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DEDICATION

This thesis is dedicated to all those who have come before us, who have created our
ideas, our thoughts, our lives, our words, and our stories, and to all those who will
follow and recreate what we have done.

Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity.
What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh under the sun?
One generation passesth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth abideth for
ever.
The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down, and hasteth to his place where he arose.
The wind goeth toward the south, and turneth about unto the north; it whirleth about
continually, and the wind returneth again according to his circuits.
All the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place from whence the rivers
come, thither they return again.
All things are full of labour; man cannot utter it: the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the
ear filled with hearing.
The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done 1s that which shall
be done: and there is no new thing under the sun.
Is there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new? it hath been already of old time,
which was before us.
There is no remembrance of former things; neither shall there be any remembrance of things
that are to come with those that shall come after.

-King James Bible, Ecclesiastes 1:2-11

The use of words is to express ideas. Perspicuity, therefore, requires not only that the ideas
should be distinctly formed, but that they should be expressed by words distinctly and
exclusively appropriate to them. But no language is so copious as to supply words and
phrases for every complex idea, or so correct as not to include many equivocally denoting
different ideas. Hence it must happen that however accurately objects may be discriminated
in themselves, and however accurately the discrimination may be considered, the definition
of them may be rendered inaccurate by the inaccuracy of the terms in which it is delivered.
And this unavoidable inaccuracy may be greater or less, according to the complexity and
novelty of the objects defined. When the Almighty himself condescends to address mankind
in their own language, his meaning, luminous as it must be, is rendered dim and doubtful by
the cloudy medium through which it is communicated.

-James Madison, The Federalist No. 37
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in memory of the past;
And to my wife Stacey and my children Preston, Kaley and Alicia,
for the joy of the present and the future.
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ABSTRACT

The Madison family did not write the history of their cemetery, but by
combining a storytelling method with historical, genealogical and archaeological
information, a thought provoking construction of the history is presented. On June
29, 1836, James Madison, Jr. was buried in an unmarked grave beside his parents in
the family cemetery at Montpelier. The President’s grave was later marked in 1857,
but his parents still lie unmarked. As many as 100 burials are contained within the
cemetery, but only 31 of these burials are marked with a gravestone. Utilizing the
concept of a cemetery as a community of the dead, created, maintained, and
preserved by the community of the living, the President’s death, burial and the
marking of his grave will be used as an entry point into the contextual history of the
family cemetery. This thesis asks the question: Why are some burials 1 the cemetery
marked and others unmarked? And in particular, why was President James Madison’s
burial not marked with a gravestone until 21 years after his death? Focusing on the
cemetery community concept this thesis examines how nearly 275 years of history
can be contextualized and used as an analytical tool to answer these questions. The
research brings to life the numerous past and present living communities who have
created, maintained, and preserved the cemetery’s community of the dead through
time, from the Madison family up through the Montpelier Foundation; and as the
historical context is created the context in turn creates and explains itself. Simple
answers do not exist for the questions posed in this thesis, but through an
engagement with context one can see that both the marked and unmarked graves
were commemorative acts. A famous gravestone epitaph states, “Remember me as
you pass by, as you are now so once was I, as I am now so you shall be, prepare for
death and follow me.” In the pages that follow, this thesis, through the use of
fictional prose and non-fictional narrative, tells the previously untold story of the
marked and unmarked graves contained within the Madison family cemetery at
Montpelier.
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WHO WAS BURIED IN JAMES MADISON’S GRAVE?



INTRODUCTION

MADISON’S MONUMENT AND REMAINS. -- Since his death and burial in
1836, the mortal remains of Ex-President Madison have been quietly reposing at
Montpelier, in Orange county — a locality distant some nine miles from
Gotrdonsville, on the line of the Virginia Central Railroad. During all this time no
mural record with high-sounding eulogy disclosed the place of his final rest; only
neighborhood tradition and historic record serving to point the way to it. The
neglect in attesting his worth by some suitable monument attracted attention, and
some few years since a number of gentlemen of Orange county set about the task of
procuring one. Having been procured, it was conveyed to Montpelier on the 15t
inst., and placed in position...

In digging for a suitable foundation, it became necessary to go below the coffin,
which was consequently exposed to view. The boards placed above the coffin had
decayed, but no earth had fallen in upon it, and everything appeared to be as when
the coffin was deposited there, except that the coffin-lid was slightly out of place,
allowing a partial view of the interior. As their were no fastenings to prevent, the
part of the lid covering the superior portion of the body was raised, and the several

gentleman present looked in upon the remains of the great Virginian. ..
- Fredericksburg News, 6 October 1857

The curiosity which drove the gentleman in 1857 to peer in upon the remains
of James Madison, Jr. in his grave (Figure 1) 1s the same curiosity which drives this
study of the Madison family cemetetry. For almost 275 yeats the Madison family
cemetery at Montpelier has been an integral and important part of the landscape, not
only the physical landscape of the property but also the less tangible cultural
landscape created by each successive generation of the family, each successive post-
Madison owner of Montpelier, and the larger milieu of social and cultural change
through time. The cemetery 1s a relic of the past, and at the same time, a portal
through which one can view the dynamic social and cultural processes that have

shaped the history of the cemetery over the past 275 years.
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destruction of most of the Madison family papers in the mid-19" century (see
Fredericksburg News 22 November 1855, and also Miller 2001:4). The archaeological
project, which this study is based upon, provides some valuable information, but the
limitations of the project’s scope also led to more questions. Before excavations
were conducted visual surveys of the cemetery revealed the presence of grave shaft
depressions. Excavations verified the presence of unmarked burials, even in areas
where depressions were not present, revealing that more unmarked then marked
burials existed in the cemetery. The preponderance of unmarked burials is not
unusual in historic period cemeteries (see Bell 1994), but since excavation of the
burials was not an option within the scope of the project, archaeology was unable to
reveal anything more about the unmarked graves.

In trying to understand the history of the Madison family cemetery at
Montpelier one thing became glaringly obvious — without the ability to know the
identities of the family members butied within the unmarked graves then the history
can only be half-told. This study attempts to solve this problem. Even though
historical documentation specific to the cemetery is limited, the history of the
Madison family has been researched by many scholars, but never with the express
purpose of trying to understand the cemetery’s history (Schmidt 2000). By utilizing a
genealogical perspective, a method which has as its hypothetical premise the ability
to compile a list of all the Madison family memberts, then a baseline is obtained for
understanding the family’s use of the cemetery. With specific contextual parameters

placed upon the genealogical information, provided by information from the

1 This study utilizes an extensive genealogical database for the Madison family created by the author
using the genealogy software Awcestry Family Tree, a copyrighted program (1994-2001) produced by
Incline Software, LC and MyFamily.com, Inc. Portions of the database are included within
Appendices 1, 2, & 3 and are also presented as tables within this study.



gravestones and the known histoty of the Madison family at Montpelier, one can
begin to assign identities to the unmarked butials within the cemetery. Identifying
the family members buried within unmarked graves is an important step, which
when combined with the gravestones allows for a fuller understanding of who is
butied in the family cemetery, but it is not the final step in constructing the history of
the cemetery (see Chapman 2000, 2002, 2003).

Constructing a contextual history of the Madison family cemetery requires
intensive historical research. This study presents this research keeping in mind what
Mike Parker Pearson wrote in his book The Archaeology of Death and Burial - ““The dead
do not bury themselves” (2000:3). Whether a grave was marked or unmarked, it 1s
very obvious that the deceased did not care either way - but for those in the family
who lived on, it was through theit actions that the cemetery’s history was shaped.
Edwin Dethlefsen takes this idea one step further when he defines a cemetery as “a
community of the dead, created, maintained, and preserved by the community of the
living” (1981:137). This definition implies that by studying the community of the
dead found in the Madison family cemetery one is able to see a reflection of the
many living communities who have shaped it through time. This is true for the
history of the Madison family cemetery and for historic petiod cemeteties in general,
for when one understands the events and processes that create and form a cemetery
then one is looking at the actions of the living community.

The cemetery as community concept introduced above, combined with an
interpretative poststructuralist storytelling approach (see Carr 2000), will be used in
this study to construct a contextual history of the Madison family cemetery. The

construction of the historical context will attempt to answer the questions: Why are



some burials in the cemetery matked and others unmarked? And in particular, why
was President James Madison’s burial not marked with a gravestone until twenty-one
years after his death? The ghosts of the dead will hopefully speak through their
gravestones and rise from their unmarked graves to help answer these questions.
The answers are not simple; they require an informed engagement with the
contextual history of the family cemetery. When one understands that a cemetery is
a dynamic community with many pasts and many presents, dependant on the
perspective of time and place, then there can be no simple answers to the questions
posed above. Instead, the questions can be viewed as points of entry into the
historical context. More questions can be asked of the questions themselves to

better understand the context, such as ...

Who was buried in James Madison’s grave?

The title of this thesis may sound like a tongue-in-cheek question; a sly post-
structural, post-modernist play on the sensibilities of logic, because of course, James
Madison was buried in James Madison’s grave. So one can change the question
slightly: Who is buried in James Madison’s grave? On the sutface the two questions
seem identical. What makes each question distinct can easily be ovetlooked in a
cursory reading; the was has been changed to an s, changing the past tense to the
present tense, but in doing so Pandora’s box has been opened. There are many pasts
and many presents in the history of the Madison family cemetery at Montpelier. To
answer both questions the entire history of the cemetery must be contextualized,

from the first burial all the way through to the present, for to answer in the present



‘Who is buried in James Madison’s grave?’ one must comprehend how communities
in the past answered that very same question.

The first question, the one in the past tense, can be answered when we
understand James Madison’s burial within the context of the famzly cemetery. He was
not the only person laid to rest in the cemetery, but he was by far the most famous
member of his family interred within it. The Father of the Constitution, the fourth
President of the United States - the list of achievements can go on and on - but in
trying to understand the events and circumstances that led to James Madison’s burial
in the family cemetery, all the accolades and accomplishments of his life will not
provide an answer to the question. James Madison, Jt. is buried in the family
cemetery at Montpelier beside his grandparents and parents, his brothers and his
sisters, his ancestors who came before him and the descendants who followed. So to
answer the first question: a son, a grandson, a brother, in short, a member of the
Madison family was butied in James Madison, Jr.’s grave on June 29, 1836. The
history books extol the greatness of the man (see Colbourn 1974), but it was simply
by his birth that he joined a community which lived, died, and were buried together
in a small family cemetery on the property they called home.

