














 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Testimony in Support of Bill 1150 Freedom Trail Task Force 

September 19, 2023 

Contact: Frampton Tolbert, Executive Director, framptont@hdc.org/212-614-9107 

 

As the citywide advocate for New York’s architectural, historical and cultural neighborhoods, 

HDC enthusiastically supports Bill 1150, Establishing a New York City Freedom Trail Task 

Force. 

 

This Task Force would establish walking tours that commemorate historical sites in New York 

City that are associated with the Abolitionist Movement and Underground Railroad both 

citywide, and in Lower Manhattan specifically. Such walks offer New Yorkers the opportunity to 

honor, to learn, and to identify this vitally important history in the city’s built environment. 

 

Too often, New York City’s physical fabric does not commemorate this history, and the agencies 

which steward New York’s buildings and protect its landmarks, have for a long time left the 

histories the Abolitionist Movement, the Underground Railroad, and of the Black New Yorkers 

more broadly, out of the record of the city’s history. While these agencies recently have begun 

to protect places to rectify this long oversight, much work needs to be done.  

 

Community advocates have worked tirelessly to gain landmark status for sites related to 

Abolitionist history, including recent notable Individual Landmarks such as the Harriet and 

Thomas Truesdell House at 227 Duffield Street in Brooklyn, the (Former) Colored School No. 4, 

at 128 West 17th Street in Manhattan, and the Joseph Rodman Drake Park and Enslaved 

African Burial Ground in the Bronx, which is under consideration by LPC for landmark status as 

we speak. 

 

HDC has been proud to support all of these designations. We hope that the Freedom Trail Task 

Force will uplift both landmarked sites, and those which have yet to receive such recognition 

and protection from the City. We hope the Task Force’s work will not only inspire New Yorkers, 

but also inspire city agencies to give these sites the consideration, care and protection they 

have so long deserved.  
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New-York Historical Society’s Testimony for the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and 

International Intergroup Relations Introductory Hearing on establishing a New York City 

Freedom Trail Task Force  
 

September 19, 2023 

 
Good morning. My name is Salonee Bhaman, and I am a Postdoctoral Fellow in Women’s and Public 

History at the New-York Historical Society’s Center for Women’s History. I hold a PhD. in History from 

Yale University, and have been a public historian working in New York City for the last eight years. 

Thank you to the Chair to the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Chi Ossé, the Chair of the Committee on 

Civil and Human Rights, Nantasha Williams, and Councilmember Christopher Marte for convening this 

important hearing on preserving and highlighting New York City’s important role in the history of 

freedom and abolition in the United States. This is especially important given recent attacks on history 

education throughout the United States. 
 
The New-York Historical Society (NYHS) is a scholarly and cultural institution that has been preserving 

and interpreting New York City history since 1804, making it the first museum in New York City. In 

addition to curating and interpreting history for the public through exhibitions, programming, and a robust 

K-12 educational department, NYHS is a major research institution, offering visitors and scholars access 

to a vast collection of art, objects, artifacts, documents, and manuscripts through its Library and Museum 

divisions. In 2017, the NYHS opened the newly re-designed Henry Luce III Center for the Study of 

American Culture, which offers visitors an interactive expiration of historic objects from the collection, 

including the 1863 draft wheel used in the lottery that set off the Civil War Draft Riots as well as the 

Center For Women’s History, the first of its kind within the walls of a major museum in the United 

States.  
 
The eleven original founders of the New-York Historical Society lived through the American Revolution 

and subsequent British occupation of New York. They founded the NYHS to ensure that eyewitness 

evidence of their own historical moment would be preserved, relieving that without the “aid of original 

records and authentic documents” that “history will be nothing more than a well-combined series of 

ingenious conjectures and amusing fables.” It is in that spirit that the NYHS has endeavored to preserve, 

interpret, and publicize the history of New York over the past century.  

 
This mission often requires the museum to reckon with parts of the past that are complicated, fraught, and 

integrally important to telling an accurate version of the American story. Investigating and interpreting 

New York’s own historical entanglement with the institution of slavery has been a major part of that work 

in the recent past. For example, in 2005, the New York Historical Society mounted a landmark exhibition 

exploring the history of “Slavery in New York.” It was one of the first exhibits to reckon with our State’s 

role in a history often relegated to the American South in popular imagination. In 2007, a follow up 

exhibition, “New York Divided” guided visitors through the history of the City between the abolition of 

slavery in New York State in 1927 and the end of the Civil War in 1865. In 2011, the New-York 

Historical Society expanded its own street presence by installing life-size bronze sculptures of Abraham 

Lincoln on Central Park West and Fredrick Douglass on West 77th Street.   

