owned by John Butler (2)
After 1850 — Private Cemetery opened by Alfred Pettit (2)
1973 - Present — Phipps’ Lambert Houses (2, 7)

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 17
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PRESENT DAY —I-r Lot Aon "The Cemeteries of The Bronx“ map - Rev. Davis Casella Plaza is an elderly low-income
housing apartment building subsidized by the federal governments HUD (Housing and Urban Development Division), Lot C
on map - Veterans Cemetery, Lot D Bryant Ave pathway at Lambert Houses.

WEST FARMS
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“The slave and pauper’s
graveyard was forgotten
until it was uncovered
during road construction in
1900. Today, the Beck
Memorial Presbyterian
Church stands on the lot.”

The Cemeteries of The Bronx" by Patrick Raftery,
Westchester County Historical Society

WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS
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Beck Memorial Today

In March 2024, after complaints by community

members, Bronx CB6 sent a letter to Beck Memorial

Church asking the church to “address the maintenance
issue in the back yard”. We also expressed concerns

“about the long-term plans” for the building.
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THE BRONX

Fire destroys abandoned church in West Farms

- 5 v A
e TECTNIRY N

LOCAL CRIME WEATHER THEEASTEND DOWN THESHORE

July 14, 2025 — A fire
breaks out at 4PM in the
yard behind the church.
News describes the
property as “abandoned”.
https://bronx.news12.com
[fire-destroys-abandoned-
church-in-west-farms

WEST FARMS
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v THE CITY OF NEW YORK
BRONX COMMUNITY BOARD 6
1932 Arthur Avenue, Room 403-A, Bronx, NY 10457

Honorable Vanessa L. Gibson, Bronx Borough President

Honorable Oswald Feliz, New York City Council Member, 15* District
Telephone: (T18) $79-6990 — Email: bronxch6@ bronxcbé.org — Website: nyc.gov/baché

MS. EVONNE CAPERS
Board Chairperson

MR. RAFAEL MOURE-PUNNETT
District Manager

March 14, 2024
Beck Memonal Church
980 East 180™ Street
Bronx, NY 10460
PO Box 570
Bronx, NY 10460

Presbytery of NYC
475 Riverside Drive Suite 1270
New York, NY 10115

Bronx Community Board 6 would like to alert Beck Memorial Church that we have received
complaints from local residents about the lack of maintenance of church grounds. Residents allege that
because the backyard of the church is so poorly maintained, vermin have spread throughout the
neighborhood, coming from the church’s backyard. Residents allege raccoons are based in the Beck
Church backyard and disturb trash storage throughout the area. The Board asks that the church address the
maintenance issue i the back yard.

Bronx Community Board 6 is also concerned about long-term plans for this building, as it is
unclear who owns and maintains the church. Recent maintenance work done on the church was conducted
by the NYC Department of Housing and Preservation. The Board is concemed that the church’s physical
condition will continue to deteriorate without proper maintenance — at the expense of the city and
taxpayers. We ask that the Church identify a point person responsible for the physical state of the church
building. We also ask that the Church clanfy the long-term plan for this building, as there does not seem
to be a congregation or any regular use of the church building. Is the Church looking to sell or develop

onsite programming?
Regards,
Evonne Capers

Chair
Bronx Community Board 6

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 20
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WEST FARMS
Beck Memorial Today MEMORIAL GARDENS

Feb 11, 2025. Developer presents a proposal to CB6 to build housing in the church yard. 13 story
building. Board rejects proposal, prefers coops or condos. Although the proposal includes the need for
historic preservation, it does not mention the graveyard.

Historic Preserval tion
The Bea partments project contemplates using the site currently occupied by the Beck
Memorial Presbyterian Church. This congregation in what was then West Farms Village in 1815,

and after various facility upgrades over the years, the final and current church building was
erected in 1905 in a Gothic Revival style. Its ornate facade and commanding tower have been a
nelghborhood landmark ever since.

