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OLD BURYING GROUNDS OF CONCORD, MASSACHUSETTS
A Chronological Order of Events
By Marnan H. Wheeler

In the old burving grounds of Concord, Massachusetts there lies a great deal of
the history of our United States of America. When vou realize that this town 1s famous
for three separate centuries of our country’s history, you can appreciate all the more the
significance of these old grave sites.

In the early 1600°s (1635) Concord was the first inland town in America to be
settled away from the tidal waters of the Atlantic Ocean. This made us a frontier “seed
town” for the further expansion of the land to the north, west and south of Concord. In
the 1700°s this was the scene of the first organized battle of the Revolutionary War that
ultimately brought us to be a nation unto ourselves. And, in the 1800’s Concord became
the literary center of the nation — even being called “Little Athens” because of the
orators, thinkers, philosophers, and writers of the Transcendental Period who gathered
here around the master, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and lived, died and are buried in this
town.

After the first settlers of 1635 had accomplished the building of their Meeting
House, they planned for an appropriate place around and near it to bury their dead, an
age-old tradition of their British background to be near their “spiritual home™. This 1s
now the “Old Hill Burying Ground” on Lexington Road in the very center of town
opposite the flag pole. It was quite an ideal spot for this purpose as it was not compatible
for raising crops on such a steep slant, it was sandy gravel soil, easy for digging graves,
and the spot in the spring time where the ice and snow melted first. This meant they
could finally bury the souls who had died during the winter months when the ground was
too frozen for digging.

By 1697 a second place was being used on the other side of the Mill Brook, now
called the “South Burying Ground” (or “Smedly’s” — or “Main Street Burying Ground™),
adjacent now to Keves Road. An old superstition may have contributed to this new
location for it was believed by some at that time that a dead body should never be carried
over a stream of running water for fear that the soul might escape and be washed away
down stream and never make it to its heavenly home. Another theory for a second
cemetery on the south side of the brook was that the Mill Dam, located where Main
Street 1s today, was not wide enough across the top for a cart carrying a coffin to make it
gracefully. Or, perhaps muddy conditions in the area of the brook could have been a
problem. For whatever reason, there were now two burial places in the center of town;
and for the most part, the majority of stones in the South Burying Ground are those of the
people who lived to the south and west of the center, and those in the Old Hill are mostly
families to the north and east of the town center.

For the first forty years they did not mark the graves of their dead. They were still
testing their relationships with the native Indians, and had to be careful not to show signs
of weakening or losing strength. Therefore, those early deaths were dealt with quickly
and quietly, and only the families knew where their loved ones were buried, so there is no
way of knowing how many people are buried here. But, after forty years there had been
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no problem with their native neighbors, and the first marked grave was placed in 1677 for
Joseph Meniam on the crest of the high ridge (in a straight line northeast from the flag
pole today), in the Old Hill Burying Ground on Lexington Road. The “Liberty Pole™ of
1775 also stood on this hill, which the British promptly tore down when they arrived here
on April 19,

In the South Burying Ground we find a stone marked 1673 for Nathaniel Billings
which was proebably the year he died, but the present stone has obviously been placed
there more recently, no doubt by his descendents. It was customary in those days to piace
the first bunal in the center of the space, and here it seems to have been for Thomas
Hartshorn, age 14, 1697. There are now 231 marked graves, though we know there are
more unidentified. There are many Revolutionary War veterans and the grave of Rev.
John Whiting (the controversial minister of the Black Horse Tavern days). This quaint
spot is a great place for browsing, taking note of the old inscriptions, the odd spelling of
words and names, and the old stone-cutters’ art work. The last grave here was for Sally
Hosmer, who died in 1855.

In the Old Hill there are 543 people accounted for on 481 marked graves, but
many more unknown. There are 42 Revolutionary War veterans, and seven very crude
small stones with hardly any markings on them at all, indicating a time before the stone-
cutters were available. Barely visible now are a flight of stone steps on the far eastern
side of the outside wall which, no doubt, aided the carrying of a coffin up that steep esker
for a bunal at the top of the hill.