 
As a fellow at the Center for Women’s History, my job is both to think about how to best tell stories 

about the centrality of women and their work to American history– stories that have often been 

overlooked. My colleagues and I strive to create exhibits, blog posts, and events that speak to both those 

who seek out our programming as well as those who might only have a passing interest or simply stumble 

upon it. Often, we showcase history that is in conversation with the content and goals of the proposed 



 
 

 
 

2 

Freedom Trail project. For example, just this past Spring, the Center for Women’s History mounted an 

exhibition of the artist Kara Walker’s re-imagination of fifteen prints from Harper’s Pictorial History of 

the Civil War, annotated to highlight the African American figures left out of the original two-volume 

anthology.  

 
In addition to my work at the New York Historical Society, I have led walking tours throughout New 

York City exploring topics ranging from the history of Harlem, the Revolutionary War, Central Park, 

Immigration History, and the Labor Movement for nearly eight years. I most recently developed and 

wrote an original tour exploring the Queer History of the Lower East Side in partnership with the Henry 

Street Settlement and the Close Friends Collective. Being a tour guide has allowed me to watch the 

history of the City of New York come alive for hundreds of New Yorkers and visitors alike as they 

explore the places and spaces where history took place for themselves.  The creation of a “Lower 

Manhattan Freedom Trail” represents an important opportunity to emphasize the centrality of struggles 

over slavery and freedom within our City’s story by offering the thousands of people who pass through 

the area daily a chance to learn about this often-obscured history.  
 

As any walking tour guide worth their salt will tell you, much of the area is already designated as 

“Historic Lower Manhattan” -- sometimes referred to as the “Stone Street Historic District.”  It includes 

several key landmarks useful in telling the story of enslavement, abolition, and freedom in New York 

City. To name just a few of them, these sites include the Fulton Street Docks, where many free Black 

sailors worked. Some of them would translate the stories of enslaved Africans aboard the infamous 

Amistad, garnering support for the abolitionist cause throughout the area during the highly publicized 

trial. Other sites include the Meal Market, which was the largest open-air market slave market in the 

United States until the years following the Haitian Revolution; two sites of the African Free School; and 

the Isaac Hopper book store where abolitionists and the likes of Harriet Tubman organized for their cause.  

 

Lower Manhattan also has a dense concentration of well-marked sites that are notable for their place in 

the founding of America– underscoring just how intimately this history is tied to that of enslavement. For 

example, within a few blocks of each other are the tavern where George Washington bid farewell to his 

troops after the Revolutionary War, an event that also set  in motion a battle over whether or not enslaved 

people who fought for the British in exchange for their freedom would remain free; the Tontine Coffee 

House where enslaved people were bought and sold which would go on to house the first New York 

Stock Exchange in 1792; and Trinity Wall Street, where prominent congregants like Alexander Hamilton 

and John Jay founded the Manumission Society to educate Black children. In 1991, during the 

construction of the Ted Weiss Federal Building at 290 Broadway, workers discovered the remains that are 

now believed to have belonged to more than 400 free and enslaved Africans buried over 300 years ago. 

The site was designated a National Historic Landmark in 1993 and became a National Monument in 

2006.  

 
However, without a unifying historical narrative, these landmarks risk appearing to the average viewer as 

a form of trivia from the past. A project like the “Freedom Trail” would make sense of these disparate 

sites by connecting the dots with what we in the history business call “scaffolding”: context, detail, and 

narrative structure. It is my belief and hope that someone might encounter a piece of information 

inadvertently on the trail and become interested enough to pursue learning more about the past.  
 
The addition of physical markers commemorating sites along a “Freedom Trail” would make an 

important contribution by giving voice to the rich history of resistance and abolition that was also part of 

our City’s history. Unlike a freestanding exhibition or digital archive curated by one institution, physical 

markers commemorating a “Freedom Trail” put in place by a collaborative task force would allow a much 
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wider audience to reckon with this history and invite them into a rich historic conversation underway at 

many of our cultural institutions. A diversity of viewpoints perspectives on the task force would ensure 

that the story is told with historical rigor, accuracy, and fresh perspective. It is my belief and hope that 

someone might encounter a piece of information inadvertently on the trail and become interested enough 

to pursue learning more about the past.  
 