The second question poses the same query in the present tense: Who is
buried in James Madison’s grave? Whereas the answer to the first question 1s
relatively static, pointing to a specific moment in time when James Madison went to
his grave, the answer to the second question is much more dynamic. By recognizing
James Madison as a member of a family community with ties to a cemetery whose
history had strong roots in the past, one can see his burtal within a family tradition.

But the answer to the second question turns this history upside down. The second



question can only be answered within the context of who is asking and when the
question is posed, as for example, right now in the present one’s ability to answer the
question is biased by the limitations of the available archaeological and historical
information. Gazing into the past from the perspective of the present, the family
component of the cemetery is overshadowed by the greatness of the man. The
history of the family cemetery was passed along through the stories family members
recounted, but with the passing of each successive generation the stories began to
fade. By the time the cemetery received its last burial in 1938, over one hundred
years after James Madison was laid to rest and two hundred years after the first burial
in the cemetery, the stoties were forgotten and the history was not preserved.

The multifaceted family history of the cemetery has been replaced by a single
stoty: the iconic national figure of James Madison - a Founding Father, the Father of
the Constitution, and fourth President of the United States - is buried in a small
family cemetery in Orange County, Virginia. Today one need only visit the cemetery
to view James Madison’s monument towering over the family cemetery (Figure 2), a
monument placed in the cemetery over twenty years after his death by unknown
individuals outside of the Madison family. If, however, one looks back into history,
thete was a time when visitots to the cemetery could not have found the location of
his grave without the guidance of family knowledge. This was not an oversight or a
product of neglect on the part of the Madison family, but instead, the burial of James
Madison was left unmarked becanse he was a member of the family. His father and
mother, grandfather and grandmother, brothers and sisters were buried before him
in unmarked graves in the cemetery, and with his simple burial he joined this family

community of the dead. His commemoration was his name and lineage; the family
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The remaining portion of this Introduction will present historical
background information concerning the Madison family and their cemetery at
Montpelier. Chapter I will discuss the methods and theoretical underpinnings of the
study contained within the covers of this thesis. Chapter II will delve into the history
of the 18th—century family cemetery, focusing on the reasons for the initial creation of
the cemetery at Mount Pleasant and the local and regional context of small family
cemeteries in historic Virginia. Chapter III will look at the long and complex history
of the Madison family starting with James Madison, St. and tracing the genealogy
forward in time through the early 20" century. The reasons why some descendants
continued to utilize the cemetery and others did not will be discussed. Chapter IV
will return to the initial questions introduced in this study and attempt to answer
them using contextual conceptions of commemoration found in the history of the

Madison family cemetery.

The Madison Family and Montpelier

Montpelier, a museum property owned by the National Trust for Historic
Preservation and managed by the Montpelier Foundation, is situated in the rolling
foothills of Orange County, Virginia, about 90 miles southwest of Washington, D.C.
and 30 miles east of the Blue Ridge Mountains (Figure 3). It was the lifelong home
of James Madison, Jr. Owned by three generations of the Madison family, the
property was originally called Mount Pleasant when it was first settled. In 1723, the
president’s grandfather Ambrose Madison, with his brother-in-law Thomas Chew,
patented the land in what was then Spotsylvania County, Virginia (Orange County

was later formed in 1734; see Gwathmey 1937). The 4,675 actre patent was arranged
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agricultural structures, were already in place (Lewis 1992; Castillo 1996; Miller
2001:43, 53; Reeves 2003). Unfortunately, Ambrose Madison did not live long
enough to enjoy his new home. On August 27, 1732, he died, poisoned by enslaved
individuals who may not have been too happy with their new home on the far
western edge of the Virginia frontier (Miller 2001; Chambers 2003, 2005). Ambrose
Madison was the first family member buried on the property in what would later
come to be known as the Madison family cemetery. He was survived by his wife
Frances, two young daughters Elizabeth and Frances, and his only son James
Madison, later to become James Madison, St. and the father of the president.

After Ambrose died, his wife, Frances Taylor Madison, managed the
plantation until her son James Madison, St. came of age in 1741. Even then, Frances
continued to hold a life interest in the property and was involved in the management
of the plantation until her death in 1761 (Dorman 1961b:30; Reeves 2003; Miller
2001:32). Though no documentation exists concerning the location of her burial, it
1s presumed that she was buried beside her husband in the family cemetery. James
Madison, St. took over a very prosperous plantation at his mother’s death and added
to his substantial land holdings in the area (Miller 1985). With his wife, Nelly
Conway Madison, whom he married in September 1749, he raised a large family of
twelve children on the plantation, the eldest of whom was the future president (see
Appendix 1). James Madison, St. constructed a Georgian-style brick mansion to
accommodate his growing family about one-quarter mile east of Mount Pleasant.

This house, built around 1760, forms the core of the present day mansion, and it was
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during his tenure that the plantation’s name was changed from Mount Pleasant to
Montpelier > (Lewis and Parker 1987; see also Miller 2002).

During James Madison, St.’s lifetime he saw many changes take place within
the small local community he grew up in. He played an important role in many of
these changes as he ascended through the ranks of the local gentry. Between 1749
and 1799 he was a justice in the Orange County court, acting as presiding justice as
eatly as 1767 (Scott 1974 [1907]:136; Thomas 1972:15). He also held the positions of
sheriff and coroner, served as the militia colonel during the Revolutionary War, and
was a member of the vestry and a church warden for Saint Thomas’ Parish
(Brockman 1959:3, 6; Warren 1933:37; Thomas 1976:56, 90). For most of his
lifetime “the elder Madison had been the leading citizen of Orange County, its guide
through revolution and war, often its sheriff, and related to virtually every substantial
landowner in it” (IKKetcham 1990:389). After his death in 1801 his son James
Madison, Jr. inherited not only the property of Montpelier but also the role of
patriarch within the family community. Nelly Conway Madison outlived her
husband James Madison, Sr. and also nine of her twelve children. While living in the
brick mansion at Montpelier she watched from afar as her eldest son’s star rose on
the national stage from Secretary of State under Thomas Jefferson to President of

the United States from 1809 to 1817. On February 11, 1829, in the 97" year of her

2 The President’s grandfather Ambrose Madison named the plantation Mount Pleasant. The first
reference for the name is contained within the 1726 Patent Improvement Accounts (Miller 2001:54).
It is not known how long this name was in use by the family. The name Montpelier first appears in a
1781 letter from Edmund Pendleton to his cousin James Madison, St. (44). For the purposes of this
study the name Mount Pleasant will be used to describe the Madison property for the period between
1723, when the land was patented, and 1761, when the President’s grandmother Frances Taylor
Madison died; Montpelier will be used to refer to the period after 1761. For a short period, two main
houses existed on the property at the same time. The main house at Mount Pleasant, built sometime
between 1723 and 1732, survived up through the 1770s (Reeves 2003). It will be referred to as the
Mount Pleasant plantation house or in similar fashion. The Georgian mansion James Madison, Sr.
constructed will always be referred to as the Montpelier mansion or the brick house.



14

life, Nelly Conway Madison died and was buried beside her husband in the family
cemetery.

Even though James Madison, Jr. had no children of his own, he was the
eldest of twelve siblings, many of whom lived to marry and have numerous children,
nieces and nephews, who looked to their ‘Uncle Jeames’ for support and guidance.
Much of Madison’s life was played out on the national stage, helping to guide a
fledgling country through its early growing pains; but where his heart and mind
resided was at his family’s home in the heartland of Virginia. His long and
distinguished public career ended in March 1817 with his last term as president. He
retired to Montpelier to live out his last years on the property he called home, but
those last years saw the decline of the property. Successive crop failures, depressed
crop values caused by a nagging agricultural recession and the financial strain of
supporting a wayward step-son pushed the former president into debt that he was
never able to overcome (Ketcham 1990:615, 624). With his death in 1836, James
Madison, Jr. joined his family in the small cemetery at Montpelier and a much
diminished property was passed on to his wife Dolley Madison. Dolley held onto
Montpelier for only a few years, eventually having to sell the property in 1844 to pay
off debts. The property passed through a number of different owners, ending up in
1901 in the hands of William duPont. His daughter Marion duPont Scott inherited
Montpelier in 1928 and at her death in 1983 bequeathed the property to the National
Trust for Historic Preservation.

The property is now open to the public as a museum and is managed by the
Montpelier Foundation, a private non-profit organization. The museum property

presently contains 2,687 acres, within which 1,272 acres of the original Madison
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patent land remains intact (Parker and Klein 1989:116). This area is known as the
historic core of Montpelier. The historic core contains the Montpelier mansion,
which is the main focus of the museum property, and also the Madison family
cemetery located a quarter of a mile northwest of the mansion. Archaeological
excavations have discovered the remains of the Mount Pleasant plantation house, the
home in which Ambrose Madison died in 1732, roughly two hundred feet east of the

cemetery (Figure 4).

The Madison Family Cemetery at Montpelier

If the Montpelier mansion is the heart of the museum property, the focal
point of the celebration and interpretation of President James Madison’s life, then
the Madison family cemetery must be regarded as the soul of the property, for within
its walls lies the final resting place of not only the president, but also his family,
ancestotrs and descendants, who called Montpelier home. Today, the cemetery is a
rectangular plot of land enclosed within a brick wall covering an area roughly 95 feet
by 70 feet (Figure 5). Thirty-six gravestones are present within the cemetery
commemorating the burials of 31 individuals (Chapman and Baxter 2000; Table 1).”
All the gravestones commemotate Madison family members except one, that of
Frank Carson, who owned Montpelier between 1857 and 1881. Archaeological,

historical and genealogical research indicates that in addition to the 31 individuals

3 The 38 gravestones found in Table 1 include eight uninscribed fieldstone markers, one brick footing
for a gravestone that may or may not have been placed in the cemetery (Gravestone 26), one
commemorative plaque placed in the cemetery in 1993 by the Virginia Business and Professional
Women’s Foundation and the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities and Public Policy honoring the
accomplishments of Dolley Madison (Gravestone 29), and 28 inscribed gravestones. Two of the 28
gravestones listed (Gravestones 13 and 38) are broken tablet stones which were found lying in the
southwest corner of the cemetety beneath a boxwood bush. Standing replacement gravestones
(Gravestones 14 and 32) for the two broken stones are present in the cemetery.
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represented by gravestones at least 48 individuals are buried in unmarked graves
within the cemetery (see Table 9). All the burials occurred between 1732 and 1938.
Eight uninscribed fieldstone markers and a substantial brick footing (Table 1,
Gravestone 26) that once may have supported a gravestone, indicate the locations of
some of the unmarked burials. Historical documentation has only been found for ten
of the family members buried within unmarked graves. One of the purposes of this
thesis will be to explain why the other possible unmarked burials are included within
the cemetery’s community of the dead.

