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Introduction 
 
The Old Towne of Flushing Burial Ground in Flushing, Queens is now home to a park and 
playground but was an active burial ground from 1840 to 1914. The site was used specifically 
as an African American and Native American burial ground as well as a public cemetery for 
those who could not afford a proper burial, and for victims of various pandemics. In 1936, 
the site was transformed into a park under the guidance of Robert Moses, but since the 
1980's community advocates have been working to reclaim the space and honor those 
buried there. 
 
This series of lesson plans focuses on using primary source materials to encourage 
students to think critically about the history and legacy of the historic Olde Towne of 
Flushing Burial Ground in Flushing, Queens. Each lesson incorporates a central theme, 
discussion questions, and archival source materials.  
 
 
Sensitivity note: These lessons touch upon experiences with poverty and discrimination as 
well as the impact of pandemics in New York City history. Some of the primary sources 
students will analyze include historical biases. Set expectations for students to 
communicate with empathy and understanding when talking about these subjects. 
 
These lesson plans were created in Fall 2020 by Maura Johnson and Sinead Lamel, students 
at Queens College Graduate School for Library and Information Sciences, as part of 
Professor Thayer’s Public History Course. Please send inquiries to the authors at 
sineadlamel@gmail.com and maurasobocinski@gmail.com 
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Standards 
 
As per NYS Common Core Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies1: 
Key Ideas and Details 

- Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, 
connecting insights gained from specific details to an understanding of the text as a whole 

- Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an 
accurate summary that makes clear the relationships between the key details and ideas. 

Craft and Structure 
- Determine the meanings of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including analyzing 

how an author uses and refines the meaning of a key term over the course of a text  
Integration of Knowledge and Ideas 

- Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and 
media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, and in words) in order to address a question or solve a 
problem. Distinguish between fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text. 

- Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent 
understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies between sources. 

Research to Build and Present Knowledge  
- Draw evidence from informational texts to support analysis reflection and research. 

Range of Writing 
- Write routinely over extended time frames (time for reflection and revision) and shorter 

time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) on a range of discipline-specific tasks, 
purposes, and audiences.  

Comprehension and Collaboration 
- Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in 

groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 11-12 topics, texts, and issues, 
building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 

- Integrate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., 
visually, quantitatively, orally) in order to make informed decisions and solve problems, 
evaluating the credibility and accuracy of each source and noting any discrepancies between 
the data 

Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas 
- Present information, findings, and supporting evidence, conveying a clear and distinct 

perspective such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning, alternative or opposing 
perspectives are addressed, and the organization, development, substance, and style are 
appropriate to purpose, audience, and a range of formal and informal tasks. 

 
For alternative NYS educational standards, please see page 18 of the Culturally Responsive-
Sustaining Education Framework.  
 
 

 
1 http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/curriculum-instruction/ss-framework-9-12.pdf p.29 
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Opportunities for Continued Engagement 
 
If students would like to continue their involvement with the Olde Towne of Flushing Burial 
Ground, please encourage them to check out the following websites and volunteer 
opportunities, also available for students at the end of the student handout #4: 
 

1) The OTFBG Conversancy website: http://otfbgconservancy.org/index.html where 
students can learn more about the OTFBG, hear updates, and find contact 
information for the Conservancy. 
 

2) Volunteer to clean up the OTFBG site as well as other sites in NYC parks with Green 
Earth Urban Gardens https://greenearthurbangardens.org/. Those interested in 
volunteering should contact Maureen Reagan at 
maureen@greenearthurbangardens.org.  
 

3) Learn more about Weeksville at the Weeksville Heritage Center, the site of an 
African American community from the early 19th century. They host many events 
for children and teens to learn more about the fascinating history of Weeksville, and 
how it relates to current events in Brooklyn. https://www.weeksvillesociety.org/  
 

4) Learn about and even help preserve Queens history through the Queens Memory 
Project. Students can volunteer in a few different ways, including recording oral 
histories. https://queensmemory.org/  
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The Olde Towne of  
Flushing Burial Ground 
  
Lesson 1: Introduction 
 
 
 
 
Grade level: 11th & 12th 
 
Standards: NY State Grades 11th & 12th Social Studies Literacy Standards (see page 3) 
 
Aim: Students will analyze sources from the 19th century as well today to draw conclusions 
about the history of the burial ground. 
 
Objectives: Students will be able to: 

- Accurately describe what primary and secondary sources are and draw conclusions 
about how and when they are useful in research. 

- Analyze source materials to better understand the historical context of Flushing in 
the mid-to-late 1800’s. 

- Articulate why the Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground was created and why it is 
important from a historical standpoint. 

 
Materials: 

- Copies of primary source materials 
- Student handouts 
- Computer with internet access (if delivering virtually) and audio. 