We live in an era where historical inquiry is under attack. Across the United States, book bans and state 

curriculum mandates forbid teachers from discussing topics as fundamental to understanding our history 

as slavery and Reconstruction. For historians, this is bad news: our work, at its best, is to rigorously 

account for the past in the hope that a different future might be possible. In 2022, New York City hosted 

over 56 million tourists. If we do it right, the creation of a Freedom Trail project allows us the rare 

opportunity to speak to them about the history of this country with truth, integrity, and care. The New-

York Historical Society looks forward to working collaboratively with the other partner institutions who 

will be involved in crafting the final version of the Freedom Trail in Lower Manhattan.  

 

 



Thank you, Chair Nantasha Williams, Chair Osse, and members of the Committee on Civil and
Human Rights and the Committee on Cultural Affairs. My name is Steven Payne, and I am a
professional historian and Director of The Bronx County Historical Society, a member of the
Cultural Institutions Group (CIG). Thank you for the opportunity to testify, and for your ongoing
support of arts and culture across New York City.

I am writing to express my enthusiastic support of Intro. 1150, which would work towards
establishing a Freedom Trail in New York City commemorating sites that were associated with
the Underground Railroad and Abolitionist movement. The eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
Abolitionist movement aimed at abolishing slavery—like the contemporary Abolitionist
movement aimed at abolishing the afterlives of slavery—represents the core of genuine
democracy in this country. Creating a Freedom Trail from the multiple sites throughout New York
City that contributed to this legacy of struggle is an excellent way to uplift and foster a tangible
sense of pride in this history. In many instances, more research needs to be conducted to
identify and unearth sites relevant to this history, especially in the outer boroughs. Then, as now,
Abolitionism was a dangerous affair, so secrecy and lack of record-keeping were par for the
course. The appointment of members of the proposed Task Force for Intro. 1150, therefore,
should be taken very seriously, given the incredible importance and contemporary relevance of
this history.

As has been the case in Boston, a Freedom Trail in New York City also has the potential to
attract more visitors to our great city. As a result, it will be important to situate this
commemorative project in a holistic and intentional framework of contemporary social, racial,
and economic justice. It is my hope that this Freedom Trail, when implemented, will provide
multiple otherwise disenfranchised neighborhoods across New York City a chance to become
major cultural hubs, grounded in the elevation of the history of struggles for human freedom and
liberation.

Thank you, as always, for the opportunity to testify, and for your leadership.
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September 22, 2023 

To the Honorable New York City Council, 

On behalf of the staff, Board of Trustees, and all constituents of the Queens 
Historical Society I would like to voice our full support of the proposed bill, Int. No. 
1150,  that would establish a task force to consider the creation of a citywide New 
York City freedom trail and a Lower Manhattan freedom trail in that area.  

The freedom trail will feature walkable tours which mark and commemorate historical 
sites in New York City that are associated with the abolitionist movement and 
Underground Railroad. 

As executive director of the Queens Historical Society, I am honored to support this 
bill as trails like the proposed freedom trail will serve the community for generations 
to come who will learn of these important stories of the past long after we have 
gone.   

Flushing, Queens, the home of the Queens Historical Society, has played an integral 
part in the Underground Railroad. Notable historic Flushing locations including the 
John Bowne House, the Quaker Meeting House and even the present day location 
of Citi Field (which 200 years ago was an island called St. Ronan’s Well), were all 
used as hiding places for runaway slaves who were making their way to freedom.  

For more than 50 years, the Queens Historical Society remains committed to 
preserving, showcasing, and celebrating the history and culture of Queens - the most 
dynamic and diverse county in America. 

Thank you and stay safe, 

Jason D. Antos 
Executive Director 
jantos@queenshistoricalsociety.org  
718-939-0647 Ext.18  

 
143-35 37th Avenue  

Flushing, NY 11354   Tel: (718) 939-0647
Fax: (718) 539-9885          www.queenshistoricalsociety.org

info@queenshistoricalsociety.org

http://www.queenshistoricalsociety.org/
mailto:info@queenshistoricalsociety.org
mailto:bduknic@queenshistoricalsociety.org














	
	

	

The Gotham Center for New York City History 

 

365 Fifth Avenue 

Room 6103 

New York, NY 10016-4309 

gothamcenter@gc.cuny.edu 

http://www.gothamcenter.org/ 

Testimony for New York City Council Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and 
International Intergroup Relations,  Hearing on INT 1150-2023 New York city 
Freedom Trail Task Force Proposal 

September 19, 2023 

Members of the Committee: 

Thank you for this opportunity to make a statement in support of the goal of bringing 
greater public awareness to the central place of New York City to the history of struggle 
in America over slavery, equality, freedom, and citizenship, contests that go the very 
core of the meaning of America, and what it means to be an American. New York City 
is the home for numerous important sites in the history of American abolitionism and 
the Underground Railroad, some already recognized, others largely forgotten and 
unmarked. The Gotham Center for New York City History at the City University of 
New York’s Graduate Center supports the proposal for a Freedom Trail, which should 
use a series of informative markers to link these sites to educate the public about both 
the history of slavery and the movement to destroy it. 

