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Points of Discussion

▪ What Is Timbuctoo—and Where Is It Located?

▪ Discovering Timbuctoo in My Own Family History

▪ Why Timbuctoo Matters: Understanding Its Historical 

Significance

▪ Ensuring Timbuctoo’s Place in the American Historical 

Landscape



How did I get here?
• Our cousin Lillian gave us a parcel of land 

purchased by my 4th great grandfather in 1829

• Included with the gift were original handwritten 

deeds and other legal documents as early as 

1829

• The notion of land ownership by Black people 

in 1829 was contrary to my understanding of 

antebellum US history as taught in my high 

school

• Researching my own family history shed light 

on a missing chapter in the history books that I 

wanted to provide



Sale to John Bruere: December 15, 18291

1Burlington County, New Jersey, Deeds, Y-2:577, Samuel Atkinson and wife to John Bruere 15 December 1829; 
Burlington County Clerk’s Office, Mount Holly.



In the name of God, Amen.  I John Brewer of the Township of Northampton in the County of Burlington 
and State of New Jersey being weak in body but of sound and disposing mind and memory do make 
and publish this my last will and testament viz.:

First- It is my will that all my just debts and funeral expenses be paid as soon as may be after my 
decease.

Item- I give devise and bequeath unto my wife, Anne Brewer for and during her natural life all my real 
and personal estate whatsoever and wheresoever the said may be situate- subject only to the payment 
above specified.

Item- after the death of my said wife, I give and devise unto Charles Anthony, Sr., and to his heirs and 
assigns all the following described lot of land being part of the lot I now occupy, to wit.  Beginning at 
the corner of my land on the road where it adjoins Samuel Parker’s land, thence running along said 
Parker’s line 60 ft, thence across the lot to within 12 ft of Major Mitchell’s line, thence down parallel to 
his line 60 ft to the said road, thence along said road to the place of beginning be the contents more or 
less (excepting the schoolhouse lot)

Item- All the rest, residue, and remainder of my said estate, Real and personal, after the death of my 
said wife, I give devise and bequeath unto Sarah Barnes, the daughter of my said wife, Ann Bruer to 
her and her lawful issue, but if the said Sarah should die without lawful issue, then and in that case, it 
is my will, and I do give devise and bequeath the same and every part thereof unto the children of 
Peter Quire and Charles Anthony, Sr., to be equally divided between them and share alike.  Lastly, I do 
nominate, constitute, and appoint Joseph Ash and Charles Anthony, Sr., Executors of this my last will 
and testament.

Witnesses: Amos Bullock, John R. Stack

Last Will and Testament of John Brewer
 15 November 1842



In
v

en
to

ry
 o

f 
th

e 
P

ro
p

er
ty

 o
f

 J
o

h
n

 B
ru

er
11

 M
a

y
 1

84
3

Inventory of the property of John Bruer thus taken by the subscriber, 
this eleventh day of May 1843 viz.   
Wearing apparel of deceased    10.00 
 
Bureau 4.00     Dining table 4.00      8.00 
Lot of crockery ware and tumblers (in front room)    5.00 
   
1/2 Doz back chairs 2.00   Rocking chair and cushion 1.00  3.00 
__________  1.00   Looking glass  .75    1.75                                        

1 pair of blinds in front room     1.00 
1 clock Stand  1.00   Trunk and box  2.00    3.00 
Lot of carpeting in front room     3.00 
1 bed bedstead, and bedding (back room)   10.00 
      "                         "                     (middle room)  10.00 
1 drum (for stove)        1.00 
1/2 dozen ___ chairs        1.25 
Lot of carpeting upstairs       2.00 
1 small bedstead and box in middle room     1.00 
Lot of bottles, barrel boxes in end room     1.50 
1 Sacking bottom extra bedding in end room   5.00 
1 Walnut table and pine table     1.50 
1 Stove in kitchen and pipe      4.00 
Lot of ______ and crockery in kitchen                   3.00 
3 Iron pots 1.00          1 Silver watch    4.00    5.00 
Lot of sundries in house      5.00 
1 bedstead  and ____(Still) house     3.50 
1 _____________                   0.50 
1 Cow and 2 pigs      19.00           

       
 108.00
Appraised by Joseph Stokes & George Hulme

IN E. p.41



Indenture of Mortgage
October 22, 1845

$155

§ Paid back in annual payments, 
usually between $1.50 to $7.00.

§ Receipts are handwritten on back of 
the mortgage document

§ One entry reads “received of John 
Giles, 2000 bricks @ $12.00 a 
thousand to pay the interest on the 
within bond for 1875 and 1876...”



My ancestors 
owned land 
before the 
Civil War?