The cemetery’s proximity to Mount Pleasant, the original home on the
propetty, indicates the first burials occurred during the early settlement of the
property. Two of these burials are those of the president’s grandparents, Ambrose
Madison and Frances Taylor Madison, both of whom lie in unmarked graves. No
historical documents have been found to shed light on the location of Ambrose
Madison’s grave and archaeological investigations have not provided substantial
proof of his burial within the cemetery, but circumstantial evidence strongly points
towards the grandfathet’s butial in 1732 as the inception of the Madison family
cemetery (see Chapter II).

James Madison, Jr. was buried in the family cemetery on June 29, 1836. The
president’s burial lay unmarked until September 1857. At that time, the existing
granite obelisk was placed above his grave. Dolley Madison died in 1849 and was
otiginally buried in the Congressional Cemetery in Washington, D.C. Though her
dying wish was to be buried by the side of her husband, this request was not fulfilled
until January 1858, with the permission of the Carson family who then owned

Montpelier. Her burial was marked with a marble obelisk soon afterwards. The only
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direct family member of James Madison, Jr. marked with a gravestone is his sister,
Sarah Madison Macon, who died in 1843. Seven other brothers and sisters of the
president, along with his parents and grandparents are buried in the cemetery, but all
of their graves are unmarked. The other gravestones found in the cemetery
commemorate the family and descendants of Sarah Madison Macon and two
brothers of the president, Ambrose and William. The earliest gravestone in the
cemetery dates from 1811, but the style of the marker indicates it may have been
placed in the cemetery as late as the 1840s (David Via 2001, personal
communication). The latest gravestone from 1938 marks the burial of Susan Daniel

Madison, the 3* great-granddaughter of Ambrose Madison.

Archaeological Research

Between August 1999 and August 2000 archaeological excavations were
conducted in the Madison family cemetery at Montpelier (Baxter 2000). There were
two reasons for the work. The first reason concerned the significance of the year
2001 and the importance of the cemetery as part of the Montpelier museum property
landscape. March 16, 2001 marked the 250" anniversary of James Madison’s birth.
This momentous occasion provided the theme for the whole year at Montpelier.
Planning for this anniversary had started as eatly as 1998. One glaring problem in
the preparation for the anniversary was the state of the cemetery, the final resting
place of the former president. Normal upkeep of the cemetery, such as mowing the
lawn and removing brush and leaves, was cartied out, but the effects of time and

vandals had taken their toll on the landscape.
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any potential archaeological resources that would be affected by restoration work.
The excavations also provided views of the monument’s foundation for the
restoration specialists to study.

Preliminary historical research, plus the existence of grave depressions,
indicated a number of graves within the cemetery were unmarked. Excavations were
also placed to understand the density and locations of these unmarked graves,
particularly in areas most affected by the restoration work. Approximately 18
percent of the total area within the brick walls of the cemetery was surveyed.® These
excavations revealed the presence of 18 burials, providing a 1:1 correlation and a
rough estimate of 100 total burials contained within the cemetery. Five burials were
discovered associated with four gravestones and the brick footing. Eleven unmarked
burials were discovered in an eighty-three-foot long by two-feet wide test trench
placed across an area in the cemetery conspicuous because of its lack of gravestones
(Figure 8). Two unmarked burials were found in excavations directly south of James
Madison, Jr.’s obelisk (see Figure 5). An 1839 newspaper account indicates that
these two graves are those of his parents, James Madison, St. and Nelly Conway
Madison. The account states that “the remains of Mr. Madison lie in the adjacent
family cemetery with those of his father and his mother by his right side” (Letters of

a Convalescent [L.C] 1839). None of the grave shafts were excavated down to

+ The surface area of the cemetery measuring 95 feet north/south by 70 feet east/west equals 6650
square feet (95 x 70 = 6650). Five excavation units of varying dimensions were placed in the cemetery
- two 10x10 foot units, one 83x2 foot long test trench, and two 2x2 foot exploratory units east and
west of President Madison’s monument. Portions of two test trenches straddling the north wall of
the cemetery were also located within the cemetery proper — a 2x2 foot portion of a longer trench
extending north of President Madison’s monument, and a 2x1.5 foot section of a trench in the
northeast area of the cemetery. The combined surface area of all seven excavations equaled
381squate feet. The total area of the cemetery was divided by the excavation area to find the
percentage of area tested (6650/381 = 17.454068%) which when rounded up provides the 18%
figure.
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used through time, information that the gravestones alone do not fully provide. This
list, along with the material record provided by the gravestones, and other
documentary records, will be used as entry points into the history to answer the
question of why certain burials are marked and others are unmarked in the Madison

family cemetery.



CHAPTER11

THE CEMETERY COMMUNITY CONCEPT:
CONSTRUCTING THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

We recognize that the way people understand the world around them necessarily
informs their acts of creation and representation — both written and material.
Rather than thinking in terms of written records being more ‘biased’, or
archaeological evidence less informative, students of the recent past now recognize
that all human action, including the creation of both material and written ‘texts’ is
‘interested’; that is, that the particular social context of the authors helps to structure
the things they do and their ways of doing them. These interests, far from being
distortions of the true past, are important to our understanding of history and
should be the focus of our study (Tarlow 1999:3-4).

The cemetery may, indeed, be the most heavily laden symbol that any civilization
created for itself. We tend to casually accept its function as a place of
commemoration, of respectful acknowledgement of the significance of the dead and
as the concrete reminder of our own mortality. Certainly it is all these. But the
burial ground is also a visual presentation of the past, of the movement of time, of
the very existence of the ancestry which allows history to be both perceived and
conceived. The relationship between the representation of history as it occurs in the
graveyard and the dynamics of the “now,” civilization as we live it, 1s far from
simple (Campbell 1981:657).

The dead do not bury themselves... (Pearson 2000:3).

[A cemetery is] a community of the dead, created, maintained, and preserved by the
community of the living (Dethlefsen 1981:137).

Archaeology of Death

The realities of death and burial have been studied by archaeologists since the
beginnings of the field. Early excavations were fueled by curiosity. Antiquarians
were fascinated with the Egyptian pyramids, the grand tholos tombs found

throughout ancient Greece and megalithic tombs found in Furope. The earliest

27



28

scientific excavations focused on these ancient burial sites (Chapman and Randsborg
1981:2; Tarlow 1999:9). Thomas Jefferson conducted what many consider the first
archaeological excavations in North America. His study of a Native American burial
mound along the Rivanna River in Albemarle County, Virginia, in 1784, is well
known by students of archaeology (Ttigger1989:69). For this work Jefferson has
long been acclaimed as the ‘Father of American Archaeology’, but James Deetz in his
book on the Plymouth Colony in New England describes excavations of Native
American burial sites by the Pilgrim explorers that predate Jefferson’s excavations by
over 150 years (2000:47-48). The history of archaeology is filled with excavations of
burial sites, from the early curiosity of the Pilgrims up through the present. This
stems from archaeologists’ interest in not only the death and burial of past humans
but also the material culture that these societies and cultures left behind (see Binford
1971).

Archaeologists gain much of their information from burial contexts, and this
1s no exception for historical archaeologists in North America. An overview of the
literature shows “‘strong traditions of antiquarian and genealogical studies of grave
markers as well as work which seeks to explore historical questions of technology,
status and identity” (Tarlow 1999:15; see also Bell 1994:27-28). Since the seminal
work of James Deetz and Edwin Dethlefsen with New England gravestones in the
1960s, interest in North Ametican cemeteties has greatly increased. How
archaeologists find information within historic period cemeteries usually takes one of
two basic approaches. The first approach is detived from the wotk of Deetz and
Dethlefsen where the focus is on the gravestones, the visible matetial culture found

aboveground within the cemetery. The stones enable one to see time and place in a
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historic cemetery. The material culture is dated, one of the few times archaeologists
have this luxury, and from this, information not only about the deceased can be
gleaned, but as Deetz and Dethlefsen have shown, larger questions concerning burial
and mortuary display can be asked of the material culture (see Dethlefsen and Deetz
1966; Deetz and Dethlefsen 1971 and 1982; Dethlefsen 1969; Crowell and Mackie
1984; Crowell 1986; Mackie 1986; Hijiya 1983; Butler 1969 and 1998; and Adinolfi
1995). On average in any given historic period cemetery the gravestones represent
roughly 25% of the total burials, meaning that most burials in a cemetery are
unmarked (Erin Baxter, personal communication, 1999). Gravestone studies make
up for this by utilizing a large enough database so that a statistical sampling 1s
produced, enabling one to gain information on cultural and historical differences
through time.

The second approach involves the archaeological excavation of historic
period cemeteries, usually due 1n part to activities that would destroy the cemetery
and its dead inhabitants. Some of the simplest studies are done under the auspices
of cultural resource management work where the burials ate excavated and reburied
elsewhere out of harms way. Some of the more complex - with complexity and
funding usually going hand-in-hand - involve the study of the human remains and
associated mortuary material culture. Osteological studies enable one to understand
the lifeways of the buried individuals, and further studies of the grave material can
lead to observations of the cultural context within which they wete butried (see Little
et al 1992; Bell 1990; Raemsch and Bouchard 2000; Thomas et al 1977; Joseph and

Crist 2000; and King and Ubelaker 1996).
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Both approaches use the material culture found within the cemetery, that
which exists both above and below the ground, to undetstand more about the
history of any given cemetery. Gravestone studies usually do not involve
excavations, and where a large enough sample of period gravestones can be found
some interesting and insightful information can be discovered. The second
approach relies on the ability to excavate the graves in a cemetery. The study of the
Madison family cemetery at Montpelier fits somewhere between these two
approaches. The gravestones in the Madison family cemetery, if studied alone,
would only provide a small glimpse into the history of the cemetery, and in some
cases, without placing the stones into a historical context, that information would be
suspect. The basic assumption that a stone was placed above a grave shortly after
burial is shown to not be the case, and this would not be known for the family
cemetery if the historical record were not consulted.

Due to the fact that the Madison family cemetery is in no danger of being
destroyed by a new housing development or by the widening of a road, it was not
deemed necessary to disturb the burials. Only limited excavations were carried out
in conjunction with restoration activities. Much information could be gained from
large scale excavations within the cemetery - a more accurate total number of burials
could be found, and with the grave shaft excavations, depending on preservation,
one could conduct osteological studies utilizing DNA and other techniques. In the
future, further excavations may allow for a better understanding of the archaeological
record, but for now since there is no pressing need to disturb the cemetery, other
than the curiosity that fueled Jefferson’s and the Pilgrims’ excavations so long ago, it

is best to let the dead rest where they lay. This does not mean though that our study
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of the Madison family cemetery must end, for there are still ways to make the dead

speak from their graves.