The Freedom Trail would give the public a major resource that is sorely absent 
from the landscape, paying homage to all those New Yorkers who suffered in captivity 
and bravely fought to liberate others. The Gotham Center has just launched a similar 
project, NYC Revolutionary Trail, which combines walking tours of historic sites with 
educational material for teachers, to likewise raise awareness of NYC’s centrality in the 
history of the American Revolution. A key part of this effort is to diversify the standard 
narrative, and highlight the complicated role that slavery played in the story, 
particularly in New York. 

To take just one example, many people know Fraunces Tavern, a prominent stop 
in our Trail, as the location at which General George Washington announced his 
resignation to a gathering of his officers after the British evacuation. Fewer know that it 
hosted an even larger moment in the history of freedom as the site of the Birch Trials, 
which determined the fate of 3,000+ black Loyalists, before Washington’s return. Under 
British occupation, New York became an “island of liberty,” with 10,000 “fugitives” or 
“runaways” finding sanctuary in the wider metropolitan area during the war, roughly 
half the number who escaped slavery during what has been called “the first 
emancipation.” With independence assured in 1782-83, slaveowners flocked to New 
York from around the colonies in search of their “property.” Boston King remembered 
the “inexpressible anguish and terror” the population felt at the sight and thought of 
masters “seizing upon slaves in the streets of New York, [and] even dragging them out 

https://www.gothamcenter.org/


 

	
	

of their beds.” Aware of such threats and violence, British General Sir Guy Carleton 
established a commission to meet every Wednesday to evaluate owners’ claims. The 
commission issued documents (“Birch certificates”) granting freedom to thousands, 
including many soldiers like King who settled in Nova Scotia. In all, 1,336 men, 914 
women, and 740 children were manumitted. While modest in number, not until the 
Civil War would so many again gain their freedom at once. The British decision to not 
compensate their owners was also historic, rarely exampled later. 

In direct response to the “kidnapping industry,” which continued to threaten Black 
New Yorkers even after British evacuation, citizens gathered at Simmons’ Tavern at the 
northwest corner of Wall and Nassau Streets on January 25, 1785 to establish the New 
York Manumission Society (NYMS). While no historic marker exists for the Tavern, the 
NYMS was perhaps only the second abolitionist organization ever to be created at that 
point. Their work involved lobbying the state legislature for various reforms, providing 
legal assistance to enslaved persons, reporting violations of laws against slave trading, 
and most significant for this committee establishing the foundation of Black education 
in NYC by building the African Free Schools, probably the first schools for Blacks in 
America. Founded with the aim of proving that whites and Blacks were equal in 
intellectual ability, they educated the children of formerly enslaved people for economic 
independence and civic participation. The schools were eventually incorporated into 
the city’s common school system, and left a legacy well worth commemorating. Among 
those who graduated were important Black abolitionists like Henry Highland Garnet 
and James McCune Smith. 

The Freedom Trail should also educate the public about other nationally important sites 
in NYC, like 152 Church Street. This was the original home of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion Church, where one of the first African Americans to earn a college 
degree, John Brown Russwurm, and his partner Reverend Samuel Cornish, printed the 
first African American newspaper in 1827, Freedom’s Journal. That year, New York 
finally mandated the emancipation of its 3,000 remaining slaves. Russwurm, Cornish,  
and other Black printers defended the freedom of runway slaves, fought to provide 
equal educational resources, civil and political rights, and abolition of slavery.  

