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NEWPORT — “God’s Little Acre”™ is right
here in the city, but not many people know
where it is or what it 1s.

“It is the most significant African burial
ground in America,” said Keith W Stokes,
executive director of the Newport County
Chamber of Commerce.

Located in the Common Burial Ground off
Farewell Street, Stokes believes God's Little
Acre has the country’s “oldest and perhaps
largest collection of markers of slaves and
free Africans dating back to the late 1600s.”

Stokes is spearheading an initiative to pre-
serve this part of Colonial Newport's histo-
ry, but the first step, he said, is to make peo-
ple aware of the site and its history.

Al Stokes" reguest, Mayor Richard C.
Sardella will sponsor a resolution at the City
Council meeting on Ang. 25 that would give
Stokes permission to put up a sign at the site
explaining its history

In the 1700s, Newport was one of the most
prosperous of Colonial American ports,
earning wealth through the trade of rum,
spermaceti candles and slaves, The golden
era for Newport's maritime industry was
from about 1730 to 1780,

“During that period, Newport was also a
center of the slave trade,” Stokes said.
“Then, Rhode Island had the greatest per-
centage of slaves of the New England
colonies.” He said 25 to 28 percent of New-
port's residents were slaves in the mid-1770s.

Abraham Redwood, founder of the Red-

Keith W. Stokes, executive director of the
Newport County Chamber of Commerce,
said his mother recalls ‘hundreds more'
burial markers that are gone now.

wood Library, owned 238 slaves in Rhode Is-
land during his lifetime, said Stokes.
“Evervone participated in the slave trade
for its economic value,” he said. “It's ironic
that here they established the [irst colony to

allow religious tolerance, but they also
owned fellow human beings.”

When people of African heritage in New-
port died, they were buried in the city-owned
Common Burial Ground. It was not a segre-
gated cemetery, but most of the stones in the
God's Little Acre section of the cemetery are
those of Africans and African-Americans.

Stokes said it is historically significant
that slaves here had stone gravestones, both
headstones and footstones.

“At other places in America, slaves were
lucky if they got wooden crosses on their
graves,” he said.

Those cemeteries are lost.

But this one is still here, for now.

Many of the gravestones are worn and
hard to read. others broken and knocked
DVer

Stokes said his mother remembers when
this area of the cemetery was crowded with
gravestones, Now, there are many open areas
with no stones.

“My mother said there were hundreds
more burial markers here when she was a
girl,"” said Stokes, a city native,

astokes recently found a headstone in the
nearby bushes. He said at one point, a person
in the city had gravestones in his possession
and was reportedly planning to make a patio
with them. The stones were recovered.

But many other markers have been lost,

Stokes fears that if action is not taken
500N to preserve the remaining gravestones
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of the cemetery, “many of the
markers we see todoy may be
lost forever”

Eventually, Stokes is hoping
there will be support in the com
munity for bifinging in a prese-
valion consultant. who can ad-
vise the Comumon Burial CGrownd
Commission on  what
shonild be aken lo save the site

There are some very impor
tant reasons for doing this, he
said.

Fart of the Gscimation with
the carved decoraiions on the
gravestonegs s that they may be
the first ariwork siened by
Alfrican-Americans,

Some of 1he early stones wepe
cut by Zingo and  Pompey
Stevens, Alrican stonecutlers
who worked lor the John Stevens

stejps

Stone Shop on Thames Streel
that wis founded in 1705 Tle
stonecutters carved their names
at the bottom of the stones,

Most slaves took their sur
names from thedr masters,

On the gravestones, the slaves
are referred to as “servants,” al
though they were still treated as
chatiel properiy that could he
b hit wnd =old sl e diseret on
ol heir masters, Stokes =i,

For example, olle stone cirvisd
in detail reads, “ln memory of
Peg, a Negro sepvant to Henry
Bull, Esq. Died July 25, 1740.°

some of the enslived ad Eiter
lee Aflicans were given nanes
[rom the Boman Republic, such
as Cato, Seipio and Ponpsey from
Greek mythology, such as Her
ciles, or (roi roval titles, such
as Prince op Duehess,

Bt ofher slaves hal common
African names that they re-
tained. Many of these names can
D seeny 001 1 De 2ravesTonnes.

The names inelude Cuffe
(lof,  Cwdio (Kojob
Quamine. One gravestone s for
solomon Nuba Tikey, with the
mitdedle wnd Iast nome being
African,

These names are important

because genealogists can deter-
mine where in Adriea they came
frrom.

"These are names from the
Ashanti and  ldo  iribes in
Ghana,” Stokes said. ~You will
nol see anvihing like this in any
ethier early burial ground for
Alricans in the United States,”

My Alrican- Americans can
only trace their heritage back o
a plantation i the south, then
dead-end there in their search
fonr it Gamlies” rodts,

Stokes points (o an angel with
Alviean features carved into o
ravesiogne,

“Those are the featires of peo-
ple who [ved and worked herve,”
Stokes said. “Not evervolie who
livedl here in 1770 looked like
George and Martha Washing-
ton.”

“I this gets desiroved, 1 Gikes
awav part of our Colonial histo
v he said. “But 1don't think
that will happern. People will re-
spond.”



