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Bethel Burying 
Ground, 
Located beneath 
Weccacoe
Playground
400 Catherine Street

Philadelphia, PA 19147
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Bethel Burying 
Ground footprint



Bethel 
Burying 
Ground 
Memorial 
Committee: 
Members

City Employees
 Kelly Lee
 Margot Berg
 Lindsay So

Descendants of the 
Interred

 Stephanie Gilbert
 Yvonne Studevan

 Friends of the Bethel 
Burying Ground 
Coalition

 Michael Coard, Esq.
 Karen Warrington

Neighborhood 
Representation

 Eleanor Ingersoll
 Duncan Spencer

Mother Bethel 
Representation

 Reverend Mark Kelly 
Tyler

 Bishop Gregory G. M. 
Ingram

 Margaret Jerrido

Historians
 Terry Buckalew
 Diane Turner

Public Artists
 Ife Nii Owoo
 Louis Massiah
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Bethel 
Burying 
Ground 
Memorial 
Committee: 
Mission

To develop a meaningful 
memorialization of the historic 
site that reflects its 
significance to Philadelphia’s 
history, tell its vital story, and 
celebrates those laid to rest 
there.
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History of the Site
A timeline of its use over time
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Burial in 18th

Century 
Philadelphia

 1700s Most African Americans were buried in a 
segregated section of almshouse burial grounds or 
potter’s fields: public burial grounds, for the poor and 
unidentified

 1700s The principal potter’s field was Southeast 
Square (now Washington Square), which was 
frequently subject to bodysnatchers seeking cadavers 
for medical dissection

 1790s Mother Bethel or St. Thomas, the first 2 
churches for African Americans, had adjacent 
churchyards in which members were buried

 1790s the free black community of Philadelphia 
petition the City for protection for “their” portion of 
Southeast Square

 1793 Southeast Square is closed to burials following 
the Yellow Fever Epidemic
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Bethel Burying 
Ground

 1810 Mother Bethel A.M.E. Trustees 
purchase the property at 405-25 
Queen Street and utilize the land as 
a private cemetery for African 
Americans, Bethel Burying Ground 

 1864 The Bethel Burying Ground is 
no longer an active burying ground

 1868 Trustees rent the unused 
portion of the property to Barnabas 
Bartol for wagon storage

 1872 A.M.E. Bishop Benjamin Tucker 
Tanner repeatedly criticizes trustees’ 
poor condition of Bethel Burying 
Ground in church newspaper, 
Christian Recorder
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Transition to 
Weccacoe
Square

 1889 Mother Bethel A.M.E. Trustees 
vote to sell the property to the City of 
Philadelphia to serve as a park

 c. 1890 City constructs a pocket park 
on the property, named “Weccacoe
Square.” “Weccacoe,” the Lenni
Lenape name for the area, believed 
to translate to “peaceful place.”  

 Weccacoe Square is the first School 
Gardening Movement site in 
Philadelphia

 1910  City expands Weccacoe Square 
and renames it Weccacoe
Playground

 1910-1950 Construction of new 
community building and its 
expansion
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Weccacoe
Playground

 2010 Brought to the City’s attention 
that there was a burial ground 
associated with Mother Bethel 
Church located under part of 
Wecaccoe Playground

 2013 Archeologists confirm the 
presence of the gravesites, estimates 
3,000-5,000 buried, delineates the 
burial areas, and the City suspends 
work on the area above the burying 
ground

 2013 Bethel Burying Ground added 
to the Philadelphia Register of 
Historic Places 

 2016 Bethel Burying Ground added 
to the National Register of Historic 
Places
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Community Context
A timeline of the neighborhood over time
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Community 
Context: 19th

Century

Philadelphia: largest 
city in the country, 
major port city. 

City limits: Schuylkill 
and Delaware Rivers, 
South and Vine Streets. 

Attracted to 
Philadelphia because of 
the promise of living 
among other free black 
people. 

Black population was 
estimated 14,500 by 
early 1800s. 
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Community 
Context: 19th

Century

Black communities 
along the northern and 
southern borders of the 
city.

 “Cedar Street Corridor" 
(South and Lombard 
streets from Fifth to 
Seventh) was the center 
of Philadelphia's free 
black community. 