Other key sites include the offices of the Colored American at No. 2 Frankfort Street1 and 
No. 9 Spruce Street,2 and later the Weekly Anglo-African at 48 Beekman Street.3 These 
newspapers served as hubs for connecting Black New Yorkers with activists elsewhere 
in the state and country. Alongside Black churches, they were also centers of 
community organization, protecting free Black New Yorkers from kidnapping through 
vigilance committees. They also successfully petitioned the state for laws protecting due 
process rights of alleged fugitives, planning and carrying out interference with the 
activities of slave catchers, and providing refuge, transportation, and material assistance 
to those fleeing enslavement. Perhaps no location was more important to this last set of 

	
1	Colored	American,	March	28,	1838.	
2	Colored	American,	October	2,	1841.	
3	Weekly	Anglo-African,	October	29,	1859.	



 

	
	

activities than 36 Lispenard Street, the home of Black abolitionist David Ruggles and, 
for years, headquarters of the New York Vigilance Committee, which helped thousands 
of refugees from enslavement escape through New York. 

At 143 Nassau Street, the American Anti-Slavery Society (AAS) served as the 
headquarters for a massive campaign during the 1830s that pushed the issue of slavery 
onto the floor of the national legislature. The AAS issued the Emancipator, and later the 
National Anti-Slavery Standard. Its presses also turned out copy after copy of searing 
indictments like American Slavery As It Is, a book compiled by Theodore Dwight Weld, 
Angelina Grimke-Weld and Sarah Grimke. Not least importantly, for decades before the 
Civil War, the Nassau Street printing office also published works condemning 
discrimination and prejudice against people of color.4 Alongside these publications, 
NYC’s abolitionist organizations played an outsized role in the struggle against 
American slavery. So central was the Nassau Street office to the abolitionist movement 
that pro-slavery forces in Congress used ‘Nassau Street’ to denote similar activity in the 
nation at large, just as today people refer to ‘Wall Street’ or ‘Silicon Valley’ 
metaphorically.5 

Many people know about the NYC draft riots, which viciously targeted abolitionist 
homes, Black churches, and the Colored Orphan asylum in July 1863. Few know about 
the anti-abolition riots that rocked NYC between October 1833 and August 1834. The 
most intense rioting lasted over two days in July 1834, requiring the National Guard to 
restore order. Pro-slavers condemned New York’s many abolitionists and sought to 
reassure slaveholders that their aims had little sympathy in the city. Rioters targeted 
Black homes, churches, and businesses, and burned the home of Lewis Tappan on Rose 
Street, minutes from City Hall by foot. Tappan, a prominent abolitionist, had 
contributed significant amounts of money to the cause and served on the boards of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society as well as on the New York State Vigilance Committee. 

These activities made NYC a national testing-ground for debate over the civil and 
political rights of all persons (regardless of color), the constitutional obligations of 
states, the powers of the federal government, and the place of African Americans in 
American society and their relationship to the system of government. All these contests 
were rooted in conflicting beliefs about the morality and legality of enslavement. They 
were a powerful force driving the nation towards both Civil War, laying important 
groundwork for the dramatic changes of Reconstruction.  

	
4	William	Jay,	An	Inquiry	in	the	Character	and	Tendencies	of	the	American	Colonization,	and	American	Anti-
Slavery	Societies,	10th	Ed.	(New	York:	American	Anti-Slavery	Society,	1840);	[William	Jay],	On	the	Condition	of	
the	Free	People	of	Color	in	the	United	States	(New	York:	American	Anti-Slavery	Society,	1839);	see	notice	of	
American	Anti-Slavery	Society’s	press	issuing	Lydia	Maria	Child’s	anti-racist	An	Appeal	on	Behalf	of	that	Class	
of	Americans	Called	Africans	(originally	published	in	Boston	in	1833)	found	in	New	York	Emancipator,	April	1,	
1836.	
5	Congressional	Globe,	24th	Congress,	1	session,	Appendix,	90,	287;	William	Lee	Miller,	Arguing	About	Slavery:	
The	Great	Battle	in	the	United	States	Congress	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	1996),	97.	



 

	
	

There are other sites connected with this history also deserving of recognition, but any 
Freedom Trail linking NYC’s historically significant sites would be an important step in 
bringing greater public awareness to the history of these contests and their pivotal role 
in shaping the American past, present, and future. 

 

Thank you for your time and attention. 

 

 

Andrew J. Lang 
The Gotham Center for New York City History 
The Graduate Center, City University of New York 



To: The New York City Council Committee on Civil and Human Rights and the Committee on Cultural 

Affairs, Libraries, and International Intergroup Relations 

From: Hope Church East Village, Reparations Working Group 

Re: Int. 716, Int. 934, Int. 1073, Int. 1082, Int. 1085, Int. 1101, Int. 1118, and Int. 1150 

 

Date: September 19, 2023 

 

Thank you to the Committee on Civil and Human Rights and the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and 

International Intergroup Relations for the opportunity to testify in support of the bills being heard today, 

especially Intro 1082 and Intro 1073. We are a group of New York City residents and congregants at Hope 

Church East Village, who are deeply interested in seeing reparations paid to Black Americans in New York City. 

