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E. Statement of Historic Contexts (If more than one historic context is documented, 
present them in sequential order.) 

Summary Statement 

Petersburg’s “free persons of color,” considered a separate class, had been contributing 
to the community from its founding, despite living under white control.1 The aesthetic, 
social, and entrepreneurial history of this socio-economic class is visible in their 
cemeteries. By 1830, this class of people comprised nearly a quarter of the city’s 
population. While many held positions in tobacco factories, free people of color 
established themselves as craftsmen, trades people, entrepreneurs, blacksmiths, 
barbers, carpenters, mechanics, preachers, shoemakers, boatmen, and restaurant 
owners. Despite the fact that whites ran both the local and state governments, the 
African-American community in Petersburg was one of the most prosperous in the 
nation; due largely to their own success at organizing in churches and benevolent 
societies. 

Found most often in the Mid-Atlantic States, these benevolent societies, fraternal 
organizations, and mutual aid societies all functioned to give their members social 
solidarity along with health and funerary benefits. A unique characteristic of African-
American cemeteries is the presence of “lodge stones,” identifying members of these 
organizations. Additionally, the land for each of these cemeteries was purchased by 
leading members of several benevolent societies, beginning in 1818. The exact location 
of this first cemetery, along with many of the records of these societies, has since been 
lost, making the surviving cemeteries themselves among the best records of these 
efforts. 

Segregation necessitated all-black cemeteries, therefore creating an opportunity for 
enterprising African-American undertakers, coffin-makers, and stone cutters to establish 
their own businesses. Vernacular variations on the national aesthetic trends of early 
African-Americans are visible in the masonry and inscriptions. Established just as the 
rural cemetery movement was beginning to take root in America, these cemeteries also 
reflect some of the nation’s earliest interpretations of this movement. 

Historical Context 

Located in the southern part of Virginia, along the Appomattox River, Petersburg is 
situated on the “fall line,” a narrow zone of rapids that are found at the point where 
rivers pass from the resistant granites of the Piedmont to the more easily eroded sands 
and clays of the Coastal Plain. Power generated by these falls proved ideal for running 
the many cotton mills and tobacco factories that would characterize the City of 
Petersburg. The fall line also marked the farthest inland point that ships could travel up 
Virginia’s rivers.2 
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Here, plantation-dwelling Virginians could easily sell their produce and purchase 
supplies in one location. This was a prime location for a trading station, a fact 
recognized by Peter Jones, whose business gave rise to not only the city itself but also 
the name of “Petersburg.” Due to the fact that it grew out of necessity, the city expanded 
with relatively few large-scale planning efforts. As a result, streets were extended in a 
meandering fashion. The majority of homes were built from wood, mined from the oaks, 
hickories, and other deciduous trees native to the area. By 1745, Petersburg was large 
enough to be considered a town, and its inhabitants petitioned for its legal 
establishment. This was granted in 1748. As it continued to expand, Petersburg was 
united with neighboring Blandford, Pocahontas, and Ravenscroft in 1784.3 

By the early nineteenth century, the Appomattox River had enabled Petersburg to 
become home to thriving cotton mills and iron foundries. Tobacco, however, continued 
to be the most profitable industry. This opportunity for wage labor drew many free 
African-Americans to the city. In 1810, only 310 “free persons of color” resided in 
Petersburg, but by 1830, this number had grown to 2,032.4 

Economic History 

From its inception, one of the City’s primary sources of income was the tobacco 
industry. Located in the heart of Virginia’s “tobacco country,” Petersburg was a natural 
place for the state’s largest cash crop to be prepared for shipment, making it the third-
largest tobacco producer in Virginia.5 In 1831, Leslie and Brydon, a typical tobacco 
factory, recorded a labor force which included 52 slaves and 44 free African-Americans. 
Typically, blacks worked in the unmechanized tobacco industry while white laborers 
staffed the steam-driven cotton mills. By 1860, about twenty-five per cent of tobacco 
factory workers were free blacks.6 Other working-class African-Americans worked in the 
railroad industry, building such monuments as the floating roadbed that made the 
Petersburg-Norfolk Railroad an engineering milestone.7 

Not all free African-Americans labored in the tobacco industry, however. Instead, many 
established themselves as craftsmen, trades people, and entrepreneurs. African-
Americans who worked as blacksmiths, barbers, carpenters, mechanics, preachers, 
shoemakers, boatmen, and restauranteurs were the most likely to own property. 
African-Americans often held the lowest-paying jobs in their industry. For example, of 
the 6,959 African-American railroad employees in 1930, nearly all worked as porters, 
waiters, and cooks.8 Despite this, the year of 1860 saw about one-third of Petersburg’s 
811 free black families owning property, with about half of these families headed by 

9women.

