
 

GETHSEMANE CEMETERY 
“A BERGEN COUNTY HISTORIC SITE”  

Located between Summit Place & Liberty Street in Little Ferry, NJ 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

GUIDE TO  GETHSEMANE’S GRAVE MARKERS  
 

 
 

This guide may be downloaded from the Bergen County website www.co.bergen.nj.us 
  



 
Start with the gravestones on your  

right as you enter the cemetery, and  
follow in a counter-clockwise direction. 

 
 

 
PLEASE RETURN THIS GUIDE BEFORE LEAVING  

GETHSEMANE CEMETERY. 

 
Thank you! 



Gethsemane Cemetery 
Little Ferry, NJ  

“A Bergen County Historic Site” 
 

G ethsemane Cemetery is located west of the Hackensack River in the northern half of Little Ferry, NJ.  
It’s not known when the first interment was made here. A 

deed of sale on November 17, 1860 to three prominent white 
Hackensack residents states that this one acre of land was to be 
used as a “cemetery for the colored population of the Village of 
Hackensack…”  On March 21, 1901, the Gethsemane Cemetery 
Association was incorporated and the “Colored Cemetery”  
passed from white to black trusteeship.  Seven trustees were 
appointed: William Hire, William Jackson, Thomas See, Thomas 
H. Tiebout, James P. Westcomb, George W. White, and Samuel 
Winfield.  The cemetery’s official name then became Gethsema-
ne Cemetery. 
 The cemetery is located on a 1-acre sandy hill bordered on the west by Liberty (Moonachie) Road, 
which dates from 1819, and on the east Summit Place.  Further to the east is the Bergen Turnpike road, 
originally laid out in 1804. Historically this area has been called “Sand Hill,” and the 
burial ground was sometimes called San or Sand Hill Cemetery.   
 The graves of over 500 people have been documented here.  They include that 
of Elizabeth Dulfer (#11) who was born a slave c1790, freed in 1822, and died in 
1880.  During the 19th century, the clay pits in this area became the source of 

thriving brick and pottery industries.  
Among those who had the foresight to tap 
into these deposits was Elizabeth.  She be-
gan amassing land here early in 1847 and 
eventually became one of the areas wealthi-
est businesswomen and landholders.  
 Two Civil War veterans, Peter M. 
Billings and Silas M. Carpenter, were also 
buried here but they have no grave markers.  
Both served in the Union Army in the Twenty-Ninth (Colored)  



Connecticut Volunteer Regiment, an Infantry unit that was ultimately one of 
the four “colored” regiments in the Tenth Corps.  Carpenter was born in 
Connecticut and Billings in New Jersey.  
 Fewer than fifty gravestones, some only fragments, still exist. Twenty-
seven stones have inscriptions; the carved dates of death range between 
1878 and 1911.  Low stone and metal fences outlined a few family plots.  

 It is notable that African-American tradition places great importance 
on burial.  It should be remembered that the presence or lack of gravestones 
at Gethsemane do not necessarily reflect the economic or social status of 
the deceased or their families.  Of great significance are the terra-cotta pipe 

grave-markers that 
were found here in the 
1980s.  These are evidence of surviving West Afri-
can burial customs that have been found in south-
ern cemeteries.  These clay pipes, in addition to 
connecting the world of the living and the dead, 
were water-related, an example of African symbol-
ism.  
 

G ethsemane Cemetery figured prominently in 
the controversy surrounding the burial of 
Samuel Bass, sexton of Hackensack’s First 

Baptist Church.  It was reported in The Hackensack Republican of January 31, 1884, that when he died 
that month he was denied burial in the all-white Hackensack Cemetery.  Instead, his family and church 
had to bury him in Gethsemane Cemetery.  Public feeling was heated and reached beyond the local ar-
ea.  Besides the local Bergen County Democrat and The Hackensack Republican newspapers, several ar-
ticles on this denial of burial appeared in The New York Times and The New York Globe.  
 This situation was brought before the New Jersey state legislature by the state’s newly-elected gov-
ernor, Leon Abbett.  He protested the denial and in a strong statement to the State Legislature said:  
 

 “The regulation that refuses a Christian burial to the body of a deceased citizen upon the ground of 
color is not, in my judgment, a reasonable regulation, and therefore the church has the right to make the 



interment...The Legislature should see that the civil and 
political rights of all men, whether white or black are 
protected...It ought not be tolerated in this State that a 
corporation whose existence depends on the Legisla-
ture's will, and whose property is exempt from taxation 
because of its religious uses, should be permitted to 
make a distinction between a white man and a black 
man.” 
 