 
Teacher Background: The Old Towne of Flushing Burial Ground in Flushing, Queens, is now 
home to a park and playground but was an active burial ground from 1840 to 1914. The site 
was used specifically as an African American and Native American burial ground, as well as 
a burial site for victims of several local pandemics. In 1936 it was turned into a park under 
the guidance of Robert Moses, but since the 1980's community advocates have been 
working to reclaim the space and honor those buried there. In this lesson, students will use 
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primary sources from the 19th century as well today to draw conclusions about the history 
of this burial ground. 
 
Procedure: 

1. (2 min) Introduce the idea of primary sources versus secondary sources. Ask 
students to give an example of each. Provide the class with a full definition of each 
term.  

a. Primary Sources contain first-hand information, meaning that you are 
reading the author’s own account on a specific topic or event that s/he 
participated in. Primary sources can include: diaries, datasets, speeches, 
letters, interviews, records, newspaper or eyewitness accounts of a certain 
event, photos and video.  

b. Secondary sources describe, summarize, or discuss information or details 
originally presented in another source; meaning the author, in most cases, 
did not participate in the event.2 
 

2. (5 min) Ask students: Why would primary sources be useful when conducting 
historical research? When would secondary sources be helpful? When or how might 
either type of source be less helpful? Whose voices and perspectives might be 
represented or missing in these documents? 

 
3. (10 min) Introduce the Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground. Explain that today’s 

lesson will focus on using archival source materials to understand the history of this 
site, located in Flushing, Queens. Have students watch this documentary clip about 
the burial ground: https://youtu.be/fvuJlhOmPbU 
 
Ask students: 

a. Have you been to this site before? Did you know it served as a burial ground? 
b. What are your thoughts on cemeteries and burial grounds?  
c. What are you most curious to learn about the site? 

 
4. (25 min) Student Activity: Document analysis. Provide students with this lesson’s 

handout, which includes copies of several primary source documents alongside 
reflection questions. These materials help provide context for when and where this 
cemetery was created and tell the story of Flushing in mid to late 1800’s. Have 
students work either in small groups, pairs or independently. Students will analyze 

 
2 Research Process: Primary and Secondary Resources. (n.d.). Retrieved November 30, 2020, from 
https://ncu.libguides.com/researchprocess/primaryandsecondary 
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the documents then respond to the questions in the packet. The class will come 
back together for a discussion following this activity. 

a. Source materials referenced in the packet: 
i. View of Flushing, 18253 

ii. Beers Map from 18734 
iii. Description of Flushing from the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 18525 
iv. Flushing’s Negro Population, Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 18966 

 
5. So, what happened to the burial ground?  

(10 minutes) Together as a class, listen to this oral history interview7 with Mandingo 
Tshaka and Robbie Garrison, two local community activists and long-time Flushing 
residents involved with The Olde Towne of Flushing Conservancy. They explain the 
role of Robert Moses and the Parks department taking over the burial ground and 
turning it into a playground in the 1930’s.  
 
Ask students: 

a. What did you learn from this oral history about what happened to the burial 
ground in 1936? What is Martin’s Field?  

b. How do you think local activists like Mandingo Tshaka and Robbie Garrison 
feel about the burial site being turned into a playground? 

c. Does this interview provide a different perspective on the history of the 
burial ground? How so? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 View of Flushing (Long Island) North America. Mr. Bowne's house. 1825. 
From The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Print Collection, The New 
York Public Library. 
4 Segment of the map “Part of Flushing”, from the Beers Map, 1873. Courtesy of New York Public Library. 
5 Description of Flushing from the Brooklyn Daily Eagle newspaper, published May 15, 1852. Courtesy of 
Brooklyn Public Library. 
6 Flushing’s Negro Population, The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, published February 27, 1896. Courtesy of 
Brooklyn Public Library. 
7 Orquera, C. (interviewer), Tshaka, M.O. & Garrison, R. (interviewees). “The City Takes Over the Burial 
Ground.” Queens Public Library General Collections, 2016. 
queenslibrary.aviaryplatform.com/collections/21/collection_resources/4697/file/35523.   
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Takeaway Assignment: (also on student handout #1) 
 
Read:  Two newspaper articles about the burial ground, included at the end of the student 
packet. One from the New York Times, published in 20008, one from the Queens Gazette, 
published in 20109.  
 