Petersburg’s twenty tobacco factories did not escape the national economic crash of the 
1870’s, but they were among those that survived to reach a peak in the 1880’s. Despite 
the crash and the seasonal nature of tobacco processing, the city’s free African- 
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Americans continued to be among the most prosperous in America. These were among 
the reasons the Commonwealth of Virginia established several institutions for African-
American. In 1932, Central State Hospital was authorized to purchase land for use as 
the Petersburg Training School and Hospital, a facility intended to house mentally 
challenged African-American men. Then in 1938, the Virginia General Assembly 
established the Petersburg State Colony to care for the African-American mentally 
challenged citizens. And after the State Colony moved in 1959, the property became 
part of what is now Richard Bland College, a place known for its equal opportunity. 10 

When American tastes in tobacco shifted from the darker smoking and chewing tobacco 
to lighter cigarettes around the turn of the century, several factories stayed open by 
exporting plug and twist tobacco to Asia. In 1908, Petersburg was home to five such 
large tobacco-exporting companies, which employed over 5,000 people (most of whom 
were African-American). Racial segregation continued in the labor force, with whites 
working in the mechanized cigarette factories, and an equal number of black men and 
women completing the manual tasks of plug, twist, and leaf-producing factories. In 1942 
much of this dark tobacco was bought by the U.S. government as a trade item for 
workers in the South Seas.11 

1. Social Organizations of free African-Americans in Petersburg, ca. 1818-1942 

Private fraternal organizations have a long history in America, and their goals range 
from socializing, to creating cultural and ethnic affinity, to religious outreach, to 
educational philanthropies and charitable support. The free black community’s 
emphasis on burials created a need among working-class individuals for respectable 
burials at a low cost. This would be the primary function of Petersburg’s African-
American benevolent societies. 

The Elebecks and Stewarts, two of the families represented among the purchase of the 
1840 “burying ground,” were members of the Benevolent (later “Beneficial”) Society of 
Free Men of Color (BSFMC), which caused the cemetery to be known as “Beneficial.” 
The earliest American benevolent society dates to 1783, and the BSFMC, Petersburg’s 
first African-American society, was chartered in 1818. As time progressed, local 
societies replaced national ones. 12 

The importance of benevolent societies stems from the sense of community they 
fostered among city-dwelling African-Americans. The number of these societies 
increased as Petersburg’s industries grew. There were at least twenty-two beneficial 
societies by 1898, due to the lack of health benefits available to industrial workers. 
These societies functioned by collecting an initiation fee and monthly dues from each 
member, which, in turn, ensured the member “a square in the place of internment,” 
along with small cash grants to surviving family members. As every member was  
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F. Associated Property Types (Provide description, significance, and registration 
requirements.) 

Property Type: Historic African-American Cemeteries 

Subtype: Churchyard cemeteries 
  None are documented in Petersburg 

Subtype: Plantation slave cemeteries 
  None are documented in Petersburg 

Subtype: Private family burying ground 
None are documented in Petersburg 

Subtype: African-American community cemeteries situated outside the core city 

Description 

The land for the African-American cemeteries in Petersburg was acquired through 
deeds between the former property owner and a group of free, successful African-
American citizens. Often, this land had experienced previous use as a cemetery, but a 
deed (located in Hustings Court) formalized this arrangement. A grid system was set 
forth for the assignment of lots, but, as plans were often lost through the transferal of 
the property, these systems were not adhered to. In some cemeteries, families could 
select properties within the grid, based on what was available. In others, burial plots 
were sold in groups for families, and as a result, some of the oldest cemeteries still 
contain unused plots. 

Some plots are enclosed by fences or coping, while others remain open. Deeds are not 
the only things that have been lost from these cemeteries; much of this fencing and 
even headstones have disappeared over the years, making some burials 
indistinguishable from unused plots.  

These cemeteries include a range of markers, which we have divided into several 
categories: headstones and footstones, which include those vertical stones set directly 
into the ground, those fit into a buried “socket” or base, and those with an attached 
base; base, die, and cap monuments, which are topped by a heavy “cap”; box tombs, 
which were coffin-sized masonry boxes topped with horizontal “ledger” stones; burial 
vault slabs, in which the top of the concrete burial vault was left at grade, imitating a 
ledger; government stones, which were similar to lawn-type stones carved in bas relief 
and given to veterans free of charge; obelisks, which may be either marble or granite 
and consist of a column or shaft that terminates at a pyramidal point; pedestal tombs, 
which predate 1920 and contain several tiers of carving, usually terminating in a urn or 
other decorative element; plaque markers, which are simple metal tablets, usually set at 
a forty-five degree angle within a recessed frame; pulpit markers, which also have tilted  
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surfaces and usually a carved Bible or verse; table stones, which consist of four to six 
pillars supporting a ledger stone two to three feet off of the ground; and raised-top 
inscription markers, which are similar to lawn-type or government markers except that 
they are raised about six inches above the ground.  