“ . . .
H ISto rl C P rese rvatl O n From the outset, we identified the existing church building as a significant historical structure
. . . . . . . . and Important community asset worth preserving. Unfortunately, the building has been
From the outset, we identified the existing church building as a significant e ol Gl ol el
. . . . . on the most distinctive features of the building: the facade, entryway and belfry. To this end, we
h I Sto rl Ca I Stru Ctu re a n d I m po rta nt CO m m u n Ity a Sset WO rth p rese rVI n g are earmarking $3,000,000 for site improvements and restoration of the historic structure to be
" preserved. We believe that despite the high cost involved, a considerable effort is warranted to
H H H . . . revitalize this important piece of architectural beauty for the benefit of our tenants and the

Unfortunately, the building has been abandoned for some time and is in serious

disrepair. It seems the nave has been partially demolished and is not viable to
preserve the remaining portion, so we are focusing our efforts on the most
distinctive features of the building: the facade, entryway and belfry. To this end,
we are earmarking $3,000,000 for site improvements and restoration of the
historic structure to be preserved. We believe that despite the high cost involved,
a considerable effort is warranted to revitalize this important piece of architectural
beauty for the benefit of our tenants and the community at large.”

NYU VIDA 17

- Final Proposal, THE BEACON APARTMENTS, 980 E 180th Street, The Bronx, NY 10460. Bank of America
Low-Income Housing Challenge 2023, NYU Schack Institute of Real Estate, NYU VIDA Team
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In their proposal, social developers NYU VIDA and leading real 2. THE MARKET

Bronx Community District 6 and West Farms

estate development firm MDG Design + Construction plan to Coriniily DIStct 6 covers 1.5 sauarermlles i ihe
" : H H H _ H central Bronx, serving the communities of Belmont, e

convert “a bllght.ed church property_ into an mno_va’uvg 1 16-unit e ded o ki i |

affordable housing development with community facility the 2018 American Community Survey, the

. oy . lati 175,456. B CB 6 i i il

space focused on sustainability, community support, and i te il ey v s gt

historical preservation." unemployment rate of 23.9% and has the

second-highest percentage residents under the age
of 18 at 28.4%. 60% of residents receive some form

“ . . . A . fi i d 30-34% of resid li

Acquisition Risk: The Church has an existing building that is il it e gl i e

1 i 1 H 2nd highest private residential eviction filing rate,

Currently.unused bUt IS Ilkely recognlz.ed .aS a.n _Import_ant . the 3rd highest housing code violation rate, and 7th =L
community landmark. The congregation is willing deliver the site highest crime rate in NYC. Also has the 2nd highest 4
. . . number if homeless shelters.
In eXChange for a turn key prOJeCt that WOUId beneflt the As of 2024, the median income was about $24,800 per year. The majority of West Farms
Community, primarily focused on IOW income housing. The main properties are small apartments (studio to two bedrooms) or high-rise (three or four bedrooms)

risk is the Church not delivering the premises under a Ground
Lease option.”

The report lists Lambert Houses, ultimately with 278 affordable units,
and Compass 1, with 237 units as “some comparable modern
affordable housing developments in the surrounding area.”

WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS

- Final Proposal, THE BEACON APARTMENTS, 980 E 180th Street, The Bronx, NY
10460. Bank of America Low-Income Housing Challenge 2023, NYU Schack Institute
of Real Estate, NYU VIDA Team

NYU VIDA 28

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 22



Ms. Sharman Switzer has called West Farms her home for over
fifty years. A former teacher, she is the impetus for our current
exploration of this site.

On a recent visit to River Garden, Ms. Switzer, hearing that
garden manager, Laura James, was also on the community
board, informed James of the oral history she had from Mr. Brian
Johnson (7), and asked if the CB could look into it.

She went on to explain that her granddaughter, 22-year-old
Ayanna Chatman, and her daughter, Naima Qadir, were also
interested in the site, since they lived nearby and regularly
walked near the church. They did some research on the internet
and found out that the building has a graveyard behind it, along
with other information.

After that, they had an opportunity to speak with the caretaker of
the church, who they happened to see one day. Naima went on to . .
recall the conversation. When they asked him what the plans Sharman Switzer, Naima Qadir, Ayanna Chatman
were for the site, he said, to his knowledge, the building would be

torn down and replaced with senior housing. This was at least

nine years ago. (7) WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS
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Any new construction
In the graveyard behin
eck Memorial would
Isturb bones, and old

rowth trees.