The Cemetery Community Concept

Edwin Dethlefsen in his article entitled “The Cemetery and Culture Change:
Archaeological Focus and Ethnographic Perspective” defines a cemetery as “a
community of the dead, created, maintained, and preserved by the community of the
living” (1981:137). The most important aspect of this definition is that it
conceptualizes the framework within which all human action in a cemetery occurs.
By understanding a cemetety as community one is able to see the interplay between
the living and the dead communities and the effects this interplay has on the material
culture and histotical record of the cemetery. Using the material culture informed by
the historical context of both the living and dead communities one can begin to
recognize how and why the community of the living created, maintained and
presetved the cemetery through time.

Dethlefsen expands upon this idea when he writes, “It is not the dead
individual but the living community which determines and maintains the cultural
frame within which mortuary practices and perceptions occur” (1981: 137). That the
living play a more active role in the creation of a cemetery’s cultural framework 1s
undoubtedly true, but as Sarah Tarlow writes, “The dead are not just another class of
evidence” (1999:177). In constructing the history of the Madison family cemetery it
is understood that the living are the ones who bury the dead, but

Although obviously true at the most banal level, this oversimplifies what could be
more usefully considered as a manifestation of the relationship between the living
and the dead. Italso contributes to the marginalization of the burial context within
our interpretative structures ... The living may physically intet the dead, but that is
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not the same thing as having a free hand in their treatment. Itis only a very limited
idea of what death means which allows us to believe that personal power leaves the
body with its last breath. By whatever standards we choose ... archaeological
examples show us that the dead were potent subjects, not only symbolic resources

(Tatlow 1999:177).

By using the concept of cemetery as community one can begin to see the historical
processes that have acted upon the cemetery through time and see in these processes
the cultural and historical perceptions of the past and the present living and dead
communities.

Archaeological investigations, restoration activities and the implementation
of a new interpretative program focused on the 250" anniversary of James Madison,
Jr.’s birth by the Montpelier museum propetty are not only meant to maintain and
preserve the physical landscape and material culture of the cemetery, but also reveal
how the modern living community is actively creating, maintaining, and preserving
how the cemetery is perceived and therefore interpreted in the present. Yet these
interpretations must take into consideration the entire history of the cemetery. The
cemetery community concept allows for the factor of time to be conceptualized
within the study of the historical context. By approaching the historical context of
the cemetery in terms of the duality of community (living/dead) one is able to
engage the material culture of specific contextual periods within the history of the
cemetery without having to place these periods into static categoties of meaning (i.e.
Madison family period 1732-1844, duPont period 1901-1983, etc.). These periods
will necessarily need to be used for chronological and descriptive purposes but they
will not have any meaning in and of themselves unless the historical context informs
them with meaning. The cemetery as community concept provides a framework

used to incorporate seemingly disparate historical processes into the creation of the
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overall historical context for the cemetery. The creation of the historical context
therefore will not be signified by the historical processes evident within the cemetery,
but instead will incorporate these processes into a dynamic understanding of context
informed by the framework of cemetery as community.

Dethlefsen expands upon the idea of cemetery as community when he looks
at the cemetery as a model for understanding culture change:

If we accept that a community is an adaptive system all of whose parts are more or
less delicately adjusted to one another, and then if we look at the cemetery as a
limited reflection of the real community, we might begin to see a model of the
general workings of the larger system — we might learn how to expose details of
synergistic interaction among the “institutions” of a functioning “culture.” The parts
of the system are often difficult to petcetve. Their “visibility” is in proportion to the
viewer’s sense of the whole, and they are best seen not in the intricacies of their
“structural” details but in terms of their interactive relationships with one another.
It was only when I began to see the cemetery as a material expression of the
systemic history of the community that the relationships among the various aspects
of observation in the cemetery — spacing, design, form, composition, etc. — began to

make themselves visible (1981: 141-142).

The methodology that Dethlefsen lays out in his article is not directly applicable to
this study because his model assumes the presence of gravestones and that they are
an accurate representation of the living and dead communities in the cemetery. The
questions proposed in this thesis presuppose that the gravestones in the Madison
family cemetery are not an accurate representation of the burials and therefore other
information must be utilized. One does not have the ability to look solely at the
gravestones to understand the history of the cemetery because the gravestones tell
only part of the story. If the main focus was the material record of the gravestones,
as Dethlefsen writes, the “data source” would speak with a “forked tongue”
(1981:142). Instead of focusing on systemic process it is more informative to see
how the material culture informs the historical context of the cemetery through time.

The processes that Dethlefsen sees at work in the cemetery are only a part of the
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historical context within which these processes exist. In order to understand the
context one must step beyond simply trying to see the “interactive relationships”
within the cemetery as community and instead find meaning in how the context of
this community is informed by the material culture and “the intricacies of their

‘structural’ details” (Dethlefsen 1981:141).

Constructing the Historical Context

The Madison family cemetety is almost 275 years old. How does one begin
to construct the historical context for such a long span of time? How does one
decide the boundaries which define the historical context? As Ian Hodder asks of
the cemetery as an archaeological site, “Is the context of a particular artifact type
found in cemeteries a part of the body, the grave, a group of graves, the cemetery,
the region, or what?” (1991:5). This thesis considers the idea that nothing exists
outside of the context, that no abstract boundaries can be put in place to restrict
context, a concept put forward by the postmodernist philosopher Jacques Derrida
(1982) and put into historical and archaeological practice by Edward Carr (2000). In
practical terms, limits must be placed upon the data presented in this thesis and the
ways in which it will construct the historical context for the Madison family
cemetery. To that end, the first part of this section will define context in general
terms. Theories of context relevant to the historical and archaeological study in this
thesis will be discussed in the second part. Tan Hodder’s definition and
conceptualization of context will be discussed, and then an alternative concept of
context found in the poststructural semiotics of Jacques Derrida will be presented.

The last part of this section, reflecting the discussion of context, will conceptualize
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the archaeological and historical information used to construct the historical context
for the Madison family cemetery.
To define context the word itself must be placed within context. Webster’s

Dictionary defines context as:

the part or parts of a written or spoken passage preceding or following a particular
word or group of words and so intimately associated with them as to throw light
upon their meaning; the interrelated conditions in which something exists or occurs.

This definition shows that to understand the context of anything the particular
aspect of what is being examined cannot exist outside of the condition within which
it exists. The creation of sentences in this thesis is a process by which ideas are
constructed using words placed within the text, or placed in con-zex: (Hodder
1991:128). The wotds in this thesis ate imbued meaning within the sentences, and
sentences within the paragraphs, and the paragraphs within the chapters, and
ultimately creating a body of text that gains greater meaning within the larger context
of the fields of historical and archaeological study. Context is everything and
everything exists within context. This thesis will not stray too far from this all
encompassing statement, but for the purposes of manageability the concept of
context must be more specifically defined within the theoretical parameters of
constructing the historical context for the Madison family cemetery.

Archaeological concepts of context attempt to explain how meaning can be
found within material culture. The material culture — the tangible physical artifacts
and objects - which archaeologists find and use to shape their understanding of the
past ate understood as ‘text’ which, when placed within a contextual framework, can
be made to speak (Hodder 1991:126-128). The understanding of context in terms of

language is not a coincidence in light of its definition, but also because many of the
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theories used in the archaeological field are borrowed from semiotic linguistics.
With language, rules of grammar structure how words gain meaning. Words are
signs which signify ideas, and when placed within the contextual framework of
language, these 1deas are given meaning. Material culture has been theorized to exist
within the same semiotic concept. Semiotic linguistic theory is structured on the idea
of similarities and differences (see Hodder 1991; and also Tilley 1990). Every word
in a language is similar to others but also different, and within these similarities and
differences is found the meaning of the word. For example, in the language of this
thesis, the word ‘marked’ is similar but also different from the word ‘unmarked’.
These two words gain meaning when placed within the study of the historical
context of the Madison family cemetery. The play of similarities and differences
attributed to the two wotds within the context imbues the ideas behind the words
with meaning.

The definition for context which Ian Hodder proposes follows along the
same line of reasoning presented above concerning similarities and differences. The
material culture which archaeologists use to understand the past

exists in many relevant dimensions at once, and so, where the data exist, a rich
network of associations and contrasts can be followed through n building up
towards an interpretation of meaning. The totality of the relevant dimensions of
vartation around any one object can be identified as the context of that object
(Hodder 1991:143).

Hodder further expands upon the definition of context specifically as “the totality of
the relevant environment, where ‘relevant’ refers to a significant relationship to the
object — that 1s, a relationship necessary for discerning the object’s meaning”
(1991:143). This definition requires that one understand the significance of the

context before the meaning of an object can be contextualized. Hodder’s concept of
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context is thereby placed within a system of binary opposition where context is only
understood by understanding what is not context.

Hodder’s definition stems from semiotic structuralist thought and at a deeper
level all Western philosophy, where in the process of understanding similarities and
differences a system of oppositions occurs. Structuralism at its most basic level
attempts to conceptualize a central meaning within the play of oppositions (see Tilley
1990). In Western philosophy, all “thought is based on the idea of a center — an
origin, a Truth, an Ideal Form, a Fixed Point, an Immovable Mover, an Essence, a
God, a Presence, which is usually capitalized, and guarantees all meaning” (Powell
1997:21). Examples of binary opposites ate black/white, man/woman,
nature/culture, function/symbol, good/evil, etc. In the construction of these
oppositions to discover a central meaning “one member of the pair is privileged,
freezing the play of the system, and marginalizing the other member of the pair”
(Powell 1997:25). The fundamental problem with Hoddet’s understanding of
context 1s that context itself cannot exist in opposition to something that it is not.
Timothy Yates argues, “we cannot, as Hodder attempts, define context
noncontextually” (1990:271), to do so one would need to understand what is
‘noncontext’ and that is impossible if, as Hodder writes, “an object out of context is
not readable” (1991:145). Context as an object of study cannot exist outside of itself
since ‘noncontext’ would have no meaning. The basic premise of Hoddet’s
definition of context as the “totality of the relevant” is still valid, but one cannot
presuppose the significance of that relevancy. Instead, one must view context as an

all encompassing concept where nothing can exist outside of it.
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Jacques Detrida can state that “nothing exists outside of the context”
(1988:152) by deconstructing structuralist thought, throwing into question the whole
notion that within the system of binary oppositions one element is privileged over
the other, and in doing so a central meaning can be discovered (Derrida 1982; Powell
1997). As desctibed above, in language, words are signs for 1deas which produce
meaning because they are elements in a system of similarities and differences.
Derrida uses the neologism dfférance, a combination of the two verbs ‘to differ’ and
‘to defer’, to represent his concept (Yates 1990:214). Edward Carr provides a
succinct summation of the complex ideas undetlying Derrida’s concept of context:

In Derridain semiology, the signifier is not given meaning through a direct
relationship to a signified, but through différance (to differ/defer), a process in which
the signifier gains meaning through reference to/deferral from everything the
signifier 1s not. The meaning of a signifier, therefore, is never universal but always
reliant upon the context in which it is read and interpreted, for it is only through the
deferral of other meanings available within the context that any meaning is
established. The context, however, does not stand outside of différance, placing limits
on its play. Through this process of deferral, the context itself is created and
modified. Through différance, context and meaning become inextricably bound up in
one another (2000:36-37).