Given the centuries of federal inaction on this topic, we formed this group to consider what reparations could look 

like for us individually and as a church community in New York City. The proposals before the committee mirror 

some of the reforms we have been trying to practice and implement in our church community.  

 

We acknowledge that European colonizers stole the land that constitutes New York City from the Lenape people, 

for which they have yet to receive redress. While we understand that the focus of this hearing is reparations for 

Black Americans, we hope that these efforts inspire reconciliation and reparations for Indigenous peoples as well. 

 

New York City actively participated in and facilitated the Trans-Atlantic Slave trade. Large corporations that 

currently call New York City home earned unconscionable profits on goods produced by slave labor. This mass 

exploitation continues to have downstream effects in the present for Black Americans. Yet so many New Yorkers 

do not know or understand our city’s horrific, inextricable connection to slavery.  

 

We are encouraged to see that Intro 1082 would create a task force to consider the impact of slavery and 

reparations for past injustices. It is crucial to fully understand the extent of the loss and harm caused by the 

institution of slavery to properly address them. To that end, we also support the intent of Intro 1073 to establish 

historical facts about slavery in New York City and recommend changes for governments and institutions to 

prevent recurrence and perpetuation of harm. We agree that it is crucial for this process to have robust public 

participation where the experiences and recommendations of directly impacted communities are centered. Further, 

we hope that the report and its recommendations will lead to actionable change and tangible economic benefit for 

Black New Yorkers. In support of this, our church is open to hosting a public forum as described in 1073 § 8-

1104. Our facility possesses capabilities for livestreaming, media presentation, and convenient access to public 

transportation.  

 

Given New York City’s deplorable history of facilitating and profiting from the slave trade and the centrality of 

enslaved labor to the city’s economic growth, we applaud the committees’ leadership on taking these first steps 

towards reconciling the atrocities of slavery. We urge the council to vote in favor of Intro 1082 and Intro 1073 so 

that the process of paying reparations to Black Americans may finally begin. We look forward to seeing bold and 

creative approaches to reconciliation and reparation.  

 

Respectfully, 

 

Nathan Lee 

Flora Wang Lee 

Sonya Chung 

Robert Lewis Briggs 

Ariana Chuang 

Gabrielle Tang 

Jiwon Kim 







Ten Reasons Int. 1085 is Bad Legislation 
Washington Street Advocacy Group, September 19, 2023 
 
1: The Public Design Commission is unqualified. This small entity contains design professionals, 
not historians. It is unqualified to do mass evaluation of all historical figures represented in 
public art (as well as school names) in New York City. 
 
2: The definition of “crimes against humanity” is too broad. By Int. 1085’s definition, normal 
historical practices in both war and “peacetime” would now be declared as “crimes against 
humanity.” However, in those eras, this concept did not exist. Even now, we would not declare 
any “persecution” of a group as a “crime against humanity.” This definition whittles down a term 
that is supposed to be used against exceptional acts in the present that violate broadly-
accepted, current moral standards. It provides no historical insight besides allowing present-day 
people, who have their own massive moral failings, to feel self-satisfied. 
 
3: The time scale is too short. There are thousands of artworks in the City’s collection, including 
paintings, drawings, and sculptures. 180 days is insufficient to both review these works and 
create a generalized plan for removal. 
 
4: The slavery provisions are overbroad. New York was a slave state until 1827. As a center of 
finance, almost all major figures in New York City history could be said to have benefited 
economically from slavery. This legislation would give an unelected body the ability to remove 
public art tied to nearly every figure in New York City’s history who was alive before the end of 
the Civil War. 
 
5: The indigenous people provisions are also overbroad. American commerce and expansion 
were inherently linked to the “forcible transfer of indigenous people.” This would justify the 
removal of artwork related to many historical figures across nearly all eras of American and New 
York City history, arguably even up to today. There is no indication that current indigenous 
people are demanding such an action, which provides no compensation against this central 
aspect of colonization itself. One should ask if the City Council would be prepared to return 
Manhattan Island itself. 
 
