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Advocates want slavery project to
stand alone

Interpret history regardless of a ballpark, they say

Posted: Wednesday, May 28, 2014 3:47 am

BY MICHAEL MARTZ

Richmond Times-Dispatch

Richmond has "a once-in-a-generation

opportunity" to uncover the city's history,

especially as a major antebellum slave-

trading market centered in Shockoe

Bottom, an archaeologist told the Richmond

City Council on Tuesday.

"There's an opportunity here that really

hasn't come around before," said David H.

Dutton, a partner at Dutton & Associates. "If

it comes around again, we'll be lucky."

The question debated by a divided City

Council is whether that opportunity

depends on a development proposed by

Mayor Dwight C. Jones to build a ballpark

as part of a mixed-used project in Shockoe

Bottom.

The council didn't get a chance to make a

decision Tuesday because Jones withdrew

the proposed development ordinances to

avoid likely defeat, but the proposal is

expected to return as the mayor tries to

muster political support.

For archaeology advocates, the answer is

easy: find the money to identify, excavate

and interpret the history of Shockoe Bottom, regardless of whether a ballpark is built

there.
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Richmond Mayor Dwight C. Jones has proposed building an

interpretativ e pav ilion at the Lumpkin's Jail site as part of a

$30 million slav e heritage area.
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"If it's so important, then how much is it worth?" asked Kim Allen, principal organizer of

RVArchaeology, a new group pressing the city to answer questions about the

archaeology initiative that Dutton, who was hired by the city, began.

Supporters of the mayor's proposal said the project is essential to the archaeological

initiative because the private developers and landowners involved had agreed to provide

access to their properties for excavation. If the project fails, access opportunities would

dwindle, Dutton said.

"We still could risk not getting the information," said 9th District Council-woman Michelle

R. Mosby.

But 5th District Councilman Parker C. Agelasto noted that many of the sites of

archaeological interest identified by Dutton are owned by the city, including the site of a

major slave-trading market at North 17th and East Broad streets.

"When we're looking at what we can do and when we can do it, a lot of this is within our

own control," Agelasto said.

Dutton confirmed that his contract with the city does not include provisions for proceeding

with the archaeological investigation if the development project goes away.

"We haven't had that conversation yet," Chief Administrative Officer Byron C. Marshall

said after the council meeting.

What wasn't disputed is the potential historic significance of what a well-coordinated

archaeological investigation of Shockoe Bottom could find.

"This is where Richmond started," Dutton said.

The eastern portion of the proposed stadium and adjoining development site was part of

the original street grid for the city at its founding in 1737. Richmond was the second-

largest slave-trading market in antebellum America, with the epicenter in Shockoe

Bottom.

"Given these cultural resources, this 8-acre site represents a critical opportunity for the

city of Richmond to truly engage with its archaeological resources in a meaningful way,"

Allen said at a news conference held by RVArchaeology on Tuesday morning in the

Bottom.

Dutton presented the results of the documentary research of the history within and around

the project area that is bounded by North 18th Street, East Franklin Street, the Main

Street Station train shed and East Broad Street, as well as the west side of Oliver Hill

Way to Venable Street.

The initial research identified nine sites within the development footprint that were

associated with slave traders, but they include the traders' residences and, in one case,

a boardinghouse run by a former trader during the Civil War.

The two major slave markets considered archaeologically significant within the study

area operated on either side of North 17th Street on the south side of Broad. One is

occupied by an Exxon station that is not part of the mayor's development proposal. The

other is city-owned property that was used by at least eight slave-trading companies

before the war, Dutton said.
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But the bulk of the slave jails and markets operated along what was known then as Wall

Street and now as North 15th Street, west of the train shed and beneath Interstate 95.

The area includes Lumpkin's Jail, where the mayor proposes an interpretative pavilion as

part of a $30 million slave heritage site.

Wall Street is where Goodwin & Templeton based its operation in 1841, when Solomon

Northrup was held in a Shockoe slave pen at the beginning of the ordeal he chronicled in

"Twelve Years a Slave," the basis for a movie that won the Academy Award for best

picture this year.

"If he was held by Mr. Goodwin, Solomon Northrup was actually jailed on 15th Street,"

Dutton said.

The archaeological survey also found other sites of historic and cultural interest, including

little-known residences of slaves and free blacks within a block bounded by North 17th

and 18th streets, and East Grace and East Franklin streets, as well as Oliver Hill Way

between East Marshall and East Clay streets.

One of the potentially richest archaeology sites was the former Seabrook's Warehouse

on the north side of East Grace Street, Dutton said. The tobacco inspection warehouse

was built in 1810 within the city's Colonial-era street grid and was used as a hospital

during the Civil War.

The site, now a parking lot, is little disturbed because the warehouse is the only building

ever erected on the property, later used in the 20th century as a playground.

The survey also identified the 17th Street market, site of a public market since the 18th

century, and a strip between East Franklin and East Grace streets that was packed with

lots of shops in the 19th century as commercially significant areas.

The area is not likely to yield any human burial remains, Dutton said. Native Americans

fished and traded in the area but didn't settle there, and two churches there in the 19th

century didn't have graveyards associated with them.

"We do not believe ... there is any potential for cemeteries to be present in the study

area," he said.

mmartz@timesdispatch.com

(804) 649-6964

"This is where Richmond started."

David H. Dutton Dutton & Associates
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