Based on these two articles, have students respond to the following questions: 

a) What community members and groups are advocating for the site to be preserved? 
Why do they think the site is important to honor? 

b) How and when did the site become a park? How has the site changed since 
community members first started to advocate for it to be preserved? 

c) (Extra Credit) Who was Robert Moses and why is he a well-known figure in NYC 
history? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
8 Lee, Denny. (April 2, 2000). “Above, an old playground; below, graves for the poor.” New York Times. 
Retrieved from: https://www.nytimes.com/2000/04/02/nyregion/neighborhood-report-flushing-above-an-
old-playground-below-graves-for-the-poor.html 
9 Santos, Jason D. (June 9, 2010). “188-Year-Old African, Native American Cemetery Established in 
Flushing.” Queens Gazette. Retrieved from: https://www.qgazette.com/articles/188-year-old-african-
native-american-cemetery-established-in-flushing 
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The Olde Towne of  
Flushing Burial Ground 
  
Lesson 2: Poor Houses 
and Potter’s Fields 
 
 
 
Grade level: 11th & 12th  
 
Standards: NY State Grades 11th & 12th Social Studies Standards (see page 3 for full list) 
 
Aim: Students will analyze primary source materials in order to learn about the Olde Towne 
of Flushing Burial Ground within the historical context of social class and poverty in 19th 
century New York.  
 
Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

- Think critically about social class and poverty in mid-19th century New York 
- Analyze source materials in order to draw conclusions about the experiences and 

treatment of people living in poverty during this era, especially in relation to 
institutions such as Almshouses (“Poor Houses”) and Potter’s fields 

- Draw conclusions about historical biases in primary documents 
 
Materials: 

- Copies of primary source materials 
- Student handout 
- Computer with internet access (if delivering virtually) 

 
Background: 
 
The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground can be considered within the historic context of 
social class and poverty in 19th century New York. In addition to being a burial ground for 
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local African American and Native American families, the site was a public cemetery for 
Flushing residents who could not afford a proper burial. These sites were often referred to 
as “Potter’s Fields.” Many of those buried at the site in its earlier years may have been 
residents at the local “Poor House.” Also called Almshouses, these institutions were 
established around New York City to house and feed residents living in poverty and were 
often the only option for families struggling to make ends meet and for single mothers, the 
elderly, and people living with disabilities. 
 
In this lesson, we will use primary source materials to think critically about the role that 
social class and poverty played in shaping New York City in the 19th century. Students will 
also be asked to connect these lessons to today. 
 
Procedure:  
 

1. (5 min) Introduce today’s lesson. Let the class know that they’ll be looking at various 
primary sources connected to the treatment and experiences of New Yorkers living 
in poverty during the 19th century. Set expectations for students to communicate 
with empathy and understanding when talking about this subject. 

 
2. (5 min) Ask students if they’ve heard of the term “historical bias” and what they 

think it means. Explain that primary sources from the past (and present) often 
reveal the biases of the author/creator; the tone of the author/creator or their 
depiction of events may have been influenced by their bias towards or against 
something (an individual, community, government, etc.). Ask students if they can 
think of any examples of this. 

 
3. (25 min) Student Activity: Document analysis. Provide students with this lesson’s 

handout, which includes copies of a series of primary source documents alongside 
reflection questions. Have students work in small groups, pairs, or independently. 
Students will analyze the documents then respond to the questions in the packet. 
The class will come back together for a discussion following this activity. 

a. Source materials referenced in the packet: 
i. Wood engraving and description of NYC’s first Poor House10 

ii. Intake card for Tom Sharkey from a Queens County Poor House11 

 
10 Wood engraving and description of the first Poor House built in New York City in 1734. 
From a manuscript published in 1885. Courtesy of New York Public Library. 
11 Queens County Poor House intake record, Tom Sharky, aged 52. October 18, 1874. From the New 
York, U.S., Census of Inmates in Almshouses and Poorhouses, 1830-1920. 
https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/1083/ 
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iii. Intake card for Thomas Conner from a Queens County Poor House12 
iv. Not a Pauper13 
v. Summary of recent court cases14 

vi. Flushing Residents Object to Local Potters Field15 
 
Class Discussion (10 min): 

1. As you reflect on New Yorkers from this era who were living in poverty, what is 
missing from the historical record? Whose voices are heard? Whose are missing?  

2. What historical biases did you detect in these materials?  
3. Do you see parallels to how society treats poverty today? 

 
Takeaway Assignment (also on student handout #2): 
 
Assign one or both of these activities as homework: 
 

1. Explain to students that there is still an active “Potter’s Field” in New York City 
today. Have them research Hart Island for next class and write 1-2 paragraphs tying 
what they find into today’s lesson on Potter’s Fields. 

 
2. Ask students to visit this interactive online map of historic burial grounds of Queens 

public parks. As homework, students should each select one cemetery from the map 
(not The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground) and write 2 -3 paragraphs 
addressing the following questions:  

1) How has the site been maintained? What signs, if any, exist today to shed 
light on the site’s past use as a burial ground? 
2) How is the site’s current state similar or different from that of the Olde 
Towne of Flushing Burial Ground? Why do you think that could be? 
3) Do you think it’s important to acknowledge the history of the site and the 
people buried there? Why? 