6: There are no real alternatives to removal provided because an artwork theoretically “can” 
always be removed. The legislation assumes that “removal” is the only remedy to address an 
artwork that represents a controversial figure, and that the choice of a plaque would be for 
practical reasons. In truth, the choice of removal versus a plaque would become a political one, 
making the purpose of the commission moot. The legislation would just serve to mask political 
decisions by the Mayor’s Office. 
 
7: The legislation would target George Washington. Clearly, as worded, this legislation could 
result in the removal of the statues of George Washington in City Hall and in Union Square, and 
certainly in paintings and drawings elsewhere. This needs a broader and specific discussion, or 
it could divide the nation unnecessarily at a dangerous moment in American history. 



 
8: The timeframes are arbitrary. The legislation contains no standards on the scale of what is to 
be reviewed in 180 days versus annually. This would enable the Commission to be used purely 
as a tool by the Mayor’s Office to address political needs as they come, rather than establish a 
thoughtful body of historical review and plaque authorship staffed by experts. 
 
9: The role of the speaker of the council is not clear. The Council doesn’t have jurisdiction over 
Public Design Commission decisions beyond oversight. 
 
10: No budgeting. The removal of artwork on this scale would be extremely expensive, and the 
legislation does not address this. It also does not address what will happen with the works. 



 
 
September 21, 2023 
 
 
To: New York City Commission on  
 
Re: Int 1150-2023  Version *  Establishing a New York City Freedom Trail  
        Task Force 
 
 
Dear Council Members:  
 
 
I am writing today – on behalf of the Underground Railroad Consortium of New York State 
(URCNYS) - in support of the Council bill to establish of a task force to study the development of 
a city-wide, or neighborhood, walking tour to promote education and understanding of the 
important antislavery and Underground Railroad history of New York City. We believe such a 
task force could lead to important social, educative and tourist value to the City. 
 
The Underground Railroad Consortium of New York State (URCNYS) is a group of over two 
dozen historic sites and supporters whose focus has been on research, education and public 
presentations about the verified and rich history, specifically, of the Underground Railroad and, 
more generally, of the history of enslavement and the abolition movement throughout the state. 
URCNYS has recently been awarded a grant to develop and manage the Harriet Tubman 
Corridor, a cross-state trail offering scores of opportunities for in-person experience of 
Tubman’s specific legacy along with the broader history of antislavery and the UGRR in the 
State. You can find out more about us at https://www.urcnys.org.  
 
We believe in-person tours bring great value to the visitors’ experience. This includes the 
visitors’ direct experience of the spatial and geographic relationships of history. While on-line 
“tours” (e.g., digital maps) can be very helpful in gaining a quick overview of the breadth of 
history, it’s the in situ experience that permits a deeper understanding of the history. Even when 
a building or site no longer exists, the story of the site and its relationship to other nearby sites 
lends an invaluable dimension to the tour. In addition, bringing historic walking tours to 
neighborhoods can foster greater appreciation of both the historic and current position of the 
neighborhood in the history of New York City … and might also promote tourism, which would 
accrue to the benefit of both the specific neighborhood and to the city itself. 
 
Across New York State, group organizations (for example, URCNYS, county and local historical 
societies) as well as individual historic sites (including many in New York City) are promoting 
and successfully hosting in-person walking tours. The addition of an organized and City- 



 
 
 
sponsored walking tour program would undoubtedly bring powerful educative and cultural 
benefits to the city and its people.   
 
For these reasons, we again note our support for the creation of the proposed as a n important 
step in this direction. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. Please let me know if I can provide additional information. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Peter A. Bunten 
Vice President 
Underground Railroad Consortium of New York State 
pabunten1@gmail.com 
301-335-0196 
 
 
 
 
 



September 22, 2023

TESTIMONY - Int 1150-2023 | To Establish a New York City Freedom Trail Task Force

Dear Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries & International Intergroup Relations:

I submit this testimony in support of the legislation seeking an exploratory commission on the
matter of freedom trails in NYC on behalf of the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture,
our director Joy L. Bivins, our staff, and volunteers.

On the simple matter of an exploratory commission, the answer is a resounding yes. We make
this recommendation convinced of the tremendous benefit of well-researched and designed
freedom trails in NYC (perhaps connecting as we know they obviously can to other such trails of
historic significance that extend through the state of New York and westward marking the many
roads to freedom.