       Two months later in March 1884, legislation 
dubbed the “Negro Burial Bill” was passed. 
 

B urials continued in Gethsemane until the 1920s. 
Over time the site was neglected and vandalized. 

Stones were stolen or broken, and the cemetery be-
came a dumping ground for car parts, garbage and all 

matter of items.  When the cemetery’s very existence was threatened with 
destruction through development, members of the African-American 
community began the fight to save it.  By 1985, title passed to Bergen 
County which saved it from the proposed development.  
 In the 1980s, now a Bergen County-owned historic site, archaeolo-
gist Dr. Joan Geismar performed and supervised in-depth research, anal-
ysis and restoration work at Gethsemane financed by the county.  The 
staff of the Bergen County Division of Cultural and Historic Affairs 
(DCHA) and volunteers of the African-American Studies Committee of the 
Bergen County Historical Society conducted a comprehensive survey and 
inventory of the site.  In 1988 gravestone conservationist Lynette 
Strangstad began repairing some of the stones.  In 1989 Dr. Geismar and 
James Mellett conducted non-intrusive Ground Penetrating Radar sur-
veys which determined the locations and approximate number of burials.  
In 1992 the DCHA published Dr. Geismar’s resulting research in the 
book: Gethsemane Cemetery in Death and Life. 



F ew written records have been found for burials dating from before the 1870s at Gethsemane.  Most 
likely there were earlier burials but these remain unknown.  The first documented burial was that 

of Cornelia Smith, a 10-month old infant known from her gravestone to have died August 13, 1866.  
Records from the local Ricardo Funeral Home, the establishment responsible for many Gethsemane 
burials beginning in 1885, provided much of the information on who was buried here.  From its begin-
ning, Gethsemane served as a family cemetery for the local African-American population; after 1884 it 
also became a potter’s filed for indigent Caucasians.  The two most common family names found at 
Gethsemane are Thompson, with 21 documented burials, and Jackson, with 22.  The last documented 
burial, that of Louis Swinney, occurred on December 14, 1924.   
 Although the location of Gethsemane’s original entrance is unknown, a plain sandstone obelisk 
(#25) that stands in what is believed to be its 
original position approximately half way be-
tween Liberty Street and Summit Place, may 
provide a clue.  There are no burials associat-
ed with it and a corridor devoid of burials 
runs from the obelisk to the southern bound-
ary.  This suggests that the entrance was in 
this area.   
 In 1994 Gethsemane Cemetery was en-
tered onto the New Jersey and National Regis-
ters of Historic Places due to the significant 
role it played in the enactment of New Jer-
sey’s early civil rights legislation as well as 
containing evidence of West African burial 
customs. 
 In 2003 the County celebrated the dedication of new meditation 
areas with interpretive panels that tell the story of this historic ceme-
tery. They include three panels with the names of 515 of those buried 
here.  Over 300 people attended the dedication and listened to music 
from the Hameed Drum & Dance Company, Garden State Choral 
Chapter and singer Sophia Saxon, and speeches by the N.J. Secretary 



of State Regena Thomas, County Executive Dennis McNerney, the late 
Giles Wright, Director of the New Jersey Historical Commission’s Afro-
American Program, archaeologist Dr. Joan Geismar, poet Jeannette Cur-
tis-Rideau and Gethsemane Historian Arnold Brown.  