 

 
12 Queens County Poor House intake record, Thomas Conner, aged 8. July 24, 1875. From the New 
York, U.S., Census of Inmates in Almshouses and Poorhouses, 1830-1920. 
https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/1083/ 
13 “Not a Pauper.” Published in The Newtown Register, February 7, 1884. 
14 Summary of recent court cases, published in the Buffalo Evening Post, October 11, 1862. 
15 “Flushing residents object to local potter’s field.” Published in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, May 4, 1910. 
Courtesy of Brooklyn Public Library. 
 
 



 

12 

The Olde Towne of  
Flushing Burial Ground 
  
Lesson 3: Pandemics of 19th 
Century New York 
 
 
Grade level: 11th & 12th 
 
Standards: NY State Grades 11th & 12th Social Studies Literacy Standards (see page 3) 
 
Aim: Students will analyze primary sources in order to learn about the Olde Towne of 
Flushing Burial Ground within the historical context of pandemics in 19th century New 
York.  
 
Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

- Analyze source materials related to historic pandemics in New York 
- Relate these learnings to today 
- Create a primary source in the form of an oral history or written personal reflection 

piece (and have the option to enter it into the historical record). 
 
Materials: 

- Copies of primary source materials and discussion questions for each student 
- Computer with internet access (if delivering virtually) 

 
Background: 
 
Illness and disease were common experiences in 19th century New York. In the decades 
leading up to the Civil War, New York City witnessed exponential population growth, a 
steady rise in industry, and new waves of immigration from countries and backgrounds 
that would have been unfamiliar to most New Yorkers at the time. All of these factors 
created a new industrial working class that was more vulnerable to poverty and illness.16 
The city experienced several major pandemics throughout the 1800’s, including Yellow 

 
16 Institute for Children, Poverty and Homelessness. (2020). “19th Century Overview, History of Poverty 
and Homelessness NYC” Retrieved from: http://nychomelesshistory.org/era/nineteenth/#  
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Fever, Cholera, and Smallpox. Due to fears about contagion, Potter’s Fields such as the Olde 
Towne of Flushing Burial Ground were often used as burial sites for those who died in 
pandemics. In this lesson, students will consider primary source materials related to 
pandemics in the 19th century and tie these to learnings to today by creating a primary 
source of their own. 
 
Procedure:  
 

1. (5 minutes) Introduce today’s lesson. Explain that in addition to serving as a Potter’s 
Field, the Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground was also a place to bury local 
residents who died during various pandemics. At the time, society was fearful that 
diseases such as Cholera or Smallpox could spread at cemeteries. New York City 
and the surrounding towns, including Flushing, saw outbreaks of these diseases 
throughout the 19th century. 

 
2. (20 minutes) Student Activity: Document analysis. Provide students with this 

lesson’s handout, which includes copies of a series of primary source documents 
alongside reflection questions. Have students work either in small groups, pairs or 
independently. Students will analyze the documents then respond to the questions 
in the packet. The class will come back together for a discussion following this 
activity.  

a. Source materials referenced in the packet: 
i. Excerpt from Cholera Comes to New York City by Anne Garner17 

ii. Public Safety Announcement18 
iii. New York Daily Tribune graph19 
iv. Radical measures necessary, The Evening World20 
v. The Cholera Invasion21 

 
 

3. (10 minutes) Class discussion/debrief. Ask students: 

 
17 Excerpt from Cholera Comes to New York City by Anne Garner, Curator, Center for the History of 
Medicine and Public Health, https://nyamcenterforhistory.org/2015/02/03/cholera-comes-to-new-york-city/ 
18 Notice. Preventives of Cholera! New York Board of Health, 1849. From the National Library of Medicine 
archives. http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/64730880R 
19 Diagram showing the ride, progress and decline of the Cholera, New York Daily Tribune, September 
29, 1849. From New York Public Library. 
20 Radical Measures Necessary. Published in The Evening World, August 30, 1892. From the New York 
Public Library. 
21 The Cholera Invasion- Removing a Cholera Suspect from a House in Second Avenue New York to the 
Hospital, New York, 1892. From the National Library of Medicine archives. 
http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/101458096 
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a. What parallels, if any, do you see between pandemics in 19th century New 
York and the COVID pandemic of today?  

b. How do you feel learning about past pandemics in New York City’s history? 
 