By 1823, nearly 200 years later, both of these grounds were filled up, and it was
necessary to expand to new land, so the town acquired a piece of land to the north on
what was then Captain’s Lane (now Court Lane) and established the “New Hill Burying
Ground” (called North Burying Ground by some). At this time the New Hill was just an
extension of the ridge path from the oid hill.

Anna Robbins was the first person to be buried here (in the center of the lot) in
1823. On the left hand southern corner of this land was the Dunbar lot where Henry
Thoreau was originally buried in his maternal grandmother’s lot, where other members of
his family were already interred. Later on, his surviving sister, Sophia, was able to buy a
family lot on Author’s Ridge in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and had all of her family buried
together on that spot where we visit today. This was a common practice that initiated the
“bone coffins”, which were plain pine boxes, only four feet long, just to hold the bones
being transferred to new locations. This also happened at the Ralph Waldo Emerson Lot
where he had 22 of his family members brought together within the bounds of the chain
fence around them. ‘

Ruth R. Wheeler has described old funerals quite vividly in her book “Concord —
Climate for Freedom”, page 93.

By this time the town owned a hearse (horse-drawn of course) and it was kept in
the Hearse House, which was one of the horse sheds beside the First Parish Church. An
old Town Report from the 1840’s era reports: “The building for the hearse is in much
better condition than the hearse contained in it which was too shabby for decency, and
ought to be exchanged for a better one immediately.” The town was responsibie for
keeping the hearse painted. It is believed that the one that carried the bodies of
Concord’s great citizens is still in the hands of the Dee Funeral Directors on Bedford
Street, and it 1s shown from time to time on appropriate town occasions. The last person
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to ride in this old hearse was Gladys Hosmer in 1970 at her own request, to be delivered
to her grave as Thoreau and Emerson had been to theirs. As aP.S. to my former
statement about the condition of the Hearse House, another Town Report of 1849 states:
“they saw fit to remove the unsightiy Hearse House which had always stood in the
Church vard with the other carriage sheds.” Charlie Dee still has some snow runners for
the hearse in his barn. When someone died in the town, the church bell of the First Parish
was rung: once for a man, twice for a woman, thrice for a child, followed by the number-
of years the person had lived.

In June, 1849, the citizens voted to establish an office of the Superintendent of
Public Grounds who was to supervise the care of all burying grounds in town as well as
the Battle Ground and the Common. John Shepherd Keyes was given this post, and in
1852 Henry Thoreau was hired by the town as a surveyor, and paid $10.00 for his labor,
to lay out a new street to pass by the cemetery. This was an extension of Captain’s Lane
and a short cut through to the old Bedford Road, and 1s what we now call Bedford Street.
This had been a cart path but was always too wet and boggy in spring for wagons to pass
through.

In 1855 the town purchased 25 acres of farm land from Deacon Brown, a
descendent of Reuben Brown of Revolutionary fame. For many years this area had been
called “Sleepy Hollow” — “a quiet spot for picnicking or relaxing in a lovely glade, an
easy retreat on a Sabbath Day or summer twilight” to quite Caroline Ticknor from her
book “Classic Concord”. Emerson loved to roam these hills. Margaret Fuller often came
to contemplate or read, Nathaniel and Sophia Hawthorn enjoyed the tranquility while
their children played nearby. In their imaginations they would dream of the castle they
would build someday on the ridge above, which has now become our famed “Author’s
Ridge”, and where their graves now lie.