Derrida’s concept of différance does not place context within a system of oppositions,
where one element is held privileged over another; but instead, context

refers to the ‘real-history-of-the-world’, a limitless condition in which there is no
outside. As Derrida put it, “one cannot do anything, least of all speak, without
determining (in a manner that is not only theoretical, but practical and performative)
a context”. So, context stabilizes meanings, but never permanently; it locates,
subject to recontextualization; it categorizes, but not without the trace of the
excluded (Dixon and Jones 1998:256; see also Wood and Bernasconi 1988).

Derrida’s conceptualization of context thereby does not requite that one understand
Hodder’s ‘totality of the relevant’ to inform context with meaning, but that through
the determination of context, the free-wheeling play of all the elements within the

construction of context, meaning is found.
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Derrida’s concept of différance allows for the construction of the historical
context in this thesis without privileging any one data source over another. The
binary oppositions that have already been found within this thesis -
marked/unmarked, living community/dead community, family/individual - do not
have to exist in a system where one is privileged over the other to find meaning
within the context of these elements. As an example, to answer the question of why
some burials are marked and others are unmarked within the Madison family
cemetery, the relevancy of the context cannot be readily understood without placing
both the material culture and the historical documentation on an even playing field.
What is held in importance is that “all human action, and therefore the material
residues of that action, is anchored in the representational meantngs available in the
context of that action” (Carr 2000:37). The meaning of human action 2s seen in the
‘material residues’ or traces of that action within the material culture cannot be
understood as either physical function or symbolic function, as found in the
contextual archaeology of Hodder. Using the process of différance the “physical
function relies upon representational meaning in the same manner as symbolic
function, for the meaning of that function is also bound up in the context in which
the physical function is interpreted” (37).

With the Madison family cemetery, if one is to understand why some family
members were marked with gravestones and others were unmarked the question
must be asked, “What does it mean to mark butials?” This question will lead to a
process of deferral where every question and answer leads to another question. For
instance, a response to this question may be “to commemorate the lives of family

members.” But this answer leads to the question, “then why ate the majority of the
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family burials not marked, were their lives not worthy of commemoration?”” On and
on these questions would go until theoretically every possible explanation would be
found for the ‘human action’ within the historical context of the cemetery. From a
Derridian perspective, the act of commemoration and the context within which the

action occurs 1s

haunted by the presence which it has created itself, within its own act of engraving
petception into thought, into word ... and, then, is not only a visual representation
of human history, but a representation of the very act of mind which defines us as
human (Campbell 1981:659).

What is referred to as the historical context in this thesis is the conceptual
process of creating context. The construction of the historical context 1s an
interpretative tool, which will allow the telling of the story of the Madison family
cemetery. Through the process of différance the context of any action is informed not
only by that action but also by the context in which the action existed, therefore the
construction of context is a dynamic process that can be used as a tool for
interpreting the meaning of the action. To understand why some burials are marked
and others are unmarked, an a priori requirement of knowing the “totality of the
relevant” context is not needed. Carr further explains the application of this idea to
archaeological and historical analysis:

This particular method of theorizing “context” is chosen because it places in the
foreground the essential and necessary interconnectedness of every aspect of a
context without relying on the tautological justifications for such interconnectedness
put forth in functionalism. Further, the connections between aspects of a context
do not take place at conceptual points of contact that might somehow be severed or
separated. Instead, these connections are permanently embedded in one another.
This approach then, disarms the notion of the “single driving factor” as a means of
explanation. Any explanatory factor one might come up with is always reliant on
other aspects of the context for its existence (2000: 37).

As discussed above, the concept of commemoration may play a role in

understanding why butials were marked, but commemoration has no meaning
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without understanding community, family, status, economy or any other aspects of
the context. One can visualize context as a web of meanings where “there is no
necessary linear progression through a chain of meanings, but simultaneity of
engagement with all meanings at all times” (Carr 2000:37).

The archaeological and historical information that will be used to construct
the historical context of the Madison family cemetery consists of the material record
of the cemetery and the historical documents. The material record consists of all the
tangible physical attributes contained within the cemetery landscape including the
landscape itself (Francaviglia 1971), gravestones, fieldstone markers, the brick wall
and all other archaeological artifacts and features. The historical documents consists
of wills, deeds, newspaper accounts, letters, family genealogies and all other written
texts concerning the cemetery and family members buried within the cemetery. Asa
body of evidence, “gravestones are both history and archaeology; both text and
artifact” (Tarlow 1999:2). The text provided within the epitaphs is “deliberatively
communicative” in that it provides information about the deceased and when the
gravestone is viewed as an artifact within context it can be “unintentionally
revealing” concerning larger patterns found in the material culture (2). The
gravestone is a perfect example of how both categories of information can be
combined into one body of material culture whose meaning is only gained by placing
the information within context. This idea is further expanded upon by Ian Hodder:

To the extent that historical explanation can be defined by its reference to
antecedent contexts and events, archaeology is part of history. Yet archaeology is
about material culture not documents. The writing of ink on paper is itself one type
of material culture and the inference of meaning from such evidence is equivalent to
that for material objects in general. In this sense, history is part of archaeology.
Even though historical documents contain considerably more contextual
information when we recognize the language they are written in, the process of
inference is still one of giving meaning to the past material world (1991:12).
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In this study both the material record and the documentary record will constitute the
material culture of the cemetery and the meanings imbedded in this material culture
will be interpreted by understanding the contexts within which this material culture
exists.

The genealogical database for the Madison family compiled by the author of this
thesis is a perfect example of combining interrelated information from both the
material and documentary records into a contextual whole. The genealogy of the
Madison family, their extended family community, and the source material which
provided the building blocks in deciphering the history and genealogy of the family,
was constructed using the genealogical database software Ancestry Family Tree (see
Appendices 1, 2 & 3). Two separate genealogies are presented in this study. The
first represents the genealogy of the Madison family, beginning with Ambrose
Madison, the grandfather of President James Madison, Jr. and the first of the
Madison family buried within the cemetery at Montpelier. As far as historical
documentation allows, a complete picture of the family genealogy can be
constructed. Individuals were born, martied and died; a chain of direct and lateral
connections ties the family together moving backward and forward through time.
The connections transcend time and space for the important link is that of lineage.
The family genealogy provides a baseline from which the second genealogy discussed
in this study is created. The genealogy of the family cemetery attempts to list all the
members of the family who make up the cemetery’s community of the dead (see

Table 9). The cemetery genealogy is firmly rooted in time and space, for it 1s only
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through the construction of the cemetety’s historical context that this genealogy
comes into focus.'

By approaching the familiar data set of the historic period cemetery and
mortuary studies in general from a different angle, new insights are found. This is
particularly relevant in this study due to the question of why there are more
unmarked burials than matked butials in the Madison family cemetery, thereby
indicating the limitations of studying the extant gravestones alone. By accepting that
“there is nothing outside of the context” (Derrida 1988:152), one can construct a
rich contextual history for the cemetery including all of the archaeological and
documentary records. In the process of constructing this context the questions will
be used to engage the context in order to find meaning in why certain burials are
marked and others lie unmarked. The questions and answers and more questions
and answers that stem from this understanding of meaning will provide numerous

points of entry through which the story of the Madison family cemetery unfolds.

Storytelling as Method: Telling the (hi)story
The word ‘story’ is defined in The American Heritage Dictionary as: “an account

of an event or seties of events; narrative; a tale; a short fictional literary composition;

1 The idea for the creation of genealogical context as a part of the larger construction of the historical
context 1s influenced by the work of Darrett and Anita Rutman (1994). The Rutmans’ use of mass
prosopography, a technique by which databases for communities are created that can be used “to
accomplish an absolute mapping of whatever relational vatiables are being utilized” (51), is similar in
concept to how I approach the genealogical construction of the cemetery communities. The
technique of mass prosopography “attempts record linkage within the entirety of the record base
associated with a locale and is not limited as to purpose, the broader approach following from the
subject: the study of a total community” (52, n.31). With the Madison family cemetery community of
the dead, the locale is restricted by the limitations of the total number of burials, but in terms of the
cemetery communities’ total history my genealogical construction of context allows one to see not
only the family members buried within the cemetery but also the living communities who shaped the
history of the cemetery (see also Rutman 1973; Rutman and Rutman 1984; and Bender 1978).
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a statement of facts; report; an anecdote; a lie.” A story need not only be fictional in
nature, but can also include any process by which information is presented. The root
of the word story comes from the Greek bistoria, a derivative of the verb historein,
which means “to inquire into, examine, relate” (Merriam-Webster 1991:324). One
could quibble over and deconstruct the definitions and history of the word till any
semblance of a point was lost. For the purposes of this study though it 1s
informative to see how the word ‘story’ is defined in general terms and how
archaeologists’ work fits within the definition.

Storytelling as an archaeological method can be best understood as a
combination of the definition and the history of the word. This can be described as
the word symbol (hi)story. The two words (history + story = (hi)story) are
combined by this author to stress the reflective nature of the meaning of both words.
The method of storytelling is not only meant as a way of presenting a series of
events, a narrative, but also presents the story as a means of inquiring into and
examining the history of the event or events in question. The narrative is used in the
method of storytelling as a way of creating the context for the event from the
archaeological and historical information, and in turn the act of creating the context
is a dynamic process which allows this information to speak in new and insightful
ways.