4. (10 minutes) Introduce takeaway assignment. Tell students about the Queens 
Memory Project. Queens Memory is a community archiving program coordinated by 
Queens Public Library and Queens College, CUNY. They work to preserve and share 
the history of Queens and the people who live here. Have students read through the 
Queens Memory Project Informational Brochure available on the Queens Memory 
resource page22 and/or explore the Queens Memory website at 
https://queensmemory.org/ 
 

a. Explain to students that their homework will be to write or record a short 
reflection about their experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. They can 
also consider interviewing a friend, family member or community member. 
 

b. Here are some guiding questions: 
i. What has been your experience with the COVID-19 pandemic?  

ii. How has your neighborhood been impacted? 
iii. What has it been like as a student during this time? 

 
c. If time permits, give students a chance to begin planning their project and 

answer any questions they might have. For more resources on recording and 
interviewing, students can visit https://queensmemory.org/resources-for-
interviewers/ 

 
Takeaway Assignment: 
Students should write a short personal reflection (1-2 pages) or record a brief oral history 
interview about their experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic in New York City. 
Students can also opt to record an interview with a friend, family member or community 
member.  
 
If students wish, they can submit their recording or reflection via the Queens Memory 
Project. The program is currently collecting stories and recordings about Queens residents’ 
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Students must be at least thirteen years-old 
to participate and students under eighteen must get parent/guardian permission. Students 
can submit their reflection or recording to Queens Memory via this link: 
https://qplnyc.urbanarchive.me/cities/nyc 

 
22 Queens Memory Project Informational Brochure, https://queensmemory.org/resources-for-interviewers/ 
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The Olde Towne of  
Flushing Burial Ground 
  
Lesson 4: African American 
Communities in Post-
Emancipation NYC 
 
 
 
 
 
Grade level: 11th-12th 
 
Objectives:  

- Students will learn about some challenges faced by African American communities 
in New York City post-emancipation (1827-1860). 

- Students will learn about the role of Black-led community organizations (such as 
churches and mutual aid societies) during this transition. 

- Students will think critically about the importance of African burial grounds as sites 
of remembrance.  

 
Aim: Students will learn about some challenges faced by African American communities in 
New York City post-emancipation and will think critically about the importance of African 
burial grounds as sites of remembrance. 
 
Materials: 

- Copies of student packets with primary and secondary source materials. 
- Computer with internet access (if delivering virtually) and audio. 
- Oral History Interview with Mandingo Tshaka, activist heavily involved with the 

preservation of the burial ground available at 
https://queenslibrary.aviaryplatform.com/collections/21/collection_resources/4697/file
/35522 
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Teacher Background: The history of African Americans in New York City before the Great 
Migration is one that has been often been downplayed in traditional academia and 
education. In reality, NYC had one of the largest populations of enslaved people in the 
North, with much of its bustling economy relying on this forced labor. Slavery was not 
officially abolished in New York until 1827, and primary source material about Black people 
living in New York is unfortunately limited due to several factors, including discrimination 
in census keeping.  
 
To overcome the hardship and poverty they faced at that time, many African Americans 
formed community organizations (usually churches and aid societies) where they could 
support each other materially and spiritually. The Olde Towne Flushing Burial Ground, 
resting place for many Black residents of Flushing, was actively used in the 19th and early 
20th centuries and is a surviving relic of African American community and history at that 
time. 

 
In the Classroom: 

1. Briefly lecture on the existence of African American communities in NYC in the 19th 
century.  

a. NY officially abolished slavery in 1827. There were free blacks living in the city 
already, forming societies and paving the way for those to come.  

b. Flushing had a large population of African Americans and Native Americans 
of the Shinnecock and Matinecock people. The Macedonia African Methodist 
Episcopal (AME) Church was officially established in 1811 in Flushing and still 
stands today, about 1 ½ miles from the 
Olde Towne Flushing Burial Ground. Its 
congregation was composed of free Black 
people, Native Americans, and whites.23 

c. Weeksville was another free Black 
community in Brooklyn founded in the 
early 1800’s, and was not rediscovered until 
1968. Refer students to the website for the 
Weeksville Heritage Center which holds 
workshops and events for those looking to 
learn more about their history: 
https://www.weeksvillesociety.org/  
 

 
23 Kearns, Betsy & Kirkorian, Cece.Phase 1A Archaeological Assessment Report for the Flushing Center 
Project, Queens, NY, 1988 (p.20) http://s-media.nyc.gov/agencies/lpc/arch_reports/526.pdf 
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2. SEE STUDENT PACKET for Lesson #4: Have students independently read the 
founding goals of the Phoenix Society24 and underline words they do not know. Have 
them also read the excerpt from a secondary source paper about the Phoenix 
Society.25 Have students answer the following questions also provided on the 
handout: 

3.  
Questions:  

A. Based on these documents, what were the goals and priorities of the 
Phoenix Society at this time? How did they think these goals could be 
achieved? 
B. Why were the Phoenix Society and others that sprang up in the 1830s in 
NYC significant at that time? What can it tell us about challenges faced in 
black communities? 
C. Can you think of modern-day organizations that have missions similar to 
that of the Phoenix Society? Explain. 