It was John Shepherd Keyes who instigated this land purchase, and was the
overseer of the general plan for its use. The planners who were hired to accomplish the
work were Horace Cleveland, an admirer of Emerson, and Morris Copeland, Esq., a
famous landscape architect. Their firm was Copeland and Cleveland of Boston. The
latter considered Sleepy Hollow to be his best work. They were careful to foliow the
natural forms of the land, keeping in harmony with nature and establishing this as a park
for the town, as well as a Burving Ground. A natural amphitheater to the left of the Main
Entrance was to be left forever untouched, perpetuated in its own natural state — perhaps
Concord’s first attempt at conservation land. The plans included a section for pauper
burials, also another for unnamed babies.

Sleepy Hollow was consecrated on September 29, 1855 at 2:00 PM, and has been
called “The Westminster Abbey of America”. The program consisted of an oration by
Ralph Waldo Emerson, an original poem read by William Ellery Channing, and an ode
composed by Frankiin Sanborn, which was put to music and sung by a choir. The ladies
did their part in raising money for the cause by putting on a Fourth of July Breakfast and
turned over $125.00 to the Cemetery Committee., After the dedication a “Tree Bee” had
been organized whereby 100 trees were planted by families wishing to honor someone
near and dear to them. Other “Bees” were periodically scheduled for beautifyving the
cemeteries or the streets in town. Mrs. Maria Holbrook was the first person to be buried
here (in the center of the space) in 1855.



In 1859 a full-time gardener, James Wood, was hired to be in charge of the
grounds. He was paid $27.50 a month pius house rent and wood fuel, which he would
cut from cleaning the land. In 1862 a well was dug to provide him with water, and the
following year George Clark gave a new pump for the well. The Committee urged better
record keeping when it appeared that there had been some 600 people buried, but oniy
430 recorded. One of the hazards all cemeteries of this era faced was the damage done
by “roaming cattle”, and mending fences was a constant job.

In 1869 the town was able to purchase the area between New Hill and Sleepy
Hollow. This land had been owned by the Middlesex Agricultural Society for many
vears, where they held the annual cattle shows and autumn fairs, but at this point there
were new plans to relocate to larger quarters on the open land by the river beyond
Belknap Street. There had been a track for horse racing which s still outlined by the oval
pattern of Vesper Circle; and Charlie Dee Sr. will tell you that to this day, whenever there
1s a need to dig a grave in that area, they still find a layer of cinders which was that old
track.

The purchase of this piece of land connected the two previously separated sites,
now making one unit, and the title of “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery” was given to the entire
area.

In more recent years more land has been added (see map on page 63):

1932 - the Gourgas piece on the north hill

1954 — the Bent land of 37.8 acres

1959 — the Borden land of 6 acres

1960 — the Louis Cave “Asparagus Farm”™ field of 25 acres

1975 — a gift from Miss Mary Chamberlain of 1.12 acres

As of May, 1989, there were 119 acres of Cemetery land.

The Chairman of the Cemetery Committee in 1864 was Mr. Louts Surette who
started a permanent private fund for the support of Sleepy Hollow. $1,025.00 was
donated by eight public-spirited men (members of the “Social Circle” no doubt) to be
used only if the department could not support itself by the purchase of cemetery lots,
which were priced at $14.00 at that time. The following year this money was put into the
hands of three trustees to oversee its use. The Concord Music Society and the ladies of
the town kept on raising money at public affairs and Fourth of July events to purchase
more shrubs and ornamental trees to improve the beauty of the grounds.

When the old town jail, in which Henry Thoreau was incarcerated for his civil
disobedience, was torn down (1875) the cemetery profited from the sale of the old stones
which were sold for $1,000.00. They were used to shore up the banking of the New Hill
Ground which 1s the stone wall facing Bedford Street. Careful examination of some of
these stones reveals grooves and marks for the bars across the old jail windows.

In 1879 Mr. George Tolman, who had grown up beside the Old Hill Burying
Ground, realized that, even then, some of the inscriptions on the oldest grave stones were
becoming illegible from exposure to the weathering elements, or disappearing for one
reason or another, and conditions would worsen with time. Therefore, he went through a
painstaking chore of recording every epitaph in the Old Hill and the South so that the
information would not be lost. These record books are safely kept in our town library,



and as time leaves more damage in its wake, we should be forever grateful for Mr.
Tolman’s manuscripts.