This thesis is a contextual (hi)story of the Madison family cemetery at
Montpelier. It is not a literal story in the sense of a work of fiction, but instead a
story with many voices, each voice echoing from a specific facet of the research and
the experiences which the work has provided. Using the documentary record and

material culture as ‘text’ that can be ‘read,” this thesis constructs a contextual history



45

of the cemetery revealed in these records and uses this interpretative engagement as a
way of understanding the rich history not only of the cemetery landscape but also of
the family and other communities who shaped this landscape. This engagement with
meaning is best approached through the interpretative method of storytelling in
which the rich contextual history can be told without privileging any one explanation
for the questions asked of the material culture. When the storytelling method is
combined with the theoretical concept of différance new ideas are formed concerning
the interpretation of data and these new ideas can be used to engage and deconstruct
previously held assumptions.

The idea that archaeologists tell stories is not something new. Most every
archaeologist has a story up his or her sleeve about a site or an event associated with
fieldwork. The typical ones revolve around some humorous incident or a
particularly exciting find or revelation in the field, but for the most part these stories
rarely see the printed page. Within the past ten years though, archaeologists have
taken this penchant for telling stories and worked it into their methodological tool
chest. Archaeologists have always told stories, but now they are incorporating these
stories into their work (see Spector 1993; Schrire 1995; Praetzellis et al 1997;
Praetzellis 1998; Deetz 1998; Mouer 1998).

Storytelling allows for a certain degree of freedom in interpreting the human
action found in the material culture and documentary record. Adrian Praetzellis
provides a basic definition for archaeologists when he states that every story about a
site is a “product of the archaeological imagination that pulls together historical and
archaeological facts into an interpretation that is more than the sum of the parts of

which it is made and more than its excavator can document in the usual way” (1998:
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1). For Praetzellis, the ‘usual way’ of site reports, which archaeologists use to
disseminate information, is still an integral part of archaeology because “without
basic methodological rigot, we have no more claim to authority than the man or
woman on the street” (1). The scientific and technical aspects of archaeology must
be adhered to, but there is room for imaginative interpretation on the humanistic
side of the fence that archaeology straddles. In the end, it all comes down to what
James Deetz once said, “I’d rather be wrong in an interesting way, than right and
boring” (quoted from Praetzellis 1998:2).

New methods and techniques must be tested to understand their value. This
1s particularly true in archaeology where so many of our methods and theories are
shared across the social science specttrum. Theories and methods that may work
within a historical framework may fall short in their usefulness in archaeology where
material culture shapes our understanding. But if the field of historical archaeology
is to grow it must grapple with its place within the social sciences and humanities.
The use of storytelling as a method based on historical narrative can be a way to
bridge the gap between the documentary record and the material culture of a site. It
is a method by which neither of these data sources is held above the other, but in
which both come together in a methodological dance of discovery. Storytelling
allows for the use of imagination, but the story need not only be an imaginative

journey into possible explanations of historical and archaeological data.

Constructing the History of the Madison Family Cemetery
The short stories that introduce the following two chapters help bring to life

the forgotten and undocumented memories of the Madison family community
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burying their dead in the family cemetery at Montpelier.” The voice in the story
introducing Chaptet II is that of James Madison, Jr., a wizened and reflective man
looking back on his memories of the graveyard into which he knew he would one
day travel in death. Did the past President ever sit down and write these words for
researchers in the present to find? No, or at least nothing of the type has been
discovered to date. The story is a fictional account based on the available historical,
genealogical and archaeological evidence. It is written as a means of bridging the gap
between the fragmented documentary record and the realities of death and burial
that the Madison family experienced.

For the most part very little historical documentation exists concerning the
Madison family cemetery and what the family thought about the death and burial of
their loved ones. This is the case due in part to two factors. The first is that the
personal papers of the Madison family have not survived. Ironically, one of the
reasons for this is well documented. When Dolley Madison died in 1849 her son, the
president’s step-son, John Payne Todd, acquired the family papers that had been
stored at Montpelier. The correspondence and other miscellaneous papers may have
contained information about Ambrose and Frances Madison at Mount Pleasant, or
even the personal journals of President Madison. One will never know because after
the death of John Payne Todd in January 1852, the Madison family papers were

destroyed.

2 The short stories which introduce Chapter IT and Chapter IIT are fictional accounts written by the
author of this thesis. They are presented as an example of how the storytelling methodology can
provide an additional analytical tool to help in the interpretation of past historical events that are not
recorded in the existing historical record. The stories should by no means be misconstrued as
historical documents. Both stories are printed in a different font (Poor Richard) to distinguish them
from the text of the thesis.
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An account from the Fredericksburg News dated November 9, 1855 recounts
the story of what happened in 1852 when John Payne Todd’s estate at Toddsberth in

Orange County was appraised:

Two rooms were hete discovered plentifully supplied with family correspondence
and other matter; letters of the most confidential nature were thus exposed to public
eye; epistles from Mr. Madison’s sister and nieces to him; from Mrs. Madison to her
scape grace son, &c. It was determined to consign the tell tale, motley papers to the
flames; - a few were appropriated by the family...

The last few words give the historian some hope that the flames did not destroy all
of what the author of this account describes as “other matter” and “&c” and in some
dusty archive or attic somewhere lie treasures still awaiting discovery. This may be
the case, but one can only use what has been found, and that amounts to very little
due in large part to the 1852 bonfire at Toddsberth.

Disregarding the documented destruction of the family papers and the lump
that historians reacting to this account may feel in the pit of their stomachs, one
must ask if the destroyed family papers would have benefited any research
concerning the family cemetery. The second factor for the dearth of family cemetery
documentation involves what the family may have written about their feelings and
thoughts concerning the death and burial of family members. Would they have
expressed these ideas to one another or were they just understood within the family
without written expression? Maybe, included within the lost family papers, was a
detailed list accounting for all the burials found in the cemetery, and this list even
went so far as to describe in detail every interment, who was present, the minister
presiding, and so on and so forth. The speculation could go on and on about what
could be gained from information that does not exist, in terms of the family papers

destroyed in 1852, but that is not the reality of the research at hand.
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The information provided by the family papers would have added greatly to
our understanding of the history of the Madison family in Orange County. Even so,
the idea of why historical documentation for the family cemetery is so sparse is that
it probably never existed. Certainly family correspondence would have mentioned
the deaths of family members, but they may not have discussed the details of the
burials. The interment of a family member in the cemetery behind Mount Pleasant
may have been an accepted fact and not expressed in a letter or other written
document. Or in terms of what the family community thought, the exact location of
a burial may not have been of any concern. Death and burial were aspects of life
that were taken for granted and did not need to be reiterated. The thoughts and
feelings that the family had concerning death and burial were a part of life that was
shared throughout the community. They are emotionally charged events and life
changing experiences that the living community accepted, but probably did not write
very much about (see Aries 1974 and 1981).

James Deetz writes in his book on the Plymouth Colony that many in the
past took for granted the beliefs and popular culture of their community. He is
speaking matnly about why “...there ate so few references in the records of
Plymouth Colony to the popular beliefs in magic that undoubtedly persisted there”
but his reasoning also holds true for death and butial and for other beliefs and
practices that were perceived by those in the past as a part of their everyday lives:

In the first place, such beliefs would be taken for granted, part of a popular culture
that did not need to be detailed. This can be seen in the scatcity of descriptions of
houses, homestead layouts, of farming methods and equipment, crops sown and
harvested, meals cooked and consumed, children at work and play; in short, the
substance and routines of everyday life. Travelers and diarists wrote of the exotic,
the unusual, court records detail more of the aberrant than the norm, wills and
probate inventories are tantalizingly laconic, and it is left to later generations to
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construct their own understanding of how people in the past might have thought
and lived (Deetz and Deetz 2000:88-89).

The historical documentation one has to work with was not created by those
in the past for present researchers. If a Madison family member had left an account
of all the burials in the cemetery and this document had survived through the flames
of the past, it would be useful but would still probably be, as Deetz desctribes,
“tantalizingly laconic.” This is evident in some of the existing records, such as the
handwritten entries in the Sarah Madison Macon family bible (Clark 1958; The
Virginia Historical Society [VHS], Sarah Catlett Madison Macon Bible [SCMMB]
1764-1871)." The entries contain the names and dates of the deceased, in some cases
even include the exact hour of death, but the entries are silent concerning the
locations of burials and other information that historians and archaeologists in the
present would like to know. These entries were not written with present researchers
in mind, but instead, were a record for the family of the deaths of their members.
The rest of the story, the burial ceremony and the funeral, the exact location of
family members’ graves, why a gravestone was not placed above the grave, this was
known by the family, not written down, but kept within the collective family memory

of their own past. More often than not this collective memory was fleeting, bound

3 The Sarah Catlett Madison Macon bible was printed by Thomas Baskett in London in 1759. Sarah 1s
believed to have inherited the bible from her father James Madison, St. and thereafter the bible was
passed down to her daughter Lucy Hartwell Macon Conway who continued to add birth and death
entries, along with obituary notices clipped from newspapers. Lucy Conway had no children so the
bible ended up in the hands of Eugenia Newman Knox, the wife of Conway Macon Knox - the great-
nephew of Lucy and the 3% great-grandson of Ambrose Madison. Mrs. Knox, along with a Mrs.
Malcolm Bridges deposited the bible in the Virginia Histotical Society on March 25, 1954. The bible
was transcribed a few years later by Patricia P. Clark, in the introduction of which a brief description
of the bible and its history is given: “Irving Brant in his biography of Madison comments that the
Sarah Madison Bible is possibly one of the four Bibles left by James Madison, Senior, the father of the
president. The entries are not in chronological order and, with the exception of the last two and the
recording of James Madison’s death, are all in the same hand, indicating that they were copied from
another source. Their authenticity, however, cannot be challenged” (Clarke 1958:80). The source
from which the entries were copied may have been the “Great Bible” included in the inventory of
Ambrose Madison’s estate found in the Spotsylvania County records (Miller 2001:62).
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to the lives of the family members who carried this knowledge with them, and at
their deaths the knowledge was lost.

Even though the destruction of the family papers hinders historical research
enough information exists within the historical record to piece together a faitly
complete genealogy of the Madison family. The short stories mntroducing the
following two chapters are constructions of the past. It is one method by which the
available information can be used to understand the Madison family community who
made up the history of the cemetery. What must be asked of the stories is not how
accurately they present the thoughts and feelings of the Madison family, for the
depth and breadth of these intangible things is impossible to know, but whether the
stories are plausible constructions of the context for the death and burial of their
members. How did the family understand the world that surrounded them, the
community of which they were a part, or the landscape that they actively played a
role in creating? These are just some of the numerous questions that must be asked
of the research presented in this study.