 
Briefly go over discussion questions as a class. 
 

4. Remind students that the Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground was founded 
during this era, when free Black communities were growing, but were still kept 
segregated from white communities, even after death.  
 

5. Mandingo Tshaka was one of the leading activists who started advocating for the  
Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground. Show this 4 minute clip of an oral history 
interview26 with Mandingo Tshaka discussing his experience learning about the 
burial ground. 
 

6. Discuss as a class: 
a. What can we learn from this oral history? Why is it so important (a “higher 

calling”) for Mandingo to fight to preserve this space? 
b. Why do you think Mandingo mentions the old church chimes he remembers 

hearing as a kid? What is the significance of that, in your mind? 
 

 
24 The Phoenix Society, “Goals of the Phoenix Society,” June 1833, The Making of African Identity 
Volume 1: 1500-1865, National Humanities Center, 2009. 
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai/index.htm.  
25  Burrell, Kristopher B. “Emancipation, Elevation, and Education: Black Educational Institutions in New 
York City during the 1830s.” CUNY Academic Works, 2002. 
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1024&context=ho_pubs.  
26 Orquera, C. (interviewer), Tshaka, M.O. & Garrison, R. (interviewees) (2016). “Becoming Aware of the 
Burial Ground History.” Queens Public Library General Collections.  



 

18 

 
 
 
Takeaway Assignment:  
 
Answer the following questions (refer students to handout): 

1. Do you think African American history is commonly known as a central part of 
Flushing, NY history? Why or why not? Do you think the paving over of this burial 
ground plays a part in the removal of Black history from NYC and the north in 
general? 

 
2. Based on everything you’ve learned about this site, why do you think it is important 

for community activists and descendants of the deceased to preserve the Old 
Towne of Flushing Burial Ground? Do you have ideas about how the site could be 
memorialized? Be specific and creative, and feel free to include drawings if it helps 
to get your ideas across. 
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Lesson Plan 5: Reflection and Discussion (Optional) 
 
Teachers are invited to devote an additional class period to debrief and continue the 
discussion. 
 
If time allows, here are some additional ideas for class activities: 
 

- Invite the class to share the reflection papers or oral histories they created as their 
takeaway assignment for lesson three. Debrief with students. 
 

- Hold a class debate using the prompt: Is it important to preserve sites like the Olde 
Towne of Flushing Burial Ground? Why or why not? 
 

- Share students’ ideas about ways to memorialize the site. 
 

- Discuss ways in which students can become involved in the preservation of the Olde 
Towne of Flushing Burial Ground. 
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The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground  
Introduction 
 
Lesson 1: Student Packet 
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Clip from the short documentary “Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground” produced in 

2020 by Gabriella Lacza, Melissa Lino and Kevin O’Leary. Watch here: 
https://youtu.be/fvuJlhOmPbU 

 

 
View of Flushing (Long Island) North America. Mr. Bowne's house. 1825. 

From The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Print 
Collection, The New York Public Library. 
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Description of Flushing from the Brooklyn Daily Eagle newspaper, published May 15, 1852. 

Courtesy of Brooklyn Public Library. 
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Flushing’s Negro Population, The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, published February 27, 1896. 
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Segment of the map “Part of Flushing”, from the Beers Map, 1873.  

Courtesy of New York Public Library. 
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How do these documents portray Flushing? Would you consider Flushing rural or urban 
during the mid-19th century? Who do you think lived in Flushing at this time? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Based on these materials, describe what you think life would have been like in Flushing 
during the mid-19th century. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

What is now known as the Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground has had many names. On 
this map from 1873, you can find it located on a small plot of land directly across the street 
from Flushing Cemetery. According to this map, what was the site called then? 
 

 
 

During the 1800’s, Flushing had a significant number of African American and Native 
American residents, many of whom used this burial ground. Queens and Long Island have 
long been home (and still are) to local Native American tribes, including a large Matinecock 
settlement in Flushing. After New York state abolished slavery on July 4, 1827, there were 
growing free Black communities in the area. Do these documents mention Native American 
or African American communities in the area? In what ways? What narratives or 
perspectives are missing? 
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FOR HOMEWORK: 
Read the two articles below as homework and answer the following questions: 
 
What community members and groups are advocating for the site to be preserved? Why do 
they think the site is important to honor? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
How and when did the site become a park? How has the site changed since community 
members first started to advocate for it to be preserved? 
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(Extra Credit) Research who Robert Moses was and why he is a well-known figure in NYC 
history. 
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Santos, Jason D. (June 9, 2010). “188-Year-Old African, Native American Cemetery 
Established in Flushing.” Queens Gazette: 
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Lee, Denny. (April 2, 2000). “Above, an old playground; below, graves for the poor.” New 
York Times: 
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The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground  
Potter's Fields and Poor Houses 
 