In 1886 a serious fire burned through the area, destroving some of the valuabie
trees, and in 1888 more fences were put up at the adjoining properties to keep the
neighboring animals out of the cemetery.

In 1891 a set of handsome iron gates were given to Sleepy Hollow by Mr.
William M. Prichard, a native son, which gave new dignity to the hallowed grounds.
Then in 1917, when the U.S. government was calling for scrap metal to be used in the
war effort of Worid War I, the cemetery caretaker at that time turned them in for the
worth of the metal matenials. By 1975, when vandalism and a free “parking space” had
become a real problem in this unprotected area, the town saw fit to install four new sets
of gates at the four entrances, which has soived the problem for the cemetery caretakers
very nicely. .

On September 27, 1998, “The Knoll at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery” was dedicated
for public use. This was the old “Asparagus Farm” land which the committee of 1960
had seen fit to buy for future expansion. The architect was Landscape Design Associates
and the contractor was Littleton Environmental Services, Inc. One section of this
property is given for Jewish family burnais.

In all, there are nine bunial sites in Concord. Besides the three that have been
covered here, there are six others. Further down Bedford Street is St. Bernard’s cemetery
which was opened in 1864 for the Catholic population by the archdiocese of Boston. At
the Massachusetts Correctional Institution in West Concord there is a cemetery where the
unclaimed bodies of prisoners have been buried. To date there have been 212 people
interred there over the years since 1878 when the Institution was opened. Each grave is
Just a cement block buried flat to the ground with the lettering MSP (Massachusetts State
Prison) and a chronological number for each man. The system has changed in recent
years so there are hardly any burials now because families are kept in closer touch with
their relatives in prison.

The remaining four burial sites are the small pox family cemeternies of the 1700’s:
the Hosmer family plot behind 600 Main Street, the Chandler family plot on Barrett’s
Mill Road (left off Strawberry Hill Road by the entrance to the Rod & Gun Club), and the
Potter lot on Fairhaven Road (south side of intersection with Route 2). There are
probably ten people buried here from the “Pest House™ epidemic of 1792. There was
another Dudley family grave on Westford Road which I believe has now deteriorated to
an unidentifiable condition. In these cases of death from small pox, the bodies were not
allowed to be carned to the town burying grounds for fear of spreading the dreaded
disease, and all clothing and bedding used by the victims had to be burned.

The focal point of Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is the beautiful Melvin Memorial
statue “Mourning Victory”, a national treasure, and the art work of Daniel Chester
French, also a Concord man. He became one of the country’s most famous sculptors,
having done the “Seated Lincoin” for the Lincoin Memorial in Washington, D.C.; and his
very first work having been “The Minute Man Statue™ at the Old North Bridge, which he
did at the early age of 22 years.

When President Lincoln called for volunteers to make up an army for the Civil
War, among the 70 plus men who left from Concord were four brothers of the Melvin
family. After the war was over, oniy one brother returned — James Melvin. Later on,



when his finances allowed, he commissioned his friend, Daniel French, to do a statue in
memory of his lost brothers:

Asa was killed in the Battle of Petersburg and buried in an unknown grave;

John died in a military hospital — his body was packed in ice and sent home

for burnal in a family lot in Sleepy Hollow;

Samuel died in Andersonville Prison and was buried in the “Common Pit”.

The #40 grave on the map of Sleepy Hollow designates the grave of James, the
surviving brother, and aiso his brother John.

“Mourning Victory™” was dedicated on June 16, 1509 and this year of 1999 it 1s
undergoing a restoration to level it from tipping, securing the foundation and refurbishing
the beautiful pink Tennessee marble to its original condition. French chose his own
burial place to be on the ridge above his statue (#16 on the map) where he and his wife
are buried under the stone he designed himself.