 

T he Division of Cultural and Historic Affairs began Phase 1 tombstone 
restoration project in the spring of 2007.  Stones were repaired and 

cleaned by cemetery restoration specialist and Robert Neal Carpenter.   
 After lying flat face-up in the ground for decades, the large Henry 
White tombstone was erected and placed on its base stone (#18 a-b).  
Revealed for the first time in living memory were the names of five of 
Henry’s siblings carved on the reverse side: George, Leah Anna, Amos, 

Clarence and 
Willet.   
 Also repaired and erected was the 
stone for William Robinson (#3), who 
served on the U.S.S. Savannah and died in 
1889.   
 Phase 2 of tombstone restoration and 
cleaning was completed in 2008.   





 
 
 
 
 

[     ]PH VAN RIPER 

Joseph Van Riper, son of Benjamin and Carrie Van Riper,  
was a 56-year-old laborer when he died on November 9, 1891.   
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U . S . S .  S a v a n n a h 
 

DIED 
 

May 23, 1889 
 

 This headstone was vandalized  
and broken after the original cemetery 

restoration in the 1980s.  It was re-
stored and reset in spring 2007. 
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 William Robinson’s death certificate states that he was black, 60 at his death, worked as a hackman and  
was married.  Two other veterans of military service, Peter M. Billings and Silas M. Carpenter, who served  
in the Union Army during the Civil War, are also buried in Gethsemane Cemetery.  Both served in the 29th 

(Colored) Connecticut Volunteer  Regiment, an infantry unit that was one of four “colored” regiments in the 
Tenth Corps.  The Billing’s tombstone was stolen in the 1980s.  No tombstone was ever found for Carpenter. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

JANE GEFFERSON 

 
DIED JUNE 6, 1879 

 
AGED 42 YEARS 

 
AFFLICTION SORE, LONG TIME SHE 
BORE, PHYSICIANS TRIED IN VAIN, 
TILL GOD WAS PLEASED TO CALL 
 [  ]ER HOME AND EASE HER FROM 
HER PAIN.  

_________                

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

CALM AND PEACEFUL WAS 
HER END, WHEN CALLED TO 
[ ]AVE EACH PARTING FRIEND 
[ ]EEKLY SHE  BOWED BENEATH 
THE ROD, WITH SWEET   
PERMISSION TO HER GOD. 

————–  

MARY GEFFERSON 
 

DIED JUNE 14, 1898 
AGED 70 YEARS. 

NOW SLEEPS IN JESUS BLESSED 
SLEEP, FROM WHOM NONE NEVER 
WAKES TO WEEP. 

————— 

 

GEFFERSON FAMILY OBELISK 

DIED 
 

DEC. 31, 1888 
 

AGED 65 YEARS 

  NORTH SIDE          WEST SIDE 
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 Marble obelisk tombstone for 
Jane, Mary and Elizabeth  
Gefferson (or Jefferson)  

who were probably sisters.   



 This base is all that remains of what must have  
been a large grave marker like the obelisk of the  

Gefferson Family [#4]. 

SQUARE GRANITE BASE 

4 



 This obelisk was found in this condition.  One end of 
the smaller stone remnant contains the now eroded name 

“Lena”.  The gravestone may have been for Lena B.  
Turpen who died in 1922 at age 26.  Or, more likely, for 
Lena Peterson who died shortly after her birth in 1907.  

 
FALLEN OBELISK 

 

LENA 
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DIED  

6 

 This stone was attached to a slab  
pedestal and placed adjacent to its origi-

nal base during the 1980s restoration. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
August 14, 1881 

 
Aged 

 
80 years 11 months 

17 days 
 

 This gravestone is the only known record of  
Susan Robinson’s death.  The 1880 census lists  

“Susy Robinson,” a black woman aged 79,  
whose 50-year-old daughter Polly was living with her.  



 
DIED 

J U L Y   4 ,  1 8 7 6  
 

I n  t h e  7 7  y e a r  
o f  h i s  a g e .  
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 This stone was attached to a slab  
pedestal during the 1980s restoration. 

