
The Lost Souls Public Memorial Project:
A Living Memorial to Lives Lived



Photo of the defaced statue of Robert E. Lee during the Black Lives Matter protests of the 
summer of 2020. This photograph has been subtly altered so that the word "pigs" has been 
changed to "pugs" in deference to the Guardian's US audience. The unacknowledged 
alteration of a photograph – what we usually consider to be a document of truth – shows us 
how easy it can be to erase history.



Historic photograph of Monument Avenue. While this statue was erected in the 1890, most 
Civil War monuments were actually built later, in the 1920s. The fundraising for the majority 
of Confederate monuments was done by women, specifically The Daughters of the 
Confederacy.





The National Monument Audit conducted by Monument Lab funded by the Mellon 
Foundation identified 48, 176 public monuments in the United States.









City workers removing the statue of J. Marion Sims from Central Park, the so-called 
father of modern gynecology, in April 2018.



Simone Leigh's proposal After Anarcha, Lucy, Betsy, Henrietta, and Anonymous, dedicated to 
four named enslaved women in Montgomery Alabama, and the unknown number 
of unnamed enslaved women, who were experimented upon by J. Marion Sims. This 
proposal was selected by the jury assembled by New York's DCA but rejected by the 
local community.



The community in East Harlem had called for the statue of Sims to be removed since 2007. 
The design they selected was Victory Beyond Sims, a rendering of the installation in Central 
Park and a close up of the proposed bronze statue that will serve as its focal point, by the 
artist Vinnie Bagwell. It acknowledges the long history of enslaved women as herbalists and 
healers.



Questions:

Who speaks for history?

Who gets to decide?

How do we center unheard voices?



Image from Ann C. Bailey's photo-essay "They Sold Human Beings Here", published in the 
New York Times as part of the 1619 Project. The caption for this picture told how a corrupt 
Middlesex County judge Jacob van Wickle sold 100 people to southern enslavers right from 
his estate, which was once located in this spot.







Who were the Lost Souls?

• They were mothers

• They were children as young as two days old

• They were teenagers learning a trade
• They were adult men

• Some were free Blacks who were tricked into fake contracts
• Most were enslaved people or enslaved for a term

• All were from several generations of people who had put 
down roots in the Garden State



Project Description in the Released RFP February 2021:

The Lost Souls Public Memorial Project (LSP) seeks to create a permanent memorial to 137 African 
Americans who, in 1818, were stolen from New Jersey.and transported to the Deep South to be sold 
into permanent slavery. This action took place in Middlesex County at the hands of Jacob Van Wickle, 
a corrupt judge who ran a notorious slave ring made up of not only Van Wickle and his relatives, but 
also other high placed individuals whose actions were complicit in the removal of these peoples. Van 
Wickle used his home in what is now East Brunswick, New Jersey to hold captive these people, 
including some who were already free, before they were sent to Louisiana and Mississippi by ship. 
What made this action even more tragic is that had the slaves stayed in New Jersey, they might have 
gained their freedom due to the enactment of the state’s gradual emancipation laws.

The purpose of the Lost Souls Public Memorial is to ensure that these individuals – children, women, 
men – are never again forgotten; and that this horrific event in our local and regional history is 
brought to light, never to be whitewashed or erased. Further, we believe that in memorializing these 
Lost Souls, we can meaningfully contribute to the nation’s ongoing healing from our history of 
slavery, as we reckon with the past and current aspects of how systemic racism is expressed.
•



Revised Language for the Call for Proposals to center the Lost Souls (2022):

The Lost Souls Public Memorial Project, Inc. (LSP) seeks to build a permanent memorial to commemorate the lives of The 
Lost Souls. The Lost Souls were a conglomerate of freed and enslaved Blacks who’d established roots in the Garden State.
Most were mothers of young children and infants as little as two days old. They were teenage boys on the cusp of 
manhood. Though still enslaved, they worked as apprentices, a learned skill set often used to support themselves financially 
or to purchase their freedom. This cohort also included freed men and women seeking employment to support themselves 
in freedom or perhaps provide for their families who too may have been still enslaved. Judge Jacob Van Wickle, a corrupt 
Middlesex County judge exploited two New Jersey state laws: the Gradual Emancipation Act of 1804 which promised 
eventual freedom to children born in the State that year and thereafter and the Act of 1812 which provided enslaved New 
Jersey Blacks some semblance of agency by consenting to removal out of the state.

For financial gain, in 1818, the judge perverted both laws created for Blacks-the law of freedom and the law on consent. The 
judge, his brother-in-law, Charles Morgan of Louisiana, and their politically connected allies, organized a highly sophisticated
human trafficking ring between the two states which resulted in the transportation of at least 137 members of New Jersey’s 
Black community to the Deep South. To note, on many occasions the members of the Lost Souls contested their coerced 
removal. From the judge’s home in present day East Brunswick, while placed on the vessels, and upon their arrival to their 
destination. Despite their appeals, they were not freed.

The purpose of the Lost Souls Public Memorial is to shed light on this travesty and most importantly ensure that these 
individuals – Black women, Black children, and the Black men of New Jersey, who contested their subjugation, are 
ceaselessly acknowledged and remembered. In memorializing these human beings, we can meaningfully contribute to the 
nation’s ongoing healing from our history of slavery, as we reckon with past and current manifestations of systemic racism.



Lost Souls Public Historian Kristal Langford at a research trip in May 2022 to the Whitney 
Plantation Museum, Wallace, Louisiana. The Whitney Plantation Museum is the only 
plantation museum in the country to focus its interpretation entirely on the lives of the 
enslaved.



Replacing a statue of Jefferson Davis, New Orleans, Louisiana



Ongoing research into lives lived: receipt for the purchase of enslaved people by Charles 
Morgan, of Old Bridge, NJ, who trafficked humans from New Jersey to Louisiana and built a 
successful sugar plantation, Morganza, in Pointe Coupee, Louisiana.



For more information on the The Lost Souls Public 
Memorial Project, please contact us at:

lostsoulsmemorialnj.org