The plausibility of the present construction of the Madison family cemetery
history must rest on the historical, genealogical and archaeological research. To
answer the question of why certain burials are marked while others are unmarked in
the Madison family cemetery, the entire history of the cemetery must be constructed
from its very eatliest beginnings up through the last burial. As many as 100 burials
may have occurred in the cemetery during the over 200 yeats in which it was in use.
The cemetery’s first occupants were buried by a family community very different
from those of later periods. Every burial is a unique and separate event in the

history of the cemetery that existed within its own cultural, social and historical
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contexts. But before these contexts can be approached the research that was used to
construct the cemetery history must be explicated. To understand who made up the

Madison family community of the dead found in the marked and unmarked graves in
the cemetery, and the living communities that created, maintained and preserved this

cemetery, one must start by constructing the history.



CHAPTERIII

THE 18"-CENTURY MADISON FAMILY CEMETERY

The Burial of Frances Taulor Madison as Remembered ]:)u President James Madison

My grandmother Frances Taylor Madison was buried on a cold November Sunday
in 1761, the 29t to be exact. She was laid to rest in the burial ground behind Mount
Pleasant, beside my grandfather Ambrose and near the grave of my infant brother
Catlett. Those were the only burials at the time, though many more have since been
added. My grandmother departed this life in the early morning hours of the 25t in the
61t year of her age. From the time of her death till the burial my family sat with the corpse
in the hall at Mount Pleasant, as was the custom. She was placed in a black walnut coffin
dressed in her best Calico gown and white apron.

As friends and kin arrived for the burial | stay ed in the new brick house which my
father had recently built, the house in which I now reside, t]:lough its form has changed
guite a bit since my youth. [, along with my brothers Francis and Ambrose, and my sister
Nelly, were kept isolated from the others on account of the pox being in the area. But the
night before the burial we were allowed to pass the time at Mount Pleasant. l awoke early
the day of the burial and was ushered outside to the kitchen where I took my breakfast by
the large stone hearth. [ remember watching from the kitchen window as my father
walked Sam and Billy out to the burial ground to show them the spot to dig beside my

8ranc1father’s Srave.
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Billq confided in me years later that my father need not to have worried, for they
knew the spot well, though neither of them had ever set foot near it until that day. Sam
and Billy did not know my grandfather Ambrose, he died before they were old enough to
remember, but they were well acquainted with how he came to be buried behind the old
home. Their mother was Dido, a negroe servant, who along with Turk, one of our negroe
field hands, and Pompey, a negroe my grandfather leased from a Mr. Hawkins, were
convicted of poisoning and murdering my grandfather. Pompey was hung for the murder.
Dido and Turk were whipped bg the sheriff as punishment and returned to my
grandmother.

[ was ten years of age at the time of my grandmother’s death, about the same age
my father was when his father died. It was soon after my grandmother died that | inquired
about the circumstances surrounding my 8ranc1father's death. My father simply
instructed me that “the guilty ones had received their just punishment.” When [ gained
the faculties of a young man | inquired again about the matter and received the same
reply. He never said anymore about the subject and [ was led to believe by his manner
that I should not pursue the matter. [ wish now that | had asked the same question of Billy,
but he has long since passed away. [ do not recall any difference in the treatment of Dido
or Turk compared to my father's other Negroes. That they were only whipped and did not
receive the ultimate fate of Pompey leads me to believe they were of less guilt but still
performed some role in the murder. [ cannot comprehend though how my grandmother
could have kept them under her care if there had been the slightest air of complicity. To
whom my father referred in placing guilt, ] am not certain; was guilt placed solely on the

shoulders of the slaves, or could my grandfather have been an unwitting accomplice to his
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own murder? The guilt of slavery is a stain upon us all, but the matter of my 8randfat]:1er's
death, that is in the past, to rest in the graves of those who passed before us .1

It was just after One o Clock when my family carried my 8randmotl1er’s coffin the
few steps from the Mount Pleasant house, through the ]oackg ard, and to her final rest in
the {amilq ]ourging 8round. The brick wall around the grou nds had not yet been
constructed at that time. A plain rail fence surrounded the small plot, and this had been
removed to make way for those gathered. My father was one of the pallbearers, along
with my uncles Mr. Richard Beale, Mr. Erasmus Taylor, and Mr. James Coleman. Even
though the weather was exceedingly bitter a sizeable assemblage of family and friends
were present |, with my two brothers Ambrose and Francis, stood along~bq my mother
who held my sister Nelly. A few steps behind the gathering stood the Negroes, dressed in
their finest.

Directlg to my left,] can remember it almost at my feet, stood the small quartz
fieldstone above my brother Catlett’s grave. That simple stone is one of many that now

stand vigil over their solemn plots in the cemetery. Catlett died while my family still

resided at Mount Pleasant with my grandmother. My father carried the coffin alone, out

! The historical record is also silent concerning the connections between family and slave
communities. Nowhere in the documents do we see any mention of what James Madison, Jr. knew or
even thought of the death of his grandfather Ambrose Madison at the hands of his own slaves. Ann
Miller, in her seminal book on the topic, The Short Life and Strange Death of Ambrose Madison, writes that
the surviving papers of both James Madison, Sr. and Jr.:
make no reference to Ambrose Madison or the citcumstance of his death, and it is uncertain
how much they knew of the facts surrounding his demise ... whether the manner of his
death was merely accepted as a fact of plantation life, or whether it was assigned more
significance is not known. It is tempting to speculate not only that the life of Ambrose
Madison served as an inspiration and example to his son and grandson, but that the murder
of Ambrose Madison may have served as a cautionary tale and as an example of what
desperate blows could be struck by slaves in attempts at freedom, self determination, or in
revenge for poor treatment, and that this knowledge bore upon the later philosophy and
actions of Ambrose Madison’s only son and eldest grandson (2001:32-33).
The memories in the story not only revolve around the Madison family but also delve into the
dynamic and varied relationship the family had with their slaves, from the fact that slaves poisoned
James Madison, ft.’s grandfather to the friendships he had with slaves he grew up with and knew
personally. ‘These slaves were not just property but individuals with names and histories of their own
(see Chambers 2005).
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to the small grave when the minister was unable to attend. The memories, they are always
there; I remember it was raining. | can vividly see my 8ranc1mot]ner’s hand clutching my
mother's shoulder as they looked on from the back door. [ do not recall if that memory was
in my thoughts then at her burial. I was only a young lad, standing in the burial ground
beneath the crooked walnut trees, watching as my 5randmother’s coffin was lowered into
the ground, hearing the now all too familiar phrase ‘dust to dust, and the hollow
drumbeat of the soil upon the coffin lid. This memory, these memories have never stray ed
too far from my immediate thoughts. I believe it will not be long before I too will join them

for my eternal rest.

Constructing the Early History of the Madison Family Cemetery

The event dramatized in the story above is found in a handwritten entry
within the Sarah Madison Macon family bible. It simply states: “Frances Madison
Departed this life on Wednesday Morning about 2 OClock 25 November 1761 and
was inter’d the Sunday following” (Clark 1958:81; VHS, SCMMB 1764-1871). The
terse statement only hints at the profound emotions the family must have felt with
the passing of the family matriarch. Other than this one document little else is
known about the death and burial of Frances Madison, but through the use of a
story one can begin to construct a historical context for the event. It is through this
construction of context that one is able to enter into the history of the Madison
family and their cemetery at Montpelier.

The fictional story found above brings to life the forgotten and
undocumented memories of the Madison family community. Numerous family

members were buried in the small family cemetery behind Mount Pleasant, but the
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stories surrounding these events have long since been forgotten. Instead, what the
documents provide are the names and dates, the tangible and fundamental building
blocks of any historical natrative. To understand the underlying facts upon which
this story is based, and to answer the question of why certain burials are marked
while others are unmarked in the Madison family cemetery, the entire history of the
cemetery must be constructed from its very earliest beginnings. This construction
pieces together the fragmented historical record for the cemetery, focusing on the
family members whose burials make up this history.

The 18™-century Madison family cemetery is the most difficult to fully
comptrehend. The historical record only hints at the burials that occurred during this
time. No gravestones are present in the cemetery for this period, so one cannot look
to this data source for answers. The archaeological record, which provides evidence
for the presence of unmarked burials, does not provide information concerning who
is buried within these graves and when these burials occurred. The scope of the
archaeological fieldwork only allowed for limited excavation of the grave shafts to
define their dimensions, leaving the grave shaft fill, along with the burials within
them, undisturbed. Without firm proof found withimn the historical and
archaeological records other means must be used to understand who was buried in
the family cemetery during the 18" century.

The cemetery’s first occupants were buried by a family community quite
different from those of later periods. Each burial is a unique and separate event in
the history of the cemetery that exists within its own cultural, social and historical
contexts. By approaching these contexts within the framework of the existing

historical documentation a basic understanding of the cemetery’s early history can be
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found. What follows in this chapter is a contextual historical construction, a
genealogical approach which fleshes out the family community of the dead who were
buried within unmarked graves in the 18"-century Madison family cemetery.

As described 1 Chapter I, a genealogical database of the Madison family,
their extended family community, and the source material which provided the
building blocks in deciphering the history and genealogy of the family, was compiled
using the genealogical database software Ancestry Family Tree (see Appendices 1, 2 &
3). From this database a list of family members who possibly were buried in the 18-
century Madison family cemetery was assembled based upon four criteria: 1) a close
relationship of the family member to Ambrose Madison, the first buried in the
cemetery; 2) evidence indicating the family member died either at Mount Pleasant,
later Montpelier, or at least within Orange County; 3) lack of documentation
pointing towards burial elsewhere and, most tellingly; 4) the presence of
documentation indicating burial occurred in the Madison family cemetery. Utilizing
these four criteria, 24 family members could have been buried in the cemetery during
the 18" century (Table 2).

