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AHS documented Center Cemetery in 

Norfolk and evaluated its eligibility for the National 

Register of Historic Places. It is the oldest cemetery 

in the town, established in 1757, and remains in use 

today. Located on top of a steep hill, the cemetery 

follows the natural sloping topography. It  has a 

distinctively rural historic character, with winding 

roadways and little evidence of formal landscape 

planning. The majority of graves are laid out in a 

rectilinear fashion, although there are several areas 

with curving rows of grave markers. Mature evergreen and deciduous trees are scattered 

throughout, and there are few formal plantings among the graves. The grave markers include a 

variety of stones, primarily marble and granite, and represent a broad array of funerary art from the 

late 18th through the 20th centuries. The cemetery is primarily a 19th-century cultural landscape that 

contributes to the area’s sense of time and place. It is potentially eligible for the National Register 

as part of an expansion of the Norfolk Historic District. 

Center Cemetery is also significant—potentially on the state level—because of its 

association with Norfolk African Americans and abolitionists who are interred there. The cemetery 

is a designated site on the Connecticut Freedom Trail as the location of James Mars’ grave. Born a 

slave in Norfolk in 1790, Mars negotiated for his freedom at the age of 21. Several families in 

Norfolk sheltered Mars, as his owner attempted to bring him to Virginia where slavery was still 

legal. Mars was a religious leader, activist, farmer and writer, and played an important role in 

social criticism and teaching, by example, that Black lives mattered. He became an important 

figure in 19th-century Connecticut’s movement to accept and increase the rights of African 

Americans. Mars petitioned the Connecticut General Assembly for blacks to be allowed to vote. 

That effort failed, but he wrote an autobiographical account of his life and distributed it as a means 

of educating the public about the experience of slavery and discrimination based on color. Mars is 

buried next to his father, Jupiter Mars, who served in the American Revolution. Nearby in Center 

Cemetery are the graves of the Freedom family and the burial site of Alanson Freeman, who 

served in the all-Black Connecticut 29th Regiment in the Civil War.  

 


