
St. Mark’s Relation to Slavery, part 1 
 
Chattel slavery began in New Amsterdam in 1626, when the Dutch West India Company sold 11 
Africans as slaves.  At that time, Peter Stuyvesant was the Dutch Director General of the colony 
of New Netherland (1647-1664). The colony was ceded to the British in 1664, and shortly 
thereafter referred to as New York, after the Duke of York.  
 
 
Under the British, enslaved people encountered harsher conditions of social control and 
punishments than under Dutch rule.  Enslaved people, predominantly of African heritage, were 
bought and sold at the official slave market, located at the corner of Wall and Pearl Streets from 
1711 to 1762.  By the 1800s, New York ranked number one in the northern colonies in buying, 
selling and letting out enslaved people. New York, indeed ranked second in importance to 
Charleston, South Carolina in the Triangular Trade, which sent enslaved people and the goods 
they produced in a constant flow around the Atlantic Ocean from England to Africa to the 
Americas and to the Caribbean. After much negotiation, New York legislated for gradual 
abolition in the state in 1799, however it was not officially abolished until 1827. 
 
With over a century of cultural changeover, from Dutch to English, to becoming the new republic 
of the United States of America, the society's institutions reflected those changes. Elements of 
each culture survived and blended to form a culture that was becoming a hybrid, but distinctly 
American culture. Churches were no exception, and were a part of the institution building at that 
time.  
 
St. Mark’s-in-the-Bowery has its origins in the early events and enslavement culture of our city’s 
history. During the New Amsterdam era, Peter (aka Pieter or Petrus) Stuyvesant, a very 
religious and passionate person, but also narrow minded, established a little settlement in the 
upper and outer regions of the colony. The area known as the “Bouwerie” or farm, was a 62-
acre tract of land, approximately located from 6th to 23rd Streets, and bounded by Avenue C to 
the east, and Fourth Avenue to the west. According to the Clerk of the Vestry in “The Historical 
Sketch of St. Mark’s Church”, on his farm, Stuyvesant determined: 

 
For the accommodation of these people, as well as his own household, and particularly 
the negro slaves, of whom some forty lived in the neighborhood, the governor built a little 
chapel where, in the year 1660, regular clerical ministrations were begun by Domine 
Henry Selyns, a poet in Dutch and Latin, the friend and correspondent of Cotton Mather. 
(p 107) 
 

The blending of cultures, families and institutions persisted over one century after the 
succession of colony rule. By the 1790s, Peter Stuyvesant’s great grandchildren were now very 
much a part of English culture, having joined as members of the Corporation of Trinity Church. 
With population growth in the lower sections of New York came the rise of familiar nuisances, 
such as health care issues, disease, housing shortages due to overcrowding, and lack of 
amenities. This caused people to head and settle in neighborhoods farther north. In need of 
churches to accommodate the new “uptowners,” near the Bouwerie, Petrus Stuyvesant the IV 
made a proposal to Trinity. He lobbied to the Vestry of Trinity Church the erection of a church on 
his family estate. He offered to give them £800 and a plot of land the size equivalent to twelve 



(12) city lots. Mr. Richard Harrison, a Vestryman of Trinity Church and Alexander Hamilton 
made it possible legally for St. Mark’s to stand as its own entity, independent of Trinity Wall 
Street.  
 
It took six years to pay for and erect the new church that stood on Stuyvesant’s old farm. In May 
1799, the new building was completed and consecrated. Attendance ranged from over 200 
people in the summer season, to 70 or so in the winter. And as the clerk of the vestry described 
the congregation, and proviso by its benefactor, Petrus Stuyvesant IV, 
 

The names of most of the first members of St. Mark’s appear on the pages of “The Old 
Merchants of New York,” and many of them were related by intermarriage. It was a well-
to-do, almost aristocratic congregation, but the picture would be incomplete if we failed to 
take note of the dusky faces in the background, for in nearly all the wealthier families, 
there were still negro slaves, and one of the stipulations in the grant of a burial ground 
made by Petrus Stuyvesant [IV], in 1803, was that “the rector, churchwardens and vestry, 
their successors and assigns, shall at anytime hereafter permit and suffer the interment 
of any person who now is and has been the slave of the said Petrus Stuyvesant, and the 
children of all such persons, in the said burial ground, without the charge of any 
mortuaries, burial fee, or other ecclesiastical duties whatsoever.”  (p 116) 
 

A picture in the St. Mark’s archives, currently housed at the New-York Historical Society on West 
77th Street and Central Park West, shows people of African ancestry in the balconies of the church. 
Whether or not these people were enslaved or free is unknown, however it helps crystallize to 
members of our community and beyond, the role of our church, our congregants and the northern 
colonies in the complex history of the Transatlantic slave trade, but more specifically, slavery in 
New York. 
 
https://nycemetery.wordpress.com/2011/06/04/st-mark%E2%80%99s-in-the-bowery-
churchyard-and-cemetery/.   

 