Lesson 2: Student Packet 
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In addition to being a burial ground for local African American and Native American 
families, The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground was a public cemetery for Flushing 
residents who could not afford a proper burial. These included individuals living at the local 
“Poor House.” Also called Almshouses, Poor Houses were established around New York City 
to house and feed residents living in poverty and those deemed unable to support 
themselves, referred to at the time as “paupers.” These institutions were often the only 
option for families struggling to make ends meet as well as single mothers, the elderly, and 
people living with disabilities.  
 
The following source documents provide some background on poor houses and potter’s 
fields in 19th century New York. Take time to look through them and analyze them from a 
historical perspective, then respond to the reflection questions. 
 
 

 
“The building was forty-six feet long, 
twenty-four feet wide, and two stories 
high, with a cellar; and was furnished with 
implements of labor for the use of the 
inmates. The Churchwardens were 
appointed as Overseers of the Poor, and all 
paupers were required to work under 
penalty of receiving “moderate” 
correction.” 
 

 
 
 

 
Wood engraving and description of the first Poor House built in New York City in 1734.  

From a manuscript published in 1885. Courtesy of New York Public Library. 
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Summary of recent court cases, published in the Buffalo Evening Post, October 11, 1862. 

 

 
 

“Not a Pauper.” Published in The Newtown Register, February 7, 1884
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Queens County Poor House intake record, Tom Sharky, aged 52. October 18, 1874. Under remarks 

it reads: “Not very ambitious. Appears to be contented to work for his board and clothing.” 
 

Queens County Poor House intake record, Thomas Conner, aged 8. July 24, 1875.
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What term do these records use when referring to the individuals being admitted to the 
Poor House? What does that word make you think of in today’s context? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

What reasons do these records list as the “cause of dependence” for each person? 
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“Flushing residents object to local potter’s field.” 
Published in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, May 4, 1910. 
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Reflection Questions: 

Based on these materials, what was the role of the Almshouse or “Poor House” in New York 
during the 19th century?  What do you imagine it was like to live in one of these 
institutions?  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

The 1910 article from The Brooklyn Eagle says that “there are no more than a dozen bodies” 
buried at the site, but later research has shown that at least 1,000 people were buried 
there. Many of the names of people buried at the site were never officially recorded. Why 
do you think this was? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Whose perspectives are represented in these documents? What do you notice about the 
language and tone of these documents? How is poverty portrayed? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Why do you think the burial site fell into disrepair? What does its condition say about how 
society viewed the people buried there? 
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FOR HOMEWORK: 
 
There is still a “Potter’s Field” in use by New York City today. Research Hart Island for next 
class and write 1-2 paragraphs tying your findings into today’s lesson on Potter’s Fields. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Visit this interactive online map of historic burial grounds of Queens public parks. Select 
one cemetery from the map (not The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground) and write 2 -3 
paragraphs addressing the following questions:  

1) How has the site been maintained? What signs, if any, exist today to shed light on 
the site’s past use as a burial ground? 
2) How is the site’s current state similar or different from that of the Olde Towne of 
Flushing Burial Ground? Why do you think that could be? 
3) Do you think it’s important to acknowledge the history of the site and the people 
buried there? Why? 
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The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground  
Pandemics of 19th Century New York 
  
 

Lesson 3: Student Packet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

42 

Cholera first reached New York City in June of 1832. Three thousand New 
Yorkers died within weeks, while an estimated one third of the city’s 250,000 

inhabitants fled. The disease hit the working-class neighborhoods of lower 
Manhattan the hardest. Many city officials implicated the residents of the 

poorest neighborhoods for contracting cholera, blaming their weak 
character instead of viewing the epidemic as a public health problem. 

Competing notions of the cause of the disease’s spread impeded effective 
response to this initial outbreak. John Snow’s research, tracing the spread of 
cholera to contaminated water in London, was made public in 1855. Snow’s 

work, combined with the establishment of the New York Metropolitan Board 
of Health in 1866, did much to curb the last significant outbreaks in the city 

in 1866 and 1892. 
 

- Excerpt from Cholera Comes to New York City by Anne Garner, 
Curator, Center for the History of Medicine and Public Health, 
https://nyamcenterforhistory.org/2015/02/03/cholera-comes-to-
new-york-city/ 
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Radical Measures Necessary. Published in The Evening World, August 30, 1892. From the 

New York Public Library. 
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Notice. Preventives of Cholera! New York Board of Health, 1849.   

