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The goal of my research project was to find the location of a cemetery where African Americans of the century were either originally buried or moved. Thus, this task had less to do with secondary sources as much as it involved true, hands-on detective work. I began with one main lead that went from promising to mysterious. Other resources were brought to bear and while I failed to realize my goal I was able to cross certain locations off the list and uncover a few inherent dilemmas when entering into this kind of historical research.

As the title of this paper relates the issue of rumor surrounded my research. Dr. Richardson had pointed me in the direction of West Seneca, NY for the cemeteries possible location. This meshed with hearsay information from one of my cousins who related a story her father had told her about African Americans buried in Mt. Hope cemetery off Union Rd. in West Seneca. My cousin sounded confident and my first step was to go visit the site to see what was there. With my three year-old son, Isaac at my side I traipsed around the entire area. Nothing leapt out at me except for a lot of German last names as well as a wide selection of 20th century war veterans. Further, the earliest dates on the tombstones were e. 1900—well beyond the time frame for the people I sought to locate.

My next thought was to explore the records of the African American churches whose congregations dated back to the 19th century. This too proved difficult. The historical landmark Michigan Street Baptist Church—built in the 1840’s—had its original congregation move to the Humboldt Parkway Baptist Church during the mid 1960s and my efforts to find old burial records did not come to fruition due in large part to my inability to directly contact a church historian. The church did not have an answering machine and their office hours mirrored my school day. The Roman Catholic St. Martin de Porres no longer exists and inquiries about the First Shiloh Baptist Church and the Durham Memorial AME Zion church also went nowhere. An internet search for Buffalo cemeteries also failed to turn up anything new—we know, for example, that some African Americans are buried in Forrest Lawn cemetery near Delaware Park.

My next step was to visit the West Seneca historical museum. They had not heard of the earlier rumor and, though helpftul, provided only limited information regarding a drainage/visual inspection of the cemetery by a New York State agent in 2001. I was able to identify the Superintendent of the cemetery, David Eiss. After leaving a few messages I eventually reached Mr. Eiss. The Mt. Hope cemetery, originally begun in the 1 870s, has been run by the Eiss family for many generations and I was emphatically told that there is no concentration of African American graves in that cemetery. While one or two Afncan Americans were buried there in the early century there were neither original burials nor relocations. While not the answer I wanted, speaking with Mr. Eiss—a self-proclaimed expert on West Seneca cemeteries—allowed me to shrink the list of possible sites (see included list).

The next lead I had to pursue circled around another rumor that the old stadium of the Buffalo Bills—the so-called Rockpile—rested on top of an old cemetery, with yet another rumor that it was an African American cemetery. The hunch came from Mr. Eiss and it certainly sounded plausible. Again, however, I uncovered little. The Rockpile, originally known as Civic Stadium, was a Depression Era WPA project completed in 1938. Nothing I have found in old newspaper articles makes any reference to the 

structure being erected on any kind of cemetery. Moreover, the location has gone through a few renovations and revampings that have also failed to uncover any moldering bones. At this point my time was short and my leads dried up.

CONCLUSIONS:

Anytime an historian begins research on a marginalized people certain problems arise—a lack of sources and perspectives as well as the ever present bias of previous generations. For every slave testimony we have to help us understand the American South before the Civil War there are millions of perspectives we will never know. Add to those issues the problem of attempting to physically locate the remains of such people (not slaves, but African Americans who were not afforded equal citizenship) in an area not known for a history of racial openness and my project proved difficult. As I kept telling myself—”these people lived here, they died, they have to be buried somewhere”— but such a mantra did not reveal their location.

The issue of rumor vs. tangible evidence permeated all aspects of this research. Both the Mt. Hope cemetery and the Rockpile came from rumors and not established verifiable fact. Indeed, the very nature of my topic stemmed from a belief that such a cemetery exists/existed. On a few occasions I was able to survey an old Buffalo city map, but no cemeteries emerged for me to even investigate their current location or status. What compounds this issue is the fact that in Western tradition a person’s grave commonly has a marker, yet no markers currently exist that define the remains of 19th century African Americans. The Michigan Street Baptist church did not have a cemetery that adjoined the building but still, there parishioners must have been buried somewhere. 
Did they not have enough money for headstones? Were the markers made of wood and simply decayed? Did a developer care little for the plight of the “Negro” in 1890 and simply build something on top of a cemetery that no one cared about?

This brings me to the final conclusion—that researching specific details of a marginalized people (over 140 years later, no less) is often challenging and unconventional. In order to move further I would need to exhaustively scan all related church documents, city maps, directories and newspapers/periodicals. Even during the last week of my research the ubiquitous rumor returned: someone heard from a family member about a possible site in West Seneca where. . .you get the point. Ironically this new version of the old rumor sent me back to the same Mt. Hope cemetery in West Seneca. Again I tested the theory and again it did not hold up. At this point, my goal may be to find the origin of this particular rumor.

In sum, I wish I had more time to delve into this research. As stated before they must have been buried somewhere. When factoring in their history and survival at a time when they enjoyed few privileges and/or rights it seems only fair that their final resting place be discovered and respected. Thus, this project is a work in progress that I shall not ever truly let go of. 