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground
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Enslaved Persons Burial Grounds in the Bronx

Van Cortlandt Park: Enslaved African Burial Ground
https://www.nycqovparks.org/parks/VVanCortlandtPark/hi
ghlights/19847

“Located along the eastern edge of the Kingsbridge
Burial Ground, this area has been identified as a
burial site of enslaved Africans who lived on the
Van Cortlandt family plantation. They were
responsible for its functions and economic gains for
over a hundred years. According to records, there
were several Indigenous people who were
enslaved as well.” — NYC Parks website

WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS

OVERVIEW  PROIECT TEAM
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Van Cortlandt Park Alliance is partnering with the Design Trust for Public Space to
reimagine an Enslaved African Burial Ground site in the Bronx as a memorial space that

fosters long-term healing and restoration.

ENSLAVED
AFRICAN AND
KINGSBRIDGE

© || BURIAL GROUNDS || /-5
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https://www.nycgovparks.org/parks/VanCortlandtPark/highlights/19847
https://www.nycgovparks.org/parks/VanCortlandtPark/highlights/19847

HUNTS POINT SLAVE BURIAL GROUND https://hpsbg.weebly.com/

“The Hunts Point Slave Burial Ground Project seeks to definitively locate and
commemorate the lives of slaves that lived in Hunts Point, Bronx, New York.
Though the graves may have been obliterated their lives shall be
remembered. The project works with students from PS 48, a New York City
public school, alongside local historians, community organizations, museums,
city agencies to investigate the final resting place of the slaves from various
historical and prominent New York families.” https://vimeo.com/51333842

KATHY HOCHUL
New York State Governor
Parks, Recreation _and RANDY SIMONS
Historic Preservation imissioner Pro Tempore

February 14, 2025

Honorable Eric L. Adams
Mayor

Office of the Mayor

City Hall

New York NY 10007

Re: Drake Park & En: ed People’s Burlal Ground
Drake Park South at Longfellow
Bronx, NY 10474
Bronx County

Dear Mayor Eric L. Adams

| am pleased to inform you that the above referenced property was listed February 3, 2025, on the

National Register of Historic Places. As you may know, the National Register is the nation’s official list of
roperties worthy of preservation. Listing on the National Register recognizes the importance of these

n'l.‘[‘e'hPs 1o the history of our country and provides them with a measure of protection. /n addition, owners of
income producing properties may qualify for federal and/or state income tax benefits, Homeowners in
qualifying census tracts may qualify for state income tax benefits for approved work. Properties owned
by municipalities and not-for-profit organizations are eligible to apply for state historic preservation matching
grants.

We encourage you to learn more about the registers from our website, parks.ny govishpolnational-
register/, where you wil find information abou criteria for listing as well as frequently asked questions. In
addition, please see parks.ny.govis redit-prog for about incentive programs for listed
properties

If you would like more information about any of these programs, please contact your field
representative, in this case, Jefiry lovannone, at the Division for Historic Preservation at (518) 268-2194
Division staff maintains a continuing interest in all registered properties and will be happy to answer any
questions you may have

Para informacién en espaiiol vaya a parks.ny. i gister/ y parks.ny. it
programs/

Smceve!y 'z

(@r [va 71’“‘\

R. Daniel Mackay
Deputy Commissioner for Historic Presemaucn and
Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer

York State
Parks. Recreation and

100

YEARS | Historic Preservation
KATHY HOCHUL RANDY SIMONS
Governor Commissiones Pro Tempore

January 2, 2025
Hom:uole Enc L. Adams

O‘ﬁc' om. Mayor
City Hal
New vm NY 10007

Re.  Drake Park & Ensiaved Peopie's Bural Ground
Drake Park South at Longfeliow Ave.
Bronx, NY 10474
Bronx County

Dear Mayor Eric L Adams:

Following a detailed review, the State Review Board has recommended 1o the Commissioner of Parks,
Recreation and Historic Preservation, who is the New York State Historic Preservaton Officer (SHPO), that the
property identified above be Iisted on the New York State Register of Histonc Places and nominated to the
National Register of Historic Places.