Giles family members born between 1881 and 

1902 in Timbuctoo



Quiet Title Action

• Contrary to assurances from my 
elders, we did not own the property, 

• The ancestor with possession in 1930 
(their father) had at least four 
siblings. 

• Without proper transfer of 
ownership in 1880, it wasn’t his 
alone, even though he raised his 
family there as the recognized owner 
for fifty years. 



My early acquaintance 
with Timbuctoo



This house stood at 102 Church Street 
vacant from the mid-1970s to 1996 



What’s significant about 
this house?

▪ One of multiple properties in similar condition; would not be 

tolerated in other sections of town; this one owned by Westampton 

Township.

▪ View from our driveway. After an extended exchange requesting 

action; they agreed to sell to us for $1 in 1996, on the condition that 

we demolish.

▪ Fifteen years later we learned the wooden portion of the house was a 

19th century structure that could date to 1830

▪ This 1830 transaction was the first to use the name “Tombuctoo”



What do we 
mean by 

Preserving, 
Promoting and 

Protecting?

▪ Preserve the historical narrative

▪ Documentary history

▪ Oral history 

▪ Recovering the historical message 

and its meaning

▪ Reclaiming the rightful place in 

New Jersey and American history



Fast forward to  Winter  2009
▪ Temple University archaeologist Dave Orr and National 

Park Service architectural historian Bill Bolger meet 

with Westampton Mayor Sidney Camp to advise him of 

Timbuctoo’s historic significance and archaeological 

potential.

▪ Mayor Camp arranges with the township committee for 

funding to begin archaeological work; first project is 

ground penetrating radar “to identify subsurface 

features of archeological interest.”







Digging up Timbuctoo

▪ From 2009 -2011 David Orr and Christopher Barton  

led archaeological work in Timbuctoo 

▪ Focused on a 20 x 100-foot parcel purchased by a 

William and Rachel Davis in 1879, who raised their 

five children in a 12x16 ft. home constructed on the 

site.  



Digging up Timbuctoo
▪ Their work resulted in the excavation and analysis of 15,042 artifacts ; 

also, bricks used for construction.  

▪ Archaeologists learn things about social class, material consumption, 

access to consumer goods, home canning, consumption of commercially 

processed foods. 

▪ Principal Investigator Chris Barton places strong emphasis on 

community archeology, which emphasizes the importance of meaningful 

participation of descendant communities in archaeological research.







Timbuctoo 

Curriculum Development

Rancocas Valley HS  
Cheryl Alspach

Neshea Thomas

Westampton MS
JoAnn Donnelly
Jennifer Perry

Cristina Burroughs

Columbia University
Kevin Risley



2019
Incorporated 
Timbuctoo 
Historical 

Society



2021

Acquisition
of Timbuctoo 
Cemetery

Transcribed handwritten deed of record1 was 

dated 1854; identified Zion Wesleyan Methodist 

Episcopal African Church of Timbuctoo.  County 

Clerk’s record said simply, “Colored Cemetery.”

The deed says that the premises are to be used 

“as a place of religious worship and a place to 

bury the dead.”….”rules and discipline of the 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in 

America.”  (AME Zion Church)

Specifies that interment is limited to church 

members and others as decided by church 

Trustees

1Burlington County, NJ, Deeds, E6:256, Peter Coppuck to David Parker, et al, 2 May 1854; Burlington County Clerk’s Office, Mount Holly





Geophysical 
Survey of the 

Timbuctoo 
Cemetery

September 2009
John Milner and 

Associates



What do we 
mean by 

Preserving, 
Promoting and 

Protecting?

Preserve message and meaning

▪ It’s not a civil war cemetery; it’s a church cemetery that 

includes 8 US Colored Troops (USCT) among as many as 

161 interments

▪ USCT because of affiliation with the church; not because 

it’s a civil war cemetery

▪ The civilian interments represent a church community 

important to the history of our community

▪ The AME Zion Church had a strong anti-slavery mission. 

Sojourner Truth, Frederic Douglas and Harriett Tubman 

all belonged to AME Zion churches

▪ Promote true history; protect the narrative from 

misinterpretation



Also transcribed deed 
for:

African Union 
School 1

January 4, 1834

Peter Quire is the seller.  Edward Giles, Hezekiah Hall, and 

Major Mitchell are identified as Trustees in the deed, which 

states:

 “whereas, in the Settlement of Tombuctoo…and in the vicinity 

thereof, there are many people of Colour (so called) who seem 

sensible of the advantages of a suitable school education and 

are destitute for a house for that purpose.  

And the said Peter Quire and Maria, his wife in consideration 

of the premises and the affection they bear to the people of 

Colour and the desire they have to promote their true and 

best interests are minded to settle,  give, grant and 

convey…said premises to the uses and intents hereinafter 

pointed out and described.”  