 According to census records, Nicolas Lewis  
was a laborer and his wife Julia a washerwoman.  
Julia died in 1889 when she was 78.  There is no 
surviving marker but records indicated she was  
buried in Gethsemane by “Capt.” Lewis who  

was probably her son Nicholas. 



 
 

DIANA LEWIS 
 

DIED 
 

[  ] a r c h  2 7 ,  1 8 7 1  
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 This stone was attached to a slab 
pedestal during the 1980s restoration. 

According to census records Diana Lewis  
was 31 when she died. She was married to 
Nicholas who was a boatman.  Ten people 

with the Lewis surname are buried in  
Gethsemane.  



 

 

J O H A N N A  
 

T H O M P S O N 
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 Carved slate headstone.   
There are records of 21 Thompsons  
buried at Gethsemane but none have  

been found for a Johanna. 
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Elizabeth Dickerson Campbell Sutliff Dulfer was born a slave c1790.  According to Gethsemane historian Arnold 

Brown, her grandfather was an American Indian and her grandmother, mother and father (Dickerson) were African 
American.  The surname on her June 17, 1822 Certificate of Manumission (giving Elizabeth her freedom) was that  

of her owner William Campbell.  Betty, as she was often known, spoke Jersey Dutch, the language spoken by the 
Campbell household.  She married her first husband Alexander Sutliff, an African American teacher originally from the 

Isle of Jamaica, in the late 1820s in New York City.  By the late 1840s she and her husband (who died by 1855) had 

returned to the Little Ferry area where she had grown up.  Elizabeth began buying - in her own name - farmland and 
property along the west bank of the Hackensack River containing clay-beds.  This area was known for its brick indus-

try which expanded greatly after the Civil War.  For 20 years she sold clay which was sent to potteries in NJ.  She  
remarried in 1859 to John Dulfer, a white Dutchman who was thirty-three years her junior.  By the time  
“Aunt Betty” died in 1880 she had become one of the areas wealthiest businesswomen and landholders.  

 
 
 

 
 

ELIZABETH  
DULFER  

 

Aged  
 

90  Year s  
Di ed  

1 2  Feb [   ]  
R em [     ]    



 
CORNELIA SMITH 

 
DIED 

 
August 13, 1861 

 
aged 1 year, 11 month 

 
and 6 days 

 
 

Suffer little children to come 
unto me and forbid them not 
for of such is the kingdom [ ] 
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This stone was repaired in spring 2007.   Cornelia Smith is the first  
documented burial in Gethsemane. 



 
 

BORN 
 

SEPTEMBER 26 1829 
 

DIED 
 

JUNE 14, 1894 
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The earliest reference to Samuel Dickerson is  
on 1860 census records where he is listed as a  
laborer and his wife Sarah Roberson [#14] as a 
washerwoman.  They are later listed as having  
three children: Thomas, Matilda and Phoebe.   

Samuel predeceased his wife by 12 years.   



 

 
 
 

S A M U E L  D I C K E R S O N  
 

B O R N  A P R I L  1 ,  1 8 3 3 

W I F E  O F 
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Sarah Roberson’s stone is unusual for being a re-used stone.  The lower half, which had broken off,  
contains the engraved inscription “RACHAEL CLARISSA / DAUGHTER OF / STEPHEN D.M. AND 

MARY / VREELAND / DIED APRIL 19 / 1859.  According to genealogical records, Rachel was the  
22-year old daughter of Stephen De Mott and Mary Westervelt Vreeland.  Both she and her father  

died in 1859.  They and the rest of the immediate family are buried in Edgewater.   



 
BROWNSTONE MARKER 

 
No inscription 
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ELIZABETH AND EDWARD JACKSON HEADSTONES 

15 

Elizabeth and her husband Edward Jackson are both found on the 1885 state census when they  
were living in New Barbadoes (Hackensack) with their children Betsy, Sophia, Jonathan E. and Arthur. 



 
T HOMA S  JE FF E RSON  

 

DIE D MA RCH 27 ,  1901  
 

A GE D 67  Y E A R S 
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The burial of Thomas Jefferson, a laborer, was the first one recorded after the cemetery was  
incorporated in 1901.  No relationship to Mary, Elizabeth and Jane Gefferson (Jefferson) [#10]  

has been established.  