By 1820, Cedar Street 
Corridor home to nearly 
two-thirds of all of 
Philadelphia's black 
families.
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Community 
Context: 
Present Day

Southwark incorporated 
as part of Philadelphia 
in 1854, drawing 
immigrants from all 
over

Became a diverse 
neighborhood of 
merchants and laborers

Still home to: local 
businesses and 
economies, schools, and 
families

Site remains a vital 
community space for 
neighborhood
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Bethel Burying 
Ground Memorial 
Project
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Memorial 
Efforts to 
Date

 2014 Three public meetings to hear appropriate ways to 
commemorate the history and significance of Bethel Burying 
Ground

 2014 Planning meeting of stakeholders representing the City of 
Philadelphia, neighbors, and professional artists

 2017 Kenney Administration and Managing Director’s Office 
establish the Bethel Burying Ground Memorial Committee to 
advise in the development of a Bethel Burying Ground 
Memorial to be installed at Weccacoe Playground

 2018 Funding is identified for the memorial design process

 2018 Community Building atop Bethel Burying Ground is 
closed to the public.

 2018 Public announcement of the Bethel Burying Ground 
Memorial Project at Weccacoe Playground

 2018 Committee coordinates four public meetings to educate 
the public about the history of the site and the African 
Americans buried there, and engage the public in the City’s 
public art process to develop an appropriate memorial for this 
historic site
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Bethel Burying 
Ground Memorial + 
the Public Art Process
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Public Art in 
Philadelphia

17

River of Life (2014), Masayuki Nagase. 
Venice Island Recreation Center.

Home Range (2015), Carl Marin. 
Sturgis Playground.

Object for Expression (2012), Warren 
Holzman.
Hawthorne Park.

Score (2016), Mark Stockton.
Marian Anderson Recreation Center.

Gates (2018), Warren Holzman.
Discovery Center.

Dawn 
Chorus 
(2018), 

Brent Wahl 
& Laynie
Browne.

Viaduct Rail 
Park.



The 
Memorial’s 
Public Art 
Process

 Hold public meetings with the public and stakeholders to inform 
the Request for Qualifications (RFQ)

 Draft and distribute the RFQ

 Artists/designers submit images of previous work, resume and 
statement of interest in the Bethel Burying Ground Memorial 
Project

 Committee selects finalists to invite to the proposal stage based on 
artistic merit of previous work

 Finalists will be required to meet at Weccacoe Playground for “Pre-
proposal Meeting” to receive detailed information about the project 
details and goals

 Finalists make formal narrative and visual presentation of their art 
proposal to the Committee

 Public will have the opportunity to comment on finalists’ proposals

 Committee selects the proposal based on appropriateness to the 
site, artistic merit, feasibility, originality and maintenance 
requirements

 The selected proposal is presented to the Philadelphia Art 
Commission for review and approval, with public input 

 The artwork is fabricated, with ongoing coordination by OACCE and 
construction team

 The memorial is installed in Weccacoe Playground
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Role of Public 
Meetings
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Why Public 
Engagement?

A commitment to:
An inclusive process to develop an 
appropriate memorial for this 
historic site
Tell the history of this site and the 
people buried there, to as many 
people as possible
Giving the public a way to engage 
in the City’s public art process
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Expectations
Intended outcomes

Inspiration for artists/designers
Emotions and reactions
History might not be aware of

Outcomes that are not intended
Design ideas
What the memorial should look like
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Discussion
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What descriptive 
words come to mind 
for the site?
Taking into consideration all that you have heard 
about the history of the site, what was important 
and what is important about the site?

23



What kinds of 
emotions should this 
memorial evoke?
What memorable emotions have other 
memorials  evoked for you?
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What would you want 
to remember about 
your visit?
What would you want to share that would 
encourage others to visit?
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Project 
Timeline*

 Fall 2018 Memorial public engagement meetings
 Winter 2018 Call to Artists for Memorial
 Spring 2019 Committee selects finalists (4-5)
 Spring 2019 Plans, designs, and cost estimates 

finalized for playground amenities 
 Summer 2019 Opportunity for public comment on 

finalists’ proposals
 Summer 2019 Committee selects artist and design for 

Memorial
 Fall 2019 Art Commission approval of memorial
 Winter 2019 - Spring 2020 Memorial fabrication 
 Fall/Winter 2020 site preparation for Memorial
 Spring 20201 Memorial installation and dedication

*Timeline is a current estimate and is subject to change depending on weather 
and funding. 
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City of Philadelphia Office of Arts, 
Culture and the Creative Economy
City Hall, Room 116
Philadelphia, PA 19107
arts@phila.gov

@CreativePHL

For more information about the Bethel Burying 
Ground Memorial Project, visit:
• creativephl.org/bethelburyinggroundmemorial
• bethelburyinggroundproject.com
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