The deed further describes some rules of operation, such as 

the requirement that any future Trustees be people of 

Colour who live within ten miles of the premises. 

1Burlington County, NJ, Deeds, G3:389, Peter Quire to Edward Giles, et al, 

January 4, 1834; Burlington County Clerk’s Office, Mount Holly



What are we 
preserving and 

promoting?

Preserve the message and promote 

the meaning

▪ Educating Black people was not 

universally illegal in 1834

▪ Timbuctoo was clearly a place that 

established its own institutions that 

were recognized by local authorities

▪ Timbuctoo was also recognized to the 

point of being listed on local maps



Appears on maps as early as 1849

Early area consisted of about 15 acres
What’s known as Timbuctoo today is about 

52 acres

1849





What do we 
mean by 

preserving and 
promoting?

Preserving the message:

An abundance of Timbuctoo history can 

be found in  contemporaneous 

newspapers



Obituary of
 Hezekiah Hall



Obituary 
of 

Lambert 
Giles



Obituary of
 David Parker



1100-word account of a 
confrontation between 
Timbuctoo neighbor  Perry 
Simmons and “kidnappers” 
working on behalf of a 
Maryland enslaver.

The story is full of humorous 
anecdotes, such as the 
kidnappers, “concluded that 
‘discretion was the better part 
of valor’ and hastily retreating 
to the carriages left the scene of 
their brilliant achievement as 
though Old Satan was after 
them.”





The following week, the constable expresses 
regret for his involvement in the whole affair:

He walked home at least 

7 miles…”a long and 

dreary walk, but he 

considered it infinitely 

more pleasant than to 

remain and assist such a 

man as George Alberti 

in carrying of a Negro 

and his family.”



Then 14 months later, Perry dies:

Perry is at 

last beyond 

the reach of 

his southern 

master



Summary

Held in high esteem by residents, 
Timbuctoo was a neglected “other 

side of the tracks” community prior 
to its historical resurgence

Spurred by archeological work, the 
renewed interest in Timbuctoo resulted 
in research that illuminated fascinating 

facts of American history

Timbuctoo residents owned land, 
established schools and churches, 
read about themselves in the local 

paper, and at least once, beat down 
“slavecatchers” who pursued one of 

their neighbors

Timbuctoo represents compelling 
documented history  that should be 

routine in teaching 19th century 
Burlington County



One more thing: The Great Migration

Beginning in the 1920s, a second population influx 
occurred into Timbuctoo from the Great Migration. 
Many of those families are represented by modern 
day descendants 

Each family has its own unique story of how  their 
ancestors arrived, and through a combination of 
hard work, innovation, resilience, a strong sense of 
community, and faith in God, succeeded, 
sometimes facing seemingly unsurmountable 
obstacles. 

Each left lasting legacies and remembrances that 
endure even today. 







Why 
Timbuctoo?

▪ The name Timbuctoo first appeared in a deed in 

1830  

▪ Early nineteenth century African American and 

antislavery publications described Timbuktu in 

Africa as a great African civilization, a place of 

commercial wealth and opportunity, and a place 

where African youth were sent from great 

distances to further their education. 

▪ These descriptions contribute to our opinion that 

early Timbuctoo settlers may have chosen this 

name to reference their aspirations for the new 

community they were developing.



How might Black people in New Jersey 
know about Timbuctoo?

Abdul Rahman, son of an African King, was captured in 
present day Guinea and sold into enslavement in 
Mississippi. He was born in Tombouctou.

Two decades later, ne was recognized by an Irish physician 
(Dr. Cox) who had been assisted by Rahman’s family while 
stranded in Africa. Cox validated the Prince’s identity, but 
his enslaver refused to free him

Eventually, he was freed, and he embarked on a speaking 
tour to raise money to buy freedom of his family. 

One of the last stops on the tour was Philadelphia, where 
he participated in a New Year’s Eve 1828 parade that ended 
at an AME Zion church



2026 Goals
▪ 200th Anniversary of Timbuctoo’s founding is September 1826

▪ Commemorative Banquet

▪ Book on the legacy of Timbuctoo

▪ Continuation of curriculum project

▪ Temple University archeological exhibit moves to Burlington 

County Historical Society 

▪ Archeological excavation at ancestral home site

▪ Newspaper digitization and indexing project

▪ 250th Anniversary of the American Revolution activities



DISCUSSION 
AND

VIDEO

https://www.cbsnews.com/philadelphia/news/timbuctoo-new-jersey-
westampton-mt-holly/ 

https://www.cbsnews.com/philadelphia/news/timbuctoo-new-jersey-westampton-mt-holly/
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GuyWeston@TimbuctooNJ.com

For more information, 
contact, or contribute:

mailto:Guyweston@TimbuctooNJ.com
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