The Schomburg Center is a research library of The New York Public Library and a world
renowned archive with over 11 million items revealing the richness and complexity of the history
and culture of African Americans, Africans, and the African Diaspora. As stewards of the
collection we make it accessible to students and curious individuals eager to know this history.
We know there are many doors through which people access this history, and the use of freedom
trails, with mapping, walking tours, and online investigation is potent for all age groups, for New
York City schools and residents, and for a burgeoning tourist market. There is literally no
downside to researching and devising freedom trails, as long as it is done with historic accuracy
and honesty, without political or personal guile, and with an educational framework in mind.

Freedom trails, like park monuments, historic homes and sites, and cultural centers, offer visitors
a view into the history of our country and all of the people who came and contributed to the
American fabric. Freedom trails make this history easily accessible and once crafted through
research, mapping, and other educational tools, it remains forever for all to enjoy.

The Schomburg Center wholeheartedly supports without reservation the proposal to establish a
New York City freedom trail task force.

Sincerely,

Kevin C. Matthews
Deputy Director

515 Malcolm X Boulevard, New York, NY 10037 | 212.491.2263 | schomburgcenter.org
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Zee Dempster 
dempstar@hotmail.com 
 

Statement on the forma�on of a NYC Freedom Trail Task Force 

September 17, 2023 

Thank you for giving me this opportunity to voice my support for the forma�on of a NYC Freedom Trail 
Task Force. My name is Zee Dempster. I am President of the NY Ramblers Hiking Club. I work at the CUNY 
Graduate Center as the Assistant Director of IRADAC (the Ins�tute for Research on the African Diaspora 
in the Americas and the Caribbean), and Assistant Coordinator of the AFCP (the Africana Studies 
Cer�ficate Program). I am also on the Board of Trustees of the PSC-CUNY Welfare Fund (Professional 
Staff Congress).  

I became an avid hiker in 2012 when I joined the NY Ramblers. I speak from experience when I say one of 
the highlights of hiking in the Tri-state area has been discovering all the historic sites intertwined within 
the numerous hiking trails like the Old Croton Aqueduct, the Old Erie Path and the Walkway Over the 
Hudson. Individual NY Ramblers hike leaders have already pieced together specialty hikes honoring the 
area’s prominent African Americans. As a trustee for the Welfare Fund, our mission is to ensure solid 
healthcare coverage for thirty-thousand union members, so they can engage in a healthy, ac�ve lifestyle. 
For the past thirteen years, I have had the privilege of working with the top researchers of American 
scholarship and African Diaspora studies at the IRADAC and AFCP.  

The �mely establishment of the NYC Freedom Trail Task Force is impera�ve. Its crea�on has the 
immediate effect of giving the trail credibility and making the forma�on of the trail a reality. The rapidly 
changing nature of New York City’s real estate development threatens to permanently erase these 
landmark loca�ons. They can begin immediately researching and iden�fying the areas that need to be 
preserved. Post-pandemic NYC may look very different, the �mely establishment of the task force is 
crucial to preserving the trail before its pathways are lost forever.  

The task force immediately begins to establish an archive. By documen�ng what is found, they present 
proof of the historical past and give evidence of American History. They bring to light an otherwise 
forgoten past. The task force will be a counterbalance to the nega�vity surrounding the truths and the 
retelling of American History. A diverse and well-established task force comprised of people from all 
walks of life, represen�ng diverse cultures, academics, preserva�onists, persons connected with parks 
and recrea�on, hikers, and average New Yorkers, will be brought together to work toward the common 
goal of honoring the descendants of African slaves who will be equally represented.  

The task force, through the crea�on of the NYC Freedom Trail, will ul�mately aid in the economic 
recovery of NYC. As people are coming out of Covid-19, they have learned the importance of our 

mailto:dempstar@hotmail.com
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na�onal historic places. Na�onal Park atendance and hiking par�cipa�on is at a record high. People are 
searching and wan�ng to enjoy the outdoors. The NYC Freedom Trail will connect to the already 
established trails such as the NYC Greenway and the Old Croton Aqueduct etc. and encourage people to 
visit those park sites. Tourists will learn about the city, America, and themselves. Hiking and walking trails 
are not visited once, they are visited repeatedly as people familiarize themselves with the area, create 
las�ng memories and visit �me and �me again. People will make annual visits which will add to the local 
economy. The goal of the task force to create the NYC Freedom Trail will benefit New Yorkers and 
Americans as a whole, as it will be open and accessible to all people.    

I strongly support the immediate crea�on of the NYC Freedom Trail Task Force. Thank you. 

Sincerely, 

Zee Dempster 
Zee Dempster 
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