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June 2023 Newsletter

Commemorating Mark E. Mack’s Commitments
and the Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery, Washington, DC

By Christopher Fennell

The Mark E. Mack Community Engagement Award was created by the Society for
Historical Archaeology to honor those individual researchers or research project teams that
exhibit outstanding best practices in community collaboration, engagement, and outreach in their
historical archaeology and heritage preservation work. Mack awardees demonstrate a
commitment to the representation of and open dialogue with stakeholders in archaeological
research, especially descendant, local, and minority communities.

The award commemorates the life and career of Mark E. Mack (1961-2012) and
encourages diversity in the profession by cultivating relationships between archaeologists and
stakeholder communities. Mack was well known for his work on the New York African Burial

Mark, Amirah, and Cindy Mack, 2010 (courtesy of Cindy Mack)



Ground project. He was a professor of anthropology at Howard University and curator of the
university’s W. Montague Cobb Research Laboratory. Throughout his career, he exemplified
many of the qualities we value as best practices in community, stakeholder collaboration.

The best ways to cultivate relationships between archaeologists and stakeholder
communities have long been points of discussion. While historical researchers often strive to
work with one local community, others engage with the challenge of collaborating with multiple
stakeholders (i.e., local communities, local descendant communities, and nonlocal descendant
communities, just to name a few). These relationships and the degree of collaboration relate
directly to ethical concerns that are often not readily discussed or taught in many academic
programs. Best practices suggest that stakeholder communities should be involved in nearly
every phase of a project from planning to implementation. Through the Mack award we seek to
recognize projects that embrace the challenges of facilitating collaboration and long-term

relationships with stakeholder communities.

* * *

Mack’s work and inspiration were also recognized in December 2021 with the unveiling
of exhibits commemorating the escape routes of the “Underground Railroad” at Walter Pierce
Park in Washington, DC. The exhibit markers were dedicated by descendants of those who were
buried at the site when it was Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery. Mt. Pleasant was a burial ground
where more than 8,400 African-American Washingtonians were laid to rest between 1870 and
1890. The cemetery was established and managed by the Colored Union Benevolent Association,
a group created by free African Americans in 1838.

The Walter Pierce Park Archaeology and Commemoration Project is made up of
descendants, allies, and anthropologists from Howard University and American University.
Mack led archaeological and archival research in this project, which started in 2005. The project
employed non-invasive survey methods to locate graves. Extensive research in archival
collections revealed the names of the many individuals buried there. New exhibit signs unveiled
in 2021 tell the stories of Mt. Pleasant Plains Cemetery’s ties to the Washington, DC area’s
network of African-American and European-American activists who helped freedom seekers

escape enslavement.


https://sha.org/about-us/awards-and-prizes/

Among those buried at the cemetery were countless self-emancipated men, women, and
children who fled to the District of Columbia during the Civil War to begin free lives. Others
escaped enslavement to join the U.S. Colored Troops. Also buried here were some of the 77
“passengers” and “conductors” of an 1848 attempt to escape to freedom across the Chesapeake
Bay on the schooner Pearl.

2021 Unveiling in Walter Pierce Park of historical exhibits by descendants of the
Nugent, Edmonson, and Shorter families (Image courtesy of Mary Belcher).

The markers were erected by the Kalorama Citizens Association and Rock Creek Park of
the National Park Service. They were funded with a grant from the National Underground
Railroad Network to Freedom and the Association for the Study of African American Life and
History. Images of these exhibits are presented below, and more information is available online.
These exhibit markers were created by the Kalorama Citizens Association and Rock Creek Park
of the National Park Service, with support by the National Underground Railroad Network to
Freedom and the Association for the Study of African American Life and History.

Return to June 2023 Newsletter:
http://www.diaspora.illinois.edu/news0623/news0623.html


https://walterpierceparkcemeteries.org/
http://www.diaspora.illinois.edu/news0623/news0623.html
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