Significance 

Cemeteries that qualify for registration under this nomination are significant because of 
the information they provide about the African-American community in Petersburg, ca. 
1820-1942. Under Criteria Consideration D, a cemetery is eligible if it derives its primary 
significance from its association with historic events or distinctive design features. 
Those that qualify with this nomination reflect various aspects of black ethnic history in 
Petersburg, and through their location, grave markers, and landscape plans they 
illuminate the similarities and differences between Petersburg’s two separate 
communities. 

These cemeteries qualify under Criteria Consideration A because they display the 
features of Ethnic Heritage: Black, and Social History; and may be appropriate for listing 
under Community Planning and Development. They represent broad patterns of 
attitudes or behavior in an ethnic group whose impact on the larger community was 
significant but not well-documented. 

Those cemeteries that display a collection of well-made commercial markers of granite 
or marble, as well as distinctively crafted concrete markers of less-common designs, 
also qualify under Criterion C as Art.  

Registration Requirements 

To qualify under this listing, properties must have been used for African-American 
burials between the years of 1820 and 1942. A property must retain its original integrity 
of setting, design, location, setting, materials, workmanship, feelings, and association. 
Although boundaries may have shifted over time, the makeup of the landscape will still 
include open ground, grassy cover, scattered trees or shrubs, and uncurbed walks 
and/or driveways. Any new features must remain in number and size unobtrusive less of 
a focal point than the historic gravestones. Three known resources are People’s 
Memorial Cemetery, Little Church Cemetery, and East View Cemetery; all located within 
the city limits of Petersburg, Virginia. 

G. Geographical Data 

The corporate boundaries of the City of Petersburg (independent city), Virginia. 
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H. Summary of Identification and Evaluation Methods (Discuss the methods used 
in developing the multiple property listing.) 

The multiple property listing of historic and cultural resources of the African-American 
Cemeteries of Petersburg, Virginia is based on extensive archival research, a detailed 
field survey and inventory, and a penetrometer survey conducted by the Chicora 
Foundation and Historic Preservation Consultants. The Virginia Department of Historic 
Resources and the City of Petersburg developed a cost-share plan to fund the research. 
The properties to be surveyed (People’s Memorial, Little Church, East View, and the 
African-American section of Blandford Cemetery) were identified by the City of 
Petersburg’s Museums Manager and Director of Planning, so a reconnaissance-level 
survey was not necessary. Site surveys from the project’s first fieldworkers focused on 
determining the layouts of the grounds, marker types and dates, and plot orientation. 
These surveys determined that the most visible social patterns documented within the 
cemetery were employment and associational patterns within Petersburg’s African-
American community, cemetery ownership and management, and contemporary trends 
in other American cemeteries. Additional field surveys conducted in People’s Memorial 
Cemetery included a penetrometer survey (which measured the compaction of soil), a 
detailed inventory of all of the markers, and a plat of all markers and features, 
conducted by Harvey L. Parks. A final reconnaissance survey and photos were taken to 
update these records in the summer of 2007. 

The archival research of the survey report, Michael Trinkley, Debi Hacker, and Sarah 
Fick, The African-American Cemeteries of Petersburg, Virginia: Continuity and Change 
(Chicora Foundation Research Series 55, Columbia SC, 1999) was largely conducted in 
Petersburg’s Hustings Court, Petersburg’s Siege Museum, and Richmond City’s library. 
This was supplemented by “African-Americans in Petersburg: Historic Contexts and 
Resources for Preservation Planning, Research and Interpretation” (a 1994 report 
prepared by Mary Ellen Bushey, et. al. for the City of Petersburg under an earlier cost-
share grant from the Department of Historic Resources). Additional research, conducted 
in the summer of 2007, utilized books, other nominations, and archival records in the 
DHR archives and volumes from local libraries pertaining to the histories of Petersburg 
and Virginia’s African-Americans. 

The study focused primarily on the cultural traditions revealed in these cemeteries, with 
an emphasis on the role of fraternal, secret, and benevolent societies in the black 
community. Cemeteries provide some of the only surviving records of these societies 
actions. Significant cemeteries bear witness to the practices of these societies use 
during the height of their prevalence in Petersburg (1818- ca. 1942). All of the 
cemeteries surveyed were found to be of one subtype, “Cemeteries situated outside the 
core of the city” (none were plantation, churchyard, or mass burial sites; the other 
subtypes known to exist in Virginia). 
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