Prior to Memorial Day each year approximately 1100 American flags are placed
by the graves of all people who have served in any war or conflict in which our country
has been involved. Then in a fitting ceremony of townspeople on November 11%,
Armistice Day (or Veteran’s Day) in Sleepy Hollow, the Concord Fire Department
conducts a burning of these and any other worn out flags that need to be properly
destroyed.

The story of Sleepy Hollow Cemetery would not be complete without a few
words about the Dee family and their contribution to this place and town. In 1855, at the
age of 26, Joseph Dee came to this country from Ireland and subsequently bought the Fay
farm on Bedford Street. At that time a man named Willard Farrar, a cabinet-maker,
coffin maker and sexton of the First Parish Church, had been appointed to be the first
burial agent for the town. The price of his coffins was $6.00 and $8.00, and by 1868 he
became the first funeral director, and Joseph Dee was the caretaker of the cemeteries, as
well as the grave-digger. In 1893 the two men started the business of the Farrar and Dee
undertakers. Willard Farrar died in 1910 and the business was carried on as the Joseph
Dee Funeral Business. This was passed on to successive members of the family and
today 1s conducted by Charles Dee, Jr. and his sister Susan Dee. In those by-gone days,
the records were kept by the Burial Agent and are still in the possession of the Dee
Funeral Home. But also during the 1930’s, President Roosevelt’s WPA program
employed secretanies to copy these records for the general public to use. They now can
be found in the cemetery office on Bedford Street at the first gate of Sleepy Hollow,
under the care of Tish Hopkins, the crew leader there. This gray building in the far left
hand corner of Sleepy Hollow had originally been built for the #2 School of the Concord
District School system in the early 1800°s. It is now used by the cemetery crew as their
headquarters for the maintenance of the burying grounds. At one time this was used as a
chapel, equipped with an organ where funeral services were conducted when Mr. Joseph
Dee, Sr. was the undertaker.

In 1936 a second funeral service was started by Rothwell MacRae, a native son of
Concord. Beginning with a small office in the old Livery stable on Walden Street, he
moved on, in 1937, to buying the house, now at 74 Belknap Street, which had been
renovated from two small houses being brought together.

By 1958 Rothwell, wishing to retire, sold his business to Edmund Tunnicliffe, Sr.,
who carried on under the name MacRae-Tunnicliffe Funeral Service. Edmund’s son,



“Ted” Jr., who was 12 years old when his parents came to Concord, is now the owner of
the business, still at 74 Belknap Street in Concord, and still known as the MacRae-
Tunnicliffe Funeral Home.

Sleepy Hollow has now been accepted for listing in the National Register of
Historic Places. ‘

Renee Garrelick says, in her book “Concord in the Days of Strawberries and
Streetcars”: “Visitors who come to see Concord often stop to wander among the old
gravestones as if to feel the history that has come to rest here.” Surely Concord 1s a
unique spot in our country and we who live here can feel great pride in all that has gone
on before we ever appeared.



THE LAST WORD ABOUT THE REV. PETER BULKELEY’S BURIAL PLACE

All these years people have been pondering the question about where Rev. Peter
Bulkeley and his son, Rev. Edward Bulkeiey, were buried. It is reasonabie to believe that
they would have been interred in Concord, but no grave markers have ever been found
for either of them, here or elsewhere.

In the far right hand corner of the Old Hill Burying Ground is a very old brick
vault which has no lettering nor marks of any kind to signify who is buried within, but it
occupies a prime spot in the burying ground, and the supposition is that this might be the
place for them. At one point in the 1960°s, when some repair work had to be done on this
brickwork, I knew that Charlie Dee, Sr. and a few others had been privy to see the
interior of this tomb.

Last year a small group of devoted historians toyed with the idea of finding out
for ourselves once and for all who is buried there. In our curiosity I wrote to Charlie Dee
to ask what they had found then, and the feasibility of attempting to do something
ourselves now.