After reviewing the nomination, the SHPO has agreed with the recommendation of the State Review
Board and has isted the proparty on the State Register of Historic Places. We shall now forward the nomination
1o the Keeper of the National Register in Washington, . C.

If the Keeper of the National Register approves the nomination, the property will be listed on the
National Register. You will be notified when this decision is made.

We encourage you to lean more about the registers from our website. parks.ny gov/shpo/nation:
register/, where you will find information about the criteria for listing as well as froquontly asked questicns. In
acdition, please see parks.ny gov/shpoltax-credit-programs! for information about incentive programs for listed
properties.

Information about the results of State and National Register listing were included in our earfier
notification letter. If you have any further questions, please contact your field representatve Jeffry lovanmno at
the Division for Historic Preservation, (518) 268-2134 or via email at jeffry iovannone@parks r

Para informacién en espafiol vaya a parks.ny. ¥ parks.n; di
erograms/

Smce:e'y

y lmv( /%

R Damel Mackay
Deputy Commissioner for Historic Preservation and
Deputy State Historic Preservaton Officer

Division for Historic Preservation
#.0,Bex 190, ke, Now Yo 12185 378843 « parks vy gov
2378543 ® hins (nack aoe

PS 48 students and teachers at HPSBG site.
Photo: Richard Harbus for New York Daily News

WEST FARMS
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Hunts Point Slave Burial Ground
listed on the National and NYS
Registers of Historic Places, 2025
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New York City
African Burial Ground

CITY WIDE

B i
.",:6.\‘~. S
CONVENING P

Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture
515 Malcolm X Bivd, New York, NY 10037

HONORING NEW YORK
CITY’S SACRED GROUND

Event Panelists

New Y
ew

EXPLORING HARLEM'S LEGACY AND
HERITAGE

3 Junel7, 2025

For More Information
edc.nyc/habg

“The past is not dead, it’s not even past.” William Faulkner

NYC African Burial Ground City Wide Convening WEST FARMS
at the Schomburg Center, Harlem. June 2025 MEMORIAL GARDENS

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground

Local project honoring Indigenous
peoples of the Bronx —

Harmony Hill native garden and
wigwam at Bronx River
Community Garden, E 180th and
Devoe Ave, West Farms, one
block east of WFPC. August
2025
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&3P Liked by esantana and others
rahiem.official More BX history but we should’ve
known, especially because just feet away from the
Bronx Zoo on 180 street, between daily ave &
Boston rd there’s a cemetery that has been there
since the 1800's, so it was probably part of the
Bronx Zoo when it was a cemetery but they
decided for some reason to give the people’s
bodies resting in it a decent burial, but discarded
all of the bodies buried in what is now the Bronx
Zoo! #history less

August 20

Instagram post. August 20, 2025

@ik Q51 ) 615 Y 36K N

@ 9P Liked by esantana and others

rahiem.official More BX history but we should’ve
known, especially because just feet away from the
Bronx Zoo on 180 street, between daily ave &
Boston rd there’s a cemetery that has been there
since the 1800’'s, so it was probably part of the
Bronx Zoo when it was a cemetery but they
decided for some reason to give the people’s
bodies resting in it a decent burial, but discarded
all of the bodies buried in what is now the Bronx
Zoo! #history less

August 20

WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS

When asked if he had any knowledge of bodies buried at the Bronx Zoo, Patrick
Raftery, librarian at the WCHS and author of "The Cemeteries of The Bronx"
replied, “I don't recall ever coming across mention of a burial ground where the

Bronx Zoo is today.” Aug 28, 2025

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground
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“What strikes me about this proposed memorial site in
West Farms, we know there are human remains in the
ground, but we do not know the names of those buried
there. | can't help but compare this to Ground Zero after
September 11th, where my brother died at the World
Trade Center. In that case, we know Bill's name, we
know he died there—but we do not have his remains.

In West Farms, the situation is almost the opposite: we
have the bones, but not the names. But in both cases,
what feels essential is the same—the creation of a
sacred space where lives are honored, even when
bones, or names, are missing.