From the National Library of Medicine archives. http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/64730880R 
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Diagram showing the ride, progress and decline of the Cholera, New York Daily Tribune, 

September 29, 1849. From New York Public Library. 
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The Cholera Invasion- Removing a Cholera Suspect from a House in Second Avenue New 

York to the Hospital, New York, 1892. From the National Library of Medicine archives. 
http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/101458096 
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How were diseases like Cholera portrayed in the media and public service announcements 
during this era? Who was often blamed for outbreaks of these diseases? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Who was most impacted by Cholera and other contagious diseases in New York during the 
19th century? Why? 
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The Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground  
African American Communities in Post-Emancipation NYC  
 
Lesson 4: Student Packet 
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1) Read the following document written by the Phoenix Society in 1833.27 Underline 
any words you do not know. 

 

 

 
27 The Phoenix Society, “Goals of the Phoenix Society,” June 1833, The Making of African Identity 
Volume 1: 1500-1865, National Humanities Center, 2009. 
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai/index.htm.  
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2) Read the following excerpt from a paper written in 2002 about black education and 
societies in the 1830s. 

“Though educational societies struggled to maintain their 
individuality, they often worked together in order for them all to survive. The 
Philomatheans, for example, soon after they were established, organized a 
benefit for the Female Dorcas Society and on another occasion sponsored an 
exhibition for the benefit of the Amistad captives in conjunction with the 
Phoenix Society. [xxiii]  

The Phoenix Society of New York, founded in 1833, was the largest of 
the African American educational societies. It also had several very 
prominent members, both black and white. Among the officers were 
reverends, leaders of abolitionist groups, and publishers. Arthur Tappan, the 
wealthy white abolitionist, served as the Society’s first treasurer and the 
trustee board also included three other white men…. 

What the Phoenix Society was actually able to accomplish, although 
significant, was severely limited by a lack of funds. In 1831 Rev. Peter 
Williams, Jr., started his own private high school. While the African Free 
Schools had made primary education for black children acceptable, the idea 
of secondary education for blacks, especially in the classical tradition, was 
alien and considered wholly useless to the majority of whites. [xxv]Williams 
nevertheless placed a tremendous amount of faith in the elevating power of 
education. It is significant that in an era when few whites questioned the 
notion that blacks were ill suited for higher mental pursuits, African 
American leaders were saying just the opposite. Black leaders all over the 
North, were pushing not only for high schools, but for colleges for African 
American youth.”28 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
28 Burrell, Kristopher B. “Emancipation, Elevation, and Education: Black Educational 
Institutions in New York City during the 1830s.” CUNY Academic Works, 2002. 
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1024&context=ho_pubs.  
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3) Answer the following questions: 
 

Based on these documents, what were the goals and priorities of the Phoenix Society at 
this time? How did they think this could be achieved? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 What significance did the Phoenix Society and other similar groups that were established 
in the 1830’s in NYC have for Black communities? What can these groups tell us about the 
challenges that Black communities in NYC faced during the 19th century? 
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Can you think of modern-day organizations that have missions similar to that of the 
Phoenix Society? Explain. 
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FOR HOMEWORK: 
Answer the following questions in paragraph form. Use details from source materials to 
support your answers: 
 
Do you think African American history is commonly known to be a central part of Flushing, 
NY history? Why or why not? Do you think the paving over of this burial ground plays a 
part in the removal of Black history from NYC and the North in general? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Based on everything you’ve learned about this site, why do you think it is important for 
community activists and descendants of the deceased to preserve the Old Towne of 
Flushing Burial Ground? Do you have ideas about how the site could be memorialized? Be 
specific and creative, and feel free to include drawings if it helps to get your ideas across. 
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Opportunities for Continued Engagement: 
 
If you would like to stay involved with the Olde Towne of Flushing Burial Ground, 
please check out the following websites and volunteer opportunities: 
 

1) The OTFBG Conversancy: Students can learn more about the burial ground, 
hear updates about its preservation, and find contact information for the 
Conservancy.  http://otfbgconservancy.org/index.html 
 

2) Volunteer to clean up the OTFBG site, as well as other sites in NYC parks 
with Green Earth Urban Gardens https://greenearthurbangardens.org/. 
Those interested in volunteering should contact Maureen Reagan at 
maureen@greenearthurbangardens.org.  
 

3) Learn more about Weeksville at the Weeksville Heritage Center, the site of 
an African American community from the early 19th century. They host many 
events for children and teens to learn more about the fascinating history of 
Weeksville, and how it relates to current events in Brooklyn. 
https://www.weeksvillesociety.org/  
 

4) Learn about and even help preserve Queens history through the Queens 
Memory Project. Students can volunteer in a few different ways, including 
recording oral histories. https://queensmemory.org/  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


