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Abstract  

 Upon the arrival of European settlers to North America, plans had to be made to 

deal with the dead. This dissertation focuses on early organized burial grounds from the 

17th century within settlements founded by the British, Dutch, and French, in order to 

examine how they were established within their respective communities. Religious, socio-

political, and cultural backgrounds were assessed for potential influence over the 

placement of their respective burial spaces to compare burial landscape development in 

settlements founded by different colonizing nations. Resulting data revealed similarities 

between burial organization within competing settlements, primarily based on their 

religious backgrounds, and shed light on the variety of burial practices in British 

settlements based on the variety of religions allowed to practice in the colonies. Within 

those sites, the visibility of Black peoples and Indigenous peoples was examined, both 

contemporaneously and contemporarily, using primary source material and 

archaeological evidence. Colonial burial grounds are often thought of as ‘white’ spaces, 

but were often the final resting place of enslaved and free Black or Indigenous peoples 

residing in the settlements, alongside the settlers. This research discusses the visibility of 

their graves in the colonial burial landscape, and work being done today to bring their 

lives and contributions into our understanding of the colonial world.  

In addition, a case-study to explore the development of a burial landscape spanning 400 

years of continuous settler occupation was conducted in New Perlican, Newfoundland 

and Labrador, working closely with the local heritage society. The surveys conducted 

provided insight into the development of burial grounds within a single, rural community, 
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and the resulting maps were created for New Perlican’s future heritage protection and 

development.   
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1 Introduction & Terminology 

1.1 Introduction 

“For Enlargement of ye South Burying Place: Voted. That the Sel:men be derected to 

Enlarge thee South- Burying place, for the encouragement of Such as shall build a Row of 

Toombs, Provided such as shall build Toombs there be enjoyed to carry [up] their Walls 

so as to be a Sufficient Fence.” (Boston Town Records 1719:384) 

 

 Death is the universal aspect of life. Without an end, there would be no life, only 

being; an end helps us treasure our time on this earth. Every culture around the world has 

its own rituals, traditions, and understandings of human mortality and how the dead 

should be treated, all of which allows us an insight into how they see and experience the 

world around them. In North America, the first burial traditions and burial landscapes 

predate the arrival of European settlers by thousands of years, connecting the Indigenous 

peoples to the lands of their ancestors. When Europeans arrived to establish permanent 

settlements on these native lands in the 17th century, they created their own burial 

landscapes, melding together traditions they carried with them from Europe with new 

practices developed in their new homes. When one pictures a 17th-century colonial burial 

space in northeast North America, a centrally located stone or brick church quickly comes 

to mind, surrounded by gravestones with grinning skulls, winged hourglasses, and tiny 

coffins carved into their surfaces. While some of this imagery is universal across 

European settler groups, the location of the church and burial space in the centre of a 

quaint town is not.  
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The way people bury their dead says a lot about how they live their lives. Through 

the study of burial grounds and their wider landscapes, looking beyond the burial ground 

we are able to gain a fuller understanding of a community and how the dead were given 

space within those communities. Today, we see cemeteries on the edges of, or outside of, 

towns completely, tucked up into the hills or off a path not well travelled, to remove the 

idea of human mortality from our day-to-day lives. However, 400 years ago this was not 

the case, and burial spaces could be found in the centre of towns, on its outskirts, or just 

outside the walls of fortified towns throughout many parts of northeastern North America. 

In societies that were often guided by their religious convictions just as much as their 

political leaders, North American settlers decided on the organization of their towns, 

including where to put their places of worship and burial. The location of burial grounds 

demonstrates how connected a community was to that aspect of the human life, how 

death care was interwoven with their daily tasks, and how remembrance played a role in 

their lives. This is true not only for European settlers, but for people of colour who lived 

in colonial communities as well. Race and discrimination played a major role in the 

visibility of Black graves and Indigenous graves, often resulting in graves pushed to the 

margins of established burial grounds or banned altogether, forcing minority communities 

to seek alternative burial space outside a community.  

Through this research, I will speak to trends and traditions at play in colonial 

burial grounds founded by British, Dutch, and French settlers in northeast North America 

during the 17th century. These outcomes will provide better understanding of how 

colonial settlements saw and dealt with their dead through a blend of existing and new 

practices, as they established themselves in North American soil. The representation and 
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visibility of people of colour within these settlements is also discussed, to shed light on an 

understudied aspect of the 17th-century burial landscape and open a conversation on 

identity in burial spaces during the colonial period.  

 In the earliest years of the 17th century, when the British were sailing to 

Jamestown, Virginia, the French to Montreal, Quebec, and the Dutch establishing 

themselves in the Hudson River Valley, settlers were bringing new ideas about how to 

create community and thrive. Europe was still experiencing the aftermath of the 

Protestant Reformation and the disruption of power within the Catholic Church, and with 

that came differing ideas about how to treat the dead, many of which transferred into the 

North American colonies in the northeast. The newly formed Netherlands established the 

Dutch Reformed Church, removing all Catholic power within their country as they were 

“officially and legally disestablished” (Kooi 2009:300). The Dutch Reformed Church (de 

Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk) was founded in 1571, primarily shaped by the beliefs of 

John Calvin and other reformers (Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019:10). With this change 

came radical alterations to church doctrine surrounding death, including the removal of 

the concept of purgatory, and thus removing Catholic preparations for the afterlife such as 

intersessions, or prayers for the dead. These changes were seen in Britain as well, as the 

Catholic Church was removed in favour of the new Church of England. Changes to the 

major state religion meant changes to how people lived their lives, prepared for death, and 

were buried. In France, the reformers did not gain the foothold they did in the 

Netherlands or Britain, and the Catholic Church remained in power.  