The West Farms Memorial Garden would serve as that
sacred space. Even though we may not know the names
of those buried there, we know they were human
beings—and among them, people who were

enslaved. Just as we honor the memory of those who
perished at Ground Zero, we must choose how to honor
these lives, and in doing so, decide what memory,
history, and the sacred mean to us as a community.”

- Colleen Kelly, Bronx resident

“| agree with making this a memorial. In
communities like ours, there are very few
spaces where people can gather and feel
connected—whether to each other, to the past,
or to the present. | think having something like
this here would be really meaningful.

Growing up, walking past this cemetery was
normal for me. | was never afraid of it. But at
the same time, | didn’t really know the
history—it was just always there in front of us.
That's why my grandmother, my mom, and |
were so interested when we learned more
about it. Something like this doesn’t happen
often, where history is uncovered in such a
powerful way.

If there are people ready to take on this work, |
feel like we're definitely ready to support it
however we can.”

- Ayanna Chatman, West Farms resident

WEST FARMS

MEMORIAL GARDENS .
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COMMUNITY CENTER

Additionally, we propose that the building owners rent the church
building to Justice For Families, an organization currently located two
blocks east of the church at 2115 Honeywell Ave, to support their
ongoing work while strengthening community partnerships.

Besides Justice for Families, other small non-profit and grassroots
organizations will occupy office space on a sliding scale basis, and
share common spaces, including an auditorium, kitchen, technology
room, and studio.

AERAE
SPEC| fﬁﬂmxs TO OUR SUPPORTERS...

WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS
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The correlation between slavery and the incarceration of Black people is rooted in the historical legacy of racial
discrimination and systemic oppression. After the abolition of slavery, policies like the Black Codes and later the War on
Drugs disproportionately targeted Black communities, leading to high incarceration rates. The 13th Amendment, while
abolishing slavery, allowed for "involuntary servitude" as punishment for crime, which became a loophole exploited to
criminalize Black people, perpetuating a cycle of racial inequality and economic disenfranchisement. This connection
continues today through practices that disproportionately affect Black individuals in the criminal justice system.

Justice for Families supports youth and families impacted by the justice system. This national organization,
headquartered in the Bronx with a dedicated learning hub, is led by Executive Director Jeannette Bocanegra, who
brings nearly 40 years of experience to the work. She has partnered with leaders locally and nationally, conducting
research and pushing for change in how children and their families are treated by the justice system. The organization
advocates alongside families, including accompanying them to court.

The Bronx chapter also runs women’s groups, intergenerational cooking classes, Know Your Rights workshops for
young people, community navigator training, and advocacy efforts around improving schools, expanding access to
mental health care, and securing stable housing.

As Mrs. Bocanegra explains, “This is one of those million-dollar zip codes that is a revolving door for incarceration. It's a
revolving door for a system that separates children from their families and feeds the child welfare system. This area has
a high rate of children being removed from their homes, from their parents and placed in other places, causing more
trauma. Our goal is really to strengthen families and their capacity to keep their community safe, so everyone has an
opportunity to develop.”

WEST FARMS
West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground MEMORIAL GARDENS 31
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Jeannette Bocanegra, is a lifelong Bronxite and 2022
David Prize finalist, serves as the Executive Director of the
Bronx Chapter of this 501(c)(3) organization. A tireless
advocate for families impacted by the juvenile justice
system, Jeannette draws on her own journey as a parent,
PTA leader, and mother who once felt powerless when her
own child became justice-involved. Since 2020, she has led
Justice 4 Families, a nonprofit that equips families and
organizations to navigate NYC agencies and systems in
support of their children.