Unfortunately, the last criterion is only applicable for one family member.
Found in the Frank Taylor * diary, deposited at the Library of Virginia, is proof that
Mary Willis Lee Madison was buried in the family cemetery sometime in March or
April of 1798 (Ketcham 1990:388; The Library of Virginia [LVA] 1794-1799). She

was the wife of Ambrose Madison, a son of James Madison, St., who was named for

2 Col. Francis (Frank) Taylor (1747-1799) was the son of Col. George Taylor and Rachel Gibson
Taylor, and the grandson of Col. James Taylor, Jr. and Martha Thompson Taylor. He was therefore
the nephew of Frances Taylor Madison and a 1% cousin of James Madison, St. He was a life long
bachelor, living on the Taylor property called Midland which he inherited from his father. His
surviving diaries are a valuable historical resource covering the everyday happenings in the 18-
century Orange County community.
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The four criteria utilized information available within the existing historical
documentation to narrow down a long list of possible butials ptovided from the
genealogical research. Understanding the relationship of family members to the first
burial, that of Ambrose Madison, provides a starting point. Combined with the
knowledge that these family members also died in close proximity to the cemetery,
some speculative conclusions can be made concerning their inclusion within the 18-
century cemetery. Other than Mary Madison’s burial, the historical documents shed
little ight on the cemetery’s early history. Fragmentary as they may be, the only way
to understand who made up the community of the dead for this early period is
through the use of documentary sources, piecing together a broad picture of the
cemetery against the contextual backdrop of the local community and the larger
cultural sphere of Virginia as a whole. Even though the historical record 1s silent
concerning where the other 21 family members in Table 2 were buried, by delving
into the historical context some informed conclusions can be made concerning their
burial locations. This chapter will show that only seven of the family members listed
in Table 2 (besides the three discussed above) are believed to have been buried in the
Madison family cemetery. All of the individuals meet the first three of the four
criteria laid out above, but even so, not all were buried in the family cemetery at
Montpelier.

The remaining chapter is divided into four sections. The first section
discusses the history of family cemeteries in Virginia to understand how the Madison
family cemetery fits within the burial patterns found in 17"- and 18"-century
Virginia. The inception of the Madison family cemetery, the burial of Ambrose

Madison in 1732, is seen not just as an 1solated event within the history of the family,
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but also as an example of how placing such an event into the overall context of
burial practices in Virginia allows for a better interpretation of the cemetery’s history.
The second section presents two case studies focusing on the Taylor family, and the
Chew and Coleman families, three families who were related to the Madison family
and lived in the Orange County area. The first study discusses the cemeteries the
Taylor family created and used in the 18" century. The study provides an example of
how the practice of creating small family cemeteries took shape in the early Orange
County community. One member of the Taylor family, Frances Taylor Madison, the
wife of Ambrose Madison, is buried in the Madison family cemetery. The cemeteries
her brothers created in Orange County provide the context within which not only
the Madison family cemetery but other plantation cemeteries in the area can be
understood. In the second case study, speculative conclusions are made concerning
the burial locations of the Chew and Coleman family members included in Table 2.
The Chew and Coleman families most likely created burial grounds on their own
plantations, but unlike the Taylor family cemeteries, their locations are no longer
visible on the modern landscape.

The contextual analysis and interpretation found within the two case studies,
along with existing historical documentation, are then used in section three to
understand the possible burial locations for the families of Elizabeth Madison Willis
Beale and Frances Madison Beale Hite, the two daughters of Ambrose Madison.
Enough documentation exists (under criterion three) to narrow down the possible
burials included within the family cemetery, but for six family members the locations

of their final resting places are not known. By understanding the historical context
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the conclusion is made that these family members were not buried in the Madison
family cemetery.

Through the first three sections the family members listed in Table 2 are
gradually whittled down to the final seven believed to have been buried in the family
cemetery during the 18" century. The final section of this chapter discusses these
seven burials and the commonalities that they share. Circumstantial evidence
indicates that all seven died on the plantation property. They were family members
directly related to James Madison, St. - his father Ambrose Madison, his mother
Frances Taylor Madison and five of his children who died as infants or young
children. These seven 18"-century burials in the small plot of ground behind Mount

Pleasant began a family tradition that continued for the next two centuries.

The 18"-Century Family Cemetery: Necessity and Tradition

With every history there must be a beginning. The most logical starting point
for constructing the history of the Madison family cemetery 1s the first burial. The
first burial 1s the inception. Every subsequent burial traces its point of existence
back to that first burial. The first Madison family member buried behind Mount
Pleasant was Ambrose Madison in 1732; but his grave is not marked and no
historical documents have been found to indicate that he is in fact buried in the
cemetery. One must therefore look for another beginning point, another way of
understanding why his burial was the first. For this, one must go back in time,
before Ambrose Madison was even born, back before he and the other settlers ever
set foot in the Virginia Piedmont. The creation of a burial ground at Mount Pleasant

by the Madison family in the eatly 18" century is best understood when placed
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within the context of burial practices which had their roots in the plantation
settlements of 17"-century Virginia Tidewater. On Tidewater plantations the
tradition of burying the dead in small family burial grounds had its inception. It was
a practice of necessity in the early 17" century, and by the time Ambrose Madison
died in 1732 on his plantation in the Piedmont the practice was a matter of tradition
throughout Virginia.

When the first colonists arrived in the Chesapeake they created small
settlements - Jamestown in Virginia and St. Mary’s City in Maryland. In these early
settlements community cemeteries, known as churchyards, were associated with the
parish churches (Kelso et al. 1998:26-28; Riordan 1997). As the population spread
out onto widely scattered plantations, small family cemeteries began to appear.
Hugh Jones, in an early 18"-century account of Virginia, states: “The parishes being
of great extent (some sixty miles long and upward) many dead corpses cannot be
conveyed to the church to be buried” (1956[1724]:97). The creation of plantation
burial grounds was one of necessity caused by the great distances between
plantations and parish churchyards. Archaeologists have long understood that the
“distribution of burials is dependent upon settlement patterns and the development
of transportation” (Crowell and Mackie 1984:14). When settlement patterns change
so do the patterns seen in burial practices, as was the case in the eartly Tidewater
settlements.

The practice of burying the dead in small family cemeteries was firmly
entrenched in Virginia society by the late 17" century. In a 1677 document entitled
“A Memorial of Abuses which are Crept into the Churches of the Plantations” the

author states “that that profane custom of burying in their gardens, orchards and
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other places still continues” throughout the Virginia colony (Sainsbury 1914:146-
147). W. N. Sainsbury, the editor of the Virginia Magazine of History and Biography
[VMHB] in which this document is found added his own thoughts in a footnote:

As very many Virginians could not die when the weather and roads were good, or in
the vicinity of a churchyard, burial near a home was an absolute necessity, and the
custom, strengthened by time and love and respect for those interred in the “family
burial ground” has continued to the present day. The very large and rapid changes
in ownership since the Civil War and the consequent neglect of family burial
grounds is now causing a general increase in the number of public cemeteries (146).

The use of family burial grounds on plantations in early Virginia history was a matter
of necessity brought about by travel constraints. The first burials in these small
plantation cemeteries were not only the inception for those cemeteries but also for
the tradition itself within Virginia society.

When the Madison family moved from the Tidewater in the spring of 1732
to their Piedmont plantation the region was spatsely populated, but within a few
years settlement of the area that became Orange County in 1734 increased
dramatically. Many of these new inhabitants, particularly those connected with the
Madison family such as the Taylor, Chew and Coleman families, migrated from the
Tidewater counties of Caroline and King & Queen (Miller 2001; Schlotterbeck 1980).
These families traced their roots back further to the early settlement of Virginia in
the 17" century. As death inevitably affected the settlers in their new homes on the
Piedmont, cemeteries began to the dot the early landscape. These cemeteries took
the form of small family plots placed on private plantations. The creation of these
family cemeteries was a manifestation of the same burial practices found in the
Tidewater communities that dated back to the 17" century (Crowell and Mackie
1984:14). The expansion of settlement into the Piedmont in the early 18™ century set

the stage “for expanded private burial instead of the custom of burial in ecclesiastical
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ground” (Butler 1998:20). This custom cartied over into the later colonial period,
and as Sainsbury noted, up through the 19" century.

The early settlers in the 18"-century Piedmont experienced the same
problems faced by their 17"-century Tidewater counterparts. The long distances
between plantations and parish churches made it impractical to bury the dead in
churchyards. Small plantation burial grounds were a necessity and after the burial
grounds were ctreated tradition took hold. As settlements became more centralized
and road netwotks improved the necessity of burial on plantations was no longer the
primary reason and tradition became the guiding factor (Crowell 1986:60). The
Madison family cemetery is an example of this process. The earliest burial may have
been a matter of necessity, but as time passed, family members chose to be interred

in the small family cemetery where their ancestors were laid to rest.

Ambrose Madison: The First Burial at Mount Pleasant?

No documents have been found proving Ambrose Madison is buried in the
Madison family cemetery, and the archaeological record is silent, but circumstantial
evidence does point towards his interment in the cemetery. The practice of placing
cemeteries on plantations was a tradition prevalent in Virginia at the time Ambrose
Madison died in 1732. One can therefore conclude that he was the first Madison
family member buried in the cemetery behind Mount Pleasant. In order to
understand the reasons for the location of his burial, the circumstances of his death
and interment on the far western edlge of the Virginia colonial frontier will be

constructed from the existing historical evidence.
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Ambrose Madison died a little over four months after moving to Mount
Pleasant. The handwritten entry in the Sarah Madison Macon family bible describes
the simple details of his death: “Ambrose Madison Departed this Life August 27,
1732, being Sunday night” (Clark 1958:84; VHS, SCMMB 1764-1871). The events
surrounding Ambrose Madison’s death and burial were unexpected but not sudden.
Even though he was only in his mid-30s he realized something was wrong with his
health. He was, as the short story at the beginning of this chapter indicates,
poisoned by his slaves and died a short time afterwards apparently from the ill effects
of this poisoning. He had enough time to compose a will, dated July 31, 1732
(Crozier 1965:3; VMHB 1899). Itis impossible to say if he knew that he had been
poisoned when he wrote his will. The slaves who were later convicted of poisoning
him had not yet been arrested. The historical record is silent on whether this 1s due
to the fact that the slaves had run away after committing the act and had not yet
been caught, or that they were not suspected until just before his death in late
August.

Three slaves - Dido, Turk and Pompey - were arrested and imprisoned by
August 22, 1732 and charged with “conspiring the death” of Ambrose Madison
(Miller 2001:26). The county court convened on September 6, and in one day the
slaves were tried and convicted (27). Ann Miller recounts, in her book entitled The
Short Life and Strange Death of Ambrose Madison, from the court documents the verdicts
handed down to the slaves:

Pompey was sentenced to hang the next day. As required by law, at his
condemnation he was appraised (at £30) to allow the county to compensate his
ownet for the impending loss of property. Turk and Dido were judged to have been
“concerned in the said felony but not in such a degree as to be punished by death
but ... by Whipping.” They were sentenced to twenty nine lashes each and to be
returned to Frances Madison (2001:27-28).


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































http://www.genforum.genealogy.com/madison/messages/544.html
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