 
 
 

 
H E N RY  W H I T E  

 

D I E D  M AY  2 5 ,  1 9 11  
 

A G E D  2 5  Y E A R S  

WHITE 

This granite tombstone had been flat,  
buried in the ground, face up, for over 30 

years. When it was reset on its base in 
spring 2007, it revealed a carved  

inscription and names on the reverse side.  
[See next page.] 

17 (front) 

Henry White was one of the many children  
of Lucy and George Washington White.  His  

father was one of the seven trustees of the  
cemetery when it was incorporated in 1901. 



 
 

I N  M E M O RY  O F  
 

G E O R G E  
 

L E A H  A N N A  
 

A M O S  
 

C L A R E N C E  
 

W I L L E T  

This is the reverse side of Henry White’s tombstone [#18a]. When it was  
erected and reset on its base in spring 2007, it revealed these five names  

which may be those of  Henry White’s siblings. 

17 (back) 



CORA 
18[ ]9-1894 
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This stone was reset in spring 2007. 

This stone, carved in the shape of a tree stump  
symbolizing a young life that was cut short, was for 

Cora Oblenus who died of acute bronchitis just before 
her fifteenth birthday.  She was the daughter of John 
and Ann Adelia (de Groat) Oblenus who had several 

children.  Their connection to William O’Blenus [#24] 
is unclear.  The surname Oblenus (O’Blenus) is  

widespread in Bergen County.  At least 10 people  
with this name are buried in Gethsemane. 



 

1 8 41— 1 9 0 3  

JACKSON  
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Susan Jackson, born in New York, was a  
servant in several Hackensack households, the  
last for Amelia Fisher.  She appeared to have  

remained single and had no children.  Fisher paid 
for Jackson’s funeral which was more elaborate 

than most at Gethsemane.  It included a substantial 
granite marker and death announcements in local 
newspapers.    The announcement from the Bergen  

Record is printed here in its entirety.  

Death of a Faithful Servant 
 

 Susan Jackson, a colored woman aged 62 years, 
died Sunday night at the home of Mrs. A.V.W. Fisher 
on Anderson street, Hackensack, in whose family she 
had been employed for 27 years. Susan was one of 
the old-time faithful domestics of whom there are but 
few remaining. She was a worthy woman, lived close 
to her Maker, and was highly praised by the members 
of the family she served so loyally. She received ten-
der care during the several weeks of her final illness, 
and her funeral, held yesterday, further evidenced the 
esteem in which she was held. Rev. E.T. Sanford of 
Calvary Baptist Church conducted the service, assist-
ed by Rev. Arthur Johnson of the Second Reformed 
church, and Mrs. Arthur Johnson sang.  “Aunt Su-
san” will be missed by many who admired her excel-
lent qualities. 

Bergen Record, June 11, 1903 
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For many years only the top edge of this stone fragment could be seen.  
In the spring of 2007 it was dug up revealing part of the carved inscription of a child’s 
tombstone. The bottom portion was also found and the stone was repaired and reset. 

     Nov. [27] 
Aged 1 Year 11 [Mos] 
       & 12 Days 



 
 

D I E D  J U LY  1 9 ,  1 9 0 2  
A G E D  1 7  Y E A R S  

 
M AY  H E  S L E E P  I N  
J E S U S  I N  H E AV E N 
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Nohan (Nattie) Read’s cause of  death was by drowning.  His granite tombstone  
is one of the few to withstand the years of the cemetery’s neglect.  



Wife of 
 

W I L L I A M  O ’ B L E N U S 
 

Aged 61 years 
23 days 

 
God my Redeemer [        ] 

And [     ] from the [                  ] 
Looks down and watches all my dust 

………...] 
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This stone was attached to a slab  
pedestal during the 1980s restoration.  

See #24 for family information. 



 
Died December 1, 1894 

 
Aged 71 years 

 
 

[               ] that not [          ] 
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This stone was attached to a slab  
pedestal during the 1980s restoration. 