“Nilka Martell is a parks advocate, writer, and founder of Loving the Bronx. She also serves as the
board chair of the Bronx River Alliance and president of the Friends of Pelham Bay Park. An
environmentalist and community advocate, she has significantly contributed to the revitalization of
the Bronx River and surrounding areas. Through Loving The Bronx and the Bronx River Alliance,
Nilka mobilizes volunteers for cleanup and conservation projects, fostering a sense of community
and environmental stewardship. As she explained in a recent Urban Omnibus article, she also leads
a campaign to cap the Cross Bronx Expressway, convert it into green space, and end the flow of
pollution from the Cross Bronx into surrounding neighborhoods.”
https://archleague.org/event/nilka-martell-person-place-thing-with-randy-cohen/

WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS
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Laura James American History, 2001
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Laura James has been a resident of West Farms, just a few blocks from
Beck Memorial, for the past 22 years. “I love my neighborhood and was
proud to help establish the Lambert Houses Tenant Association. | also
manage the Bronx River Community Garden at Devoe and East 180th
Street.” Due to term limits, this is her final term serving with Community

Board 6.

In addition to her community work, Laura James is a working artist and
independent curator. For many years, her paintings have explored themes of
race and class in America and the Caribbean. The first piece in this ongoing
series, titled American History, was created in 2001 after she read about the
brutal killing of a Black man who was dragged to death behind a truck in

Texas.

“Beck Memorial has long been a place of mystery for me and my neighbors.
Now that | know the history, that enslaved Black people are buried on this
spot, | feel honored that this site is part of my community, and | am grateful
for the chance to help ensure it is treated with the respect it deserves.”

West Farms Enslaved Persons Burial Ground 34



1 — 1814. Deed where Presbyterian church acquires the land, Westchester County Historical

2 — 1954. The Old Village of West Farms, by Stephen Wray (of American History Club- New Rochelle),
Westchester County Historical Society

3 — 1967. Landmarks Preservation Commission, Old West Farms Soldier Cemetery, 2013 Bryant Ave and E180 St,
Borough of The Bronx. 1815. Aug 2, 1967 https://s-media.nyc.gov/agencies/lpc/lp/0624.pdf

4 — 2014. Historic Bronx Parks: A Guide to Historic NY Neighborhoods. Historic District Councils.

5 —2016. The Cemeteries of The Bronx by Patrick Raftery, Westchester County Historical Society
6 — 2020. West Farms Soldier Cemetery, NYC Cemetery Project. Jan 30, 2020

https://nycemetery.wordpress.com/2020/01/

7 — 2025. Oral testimony from longtime community members, Brian Johnson,
Ms. Sharman, Ayanna Chapman, Naima Kadir. Aug 30, 2025

8 — 2025. Updated Map from “The Cemeteries of The Bronx" by Patrick Raftery, Westchester County Historical
Society to include Lot E

9 — Blacks in the Colonial Bronx: A Documentary History Paperback — Jan 4,2010 by Lloyd Ultan WEST FARMS
MEMORIAL GARDENS
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10 — 15 Disturbing and Shameful Facts About the Bronx Zoo’s 1906 Human Exhibit. By Shallom Joe / May 5, 2025

https://dailyfetch.net/the-bronx-zoo-secret-theyve-been-hiding-for-decades-15-facts-about-human-exhibit-gone-wrong/

11 — Human Zoos: The Western World’s Shameful Secret, 1900-1958

https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/human-zoo-history-pictures-1900-1958/

12 — Community Board letter to Beck Memorial Church. March 14, 2024

https://cbbronx.cityofnewyork.us/cb6/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/03/Beck-Memorial-Church.pdf

13 — Fire Destroys Abandoned West Farms Church. Bronx News 12

https://bronx.news12.com/fire-destroys-abandoned-church-in-west-farms

14 - Final Proposal, THE BEACON APARTMENTS, 980 E 180th Street, The Bronx, NY 10460. Bank of America Low-Income
Housing Challenge 2023, NYU Schack Institute of Real Estate, NYU VIDA Team

15 — Van Cortlandt Park: Enslaved African Burial Ground
https://www.nycgovparks.org/parks/VanCortlandtPark/highlights/19847

WEST FARMS
16 — Hunts Point Slave Burial Ground https://hpsbg.weebly.com MEMORIAL GARDENS

17 — Burial ground video https://vimeo.com/51333842

18 — Hunts Point Bural Ground listed on the National and NYS Registers of Historic Places, 2025 htips://hpsbg.weebly.com
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