Through this religious upheaval of the late 16th to early 17th century, colonizing 

nations transmitted both their entrenched ideals and new perspectives to North America 
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with their settlers. Dutch-founded settlements were required to practice the doctrine of the 

Dutch Reformed Church, apart from some groups of Jewish settlers, and French 

settlements were all French Catholic. On the other hand, religious freedom was allowed 

in British colonial settlements in the same region, although it was not the same story on 

their home soil, resulting in a variety of Christian religious groups, both main and 

dissenting, represented in British colonies along the northeastern seaboard. It should be 

noted that these religious freedoms were primarily for Christian groups. 

 With all these competing religious groups at play in the creation of the northeast 

North American burial landscape, it should be clear that there was more variety than 

simply a central churchyard surrounded by graves, repeated in every colonial settlement. 

Beyond religion, socio-economic, political and military factors contributed to how a 

settlement was organized, and how the burials of the settlers were laid out within the 

bounds of each new place. Burials from the early 17th century are often understudied in 

North America, due to little to no surface evidence to observe, and very few 17th-century 

burial grounds having been fully excavated by archaeologists. Much of what we can learn 

about burials during this period comes from primary source material, documentation of 

the sites from the 19th century, and ongoing research at the sites. For example, while 

writing this dissertation, information about the burial landscape at St. Mary’s City, MD, 

was updated several times due to recent findings from their 2022 and 2023 field seasons. 

With every piece of data uncovered, we are able to learn more about how a community 

treated its dead, what traditions they held on to from Europe and what was created anew 

in North America, and even how they felt about mortality overall.  
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 This project has three main goals: 1) conduct a spatial analysis of 17th-century 

colonial British, Dutch, and French settlements and burial landscapes in northeast North 

America through maps and archival data; 2) examine the development of a burial 

landscape in a British settlement in Newfoundland and Labrador over 400 years of settler 

occupation, using New Perlican as a case study; and 3) determine the visibility of Black 

and Indigenous peoples within said colonial burial landscapes;  

 

1) The first goal was to examine the relationship between burial grounds and their 

associated settlements in terms of organization and placement within the settlement. 

Ten settlements established by the British, Dutch, and French during the 17th century 

(30 in total) were used for this study. Only organized community burial grounds were 

utilized, and family plots of errant burials were not considered. These sites were 

compared via statistical analysis to examine frequency of organizational choices with 

regards to where a burial ground was established in relation to community living 

spaces. The data were then compared across founding nations, to look at how British 

burial landscapes were established compared to the Dutch or French. The study 

expands upon research carried out during my Master of Arts degree, which examined 

only British settlements and burial grounds (2017; 2020).  

 

2) The second goal of this project was to investigate the development of a burial 

landscape within a single community established by settlers in the 17th century with 

continuous occupation through present-day. The case study settlement of New 

Perlican, Newfoundland and Labrador, has seen permanent occupation by British 
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settlers since the late 17th century. Through studying their burial ground development 

within the community, we can see how the wider trends of death and burial are 

reflected within a rural Newfoundland context. 

 

3) The third goal was to examine how Black and Indigenous people were represented in 

colonial burial grounds, that is, burial grounds established by settlers in northeast 

North America. People of colour made up a larger portion of the population than is 

typically known and therefore more of the burial grounds in the 17th and 18th 

centuries contained their graves than is often discussed. The purpose of this research 

was to initiate further discussions about the historical whitewashing of colonial burial 

spaces in the northeast and speak to how people of colour were present within these 

spaces, regardless of whether tangible markers are visible or not.  

 

These three integrated studies stem from the same topic, that of burial landscape 

development in colonial settlements in northeastern North America. We move from a 

wide lens, examining sites between Virginia and Newfoundland, to a focused case study 

on one community, and finally to a more detailed look at specific groups of people, Black 

and Indigenous, and how they were able to access and use these same sites. Tied together 

by common themes of landscape and burial tradition in everyday life, this research 

expands our understanding of burial practices and settlement organization during the 17th 

and early 18th centuries.  

This dissertation has been divided into eight chapters. Chapter one introduces the 

main themes of the research project and also discusses different nomenclature used within 
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the field of mortuary archaeology, in terms of technical accuracy and vernacular usage. 

These parameters are important to discuss, as there are many contradictory definitions for 

words used in burial spaces. The outlines of the chapters are also presented to provide a 

summary of the research.  

 Chapter two discusses the theoretical and methodological approaches used. 

Contemporary discussions on landscape theory, and, more specifically, burial landscape 

theory, are included. Burial landscapes are the primary theoretical focus, through which 

we discuss how people engage in specific tasks afforded by that space (Ingold 2000; 

Cook 2001:5). The important topic of settler colonialism is also included, reiterating that 

settler colonialism has used archaeology as both a product and tool, and that it is alive and 

well in Canada. Settler colonialism and decolonization in archaeology is something that 

archaeologists need to be aware of and work towards removing from their research 

through indigenization and is discussed in section 2.1.2. Chapter two also includes the 

theories of public and community archaeologies. Mortuary archaeology presents 

significant challenges when engaging with the public but is also a field which the public 

is immensely interested in, drawing between the living communities and their ancestors. 

Interpretation of these themes is explored throughout the chapter. Finally, the 

methodology of the project details data collection in archives to fieldwork and data 

processing. Archival documents from several archives in Boston, MA, and Halifax, NS 

were examined in person, as well as numerous digital records and maps, as part of the 

primary source research. Additionally, site visits took place in New England, New York, 

and Nova Scotia. Fieldwork was carried