William and his wife Julia Morris (#23), according to 
the 1870 census, had five children living with them in 
Bergen County.  At list three of the children, Anthony, 

Sarah and Julia Annie, are buried in Gethsemane. 



BROWN SANDSTONE  
PILLAR OR OBELISK. 

 
 This obelisk stands in what is believed 
to be its original position, approximately 
half way between Liberty Street on the 
west and Summit Place on the east.  
There is no burial associated with it and 
Ground Penetrating Radar analysis re-
vealed that there is a corridor without 
burials running from here to the south-
ern boundary. This suggests that the 
original 19th century entrance was in this 
area. 
 The late Samuel Porter, who had 
family buried here, remembered from 
childhood visits a Liberty Street entrance 
on the western side.  When the cemetery 
was active, Summit Place on the east and 
Route 46 on the south, did not exist.  It is 
possible that a dirt path or road led from 
what is now Liberty Street to an earlier 
entrance than the one remembered by 
Mr. Porter.   
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DIED  NOV .  27 ,  1892  
 

AGED  23  YRS .  10  MOS .  
 

&  29  DAYS . 
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Richard Mattison was a railroad porter living in Palisades and was the son  
of Dick and Mary Mattison.  He died of the effects of diabetes. 



 

I N  
 

M E M O R Y  O F  
 

HARRY JONES 
 

D i e d  A p r i l  2 4 ,  1 8 8 8  
A g e d  8 7  y e a r s 

 
 

[ - - - - H] 
 

WIFE OF HARRY JONES 
 

[           ] July [    ] 
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This headstone was vandalized and  
broken after the original cemetery restora-

tion in the 1980s.  It was repaired and  
reset on a new base in spring 2007. 

This may be the stone for the Harry Jones and his  
wife Sarah who appear on the 1860 Hackensack  

census.  Also listed in the census are Henry (age 21)  
and Sarah (age 16), who may be their children.  



 
 

T.C. 

SANDSTONE FOOT OR HEADSTONE 
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The person commemorated by this marker has not been identified. 



This headstone was not in any of the  
original surveys of Gethsemane Cemetery.  

The stone was found in Gethsemane in  
the summer of 1999. 
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IN 
 

MEMORY OF 
 
 
 
 
 

wife of 
 

JOHN LAYTON 
 

who died on October 26, 1838 

 

Aged 17 Years 9 Months 
and 11 Days 



This is the first of three panels at Gethsemane Cemetery which list the names of people known to be buried here.   
A major source of information were the burial records of the Ricardo Funeral Home which was founded in the 1880s.  The Ricardos 

were white Hackensack undertakers who serviced the local African-American community.  Four hundred and ninety-six burials  
have been documented from these records but should be viewed as only the minimal number of burials at Gethsemane.  







Souls of Gethsemane 

What will they say about me when I’m gone  

Will it be that I enjoyed the wonders of nature  

At its worst and best  

Turned my face to the sun and rain  

 - smiled and basked in its glory 

Said amen that is good 

 

Will they say I was a good son /daughter / brother / sister                                                                                    
father/ mother   –   friend 
 

A true member of Human Kind who reached out to others 

To heal, touch and express the emotions of one being  

In tune with the joy of life --- the joy of being 

 

Will they say that I gave to my community                                                                                                                                                 
And shared by the giving of my time, my strengths  
 

Then speak of my ability to communicate with the  

Young, the old, the less fortunate 

 

Will they say I enjoyed my journey on this Earth – lived it well 

Had a life full of experiences while sharing  

 and caring about others  

Knew the importance of my time here and understood its gift 

 

 

Will they say I was a child of God  

Who loved Him, lived by His message and desire for me  

To do what I was sent on Earth to do 

 

 

As my old bones rest in peace  

I hope they say I made my mark  

And left this world a better place 

Say through me and my story  

I have helped heal a generation / bridged a road to understanding 

And sparked a sense of brotherhood   

For those who will follow   

 
 
    - - - Jeannette Curtis-Rideau    
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