Here is his answer - and the matter rests.

“The oniy reason we were allowed to enter the tomb at the time was because the entrance had
become unsealed. Charlie Voigt and myself entered the tomb with flashlights and found the
following: The tomb ceiling was lined with English brick, perfectly convexed and in very good
condition.

“There were three coffin-shaped coffins on the right as we entered. The

weight of the two top coffins had crushed the bottom coffin. On the left,

there were three other coffins and the weight of the two top coffins had aiso crushed the bottom
one. Each coffin had a hole in the upper part with a piece of glass covering what is called the
viewing hole. Of course, the glass was so dirty with dust we had trouble looking into the coffins,
but what little we could see, there was a perfect skeleton in each one. At the rear of the tomb,
there were two coffins. One on top of the other. The bottom coffin was large, indicating a large
man. This coffin had a square viewing hole opening with a dusty piece of giass covering. This
was in contrast to the oval openings in the others. When I told Ruth [Ruth Wheeler] this story, she
felt this tomb might have been a town tomb used when a person died in the winter. The remains
would have been placed there until Spring for earth burial.

“I have always believed that early New England cemeteries were on hills because that was where
the frost and snow wouid leave the ground first in the Spring and to make it easier to dig a grave.

“Considering that the first Church stood where the stone house is today on
Lexington Road, and that important people of the community were buried

close to the Church, it is possibie that the large coffin is that of the Rev.

Peter Bulkeley. This was alluded to me by Ruth, but of course, no positive proof.

“There is a perfect set of granite steps on the hillside in back of the stone house going up to an
opening in the stone wall, near the tomb in question. I personally visuaiize pall bearers carrving
coffins up these stairs and up the hill for interment in the tombs or for earth bunais after a service
in the Church.

“I do not see any advantage of entering the tomb because there were no
markings on the coffins and no way to identify the remains.
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FOREWARD TO CEMETERY MAPS

In 1873 Mr. George Tolman, a native Concordian and a printer and proofreader,
did his laborious work of recording all the inscriptions on all of the gravestones just as
they were wnitten in the old burying grounds in Concord at that time. His work included
stones in the Old Hill and the South (Main Street) grounds. He gave a number to each
stone:

#1 — 481 to graves in the Old Hill Burying Ground;

#482 — 710 to graves in the South Burying Ground,;

#711, 712 and 713 to the small pox family lots.

In 1977, Mr. Donald Pusch of Bedford, Mass. reviewed the same graves and
made a transcript of his own about them, noting that some listed by Tolman were now
missing, and that others had been added.

Realizing that the actual stones were still hard to find in the graveyards, I have
endeavored to chart the location of each stone, but only in the Old Hill. I find there is an
existing map of the South (included here), and the private small pox family graves can be
found by following the directions mentioned by Tolman and Pusch.

I have followed the same numbering system used by Tolman and Pusch and
divided the Old Hill ground into 20 sections, using one sheet of paper for a map of each
section. | have added alphabet letters to designate some locations that they did not
mention, for instance the names of people buried in the tombs. Since there were no
epitaphs for these people, Mr. Toiman did not include them, but I felt it was necessary to
show their locations on my chart.

I have taken the liberty of correcting any errors on the onginal transcript that I
could prove wrong (in pencil so they may be erased if anvone sees fit to do so) and in
five cases where Tolman had indexed women under their maiden names, I have listed
them under their married names in my index, since they were buried with their husbands
in each instance: example Mary Hartwell Brown. Her name appears on the stone as Mary
Hartwell, wife of Roger Brown, and since they are buried together in the same tomb I
have listed her as Mary Hartwell Brown (Tolman listed her under H for Hartwell).

I have used four sizes of shapes to designate the proportionate size of each stone:

#1 — very small or broken off

#2 — small to medium

#3 — large

#4 — very large or prominently important.
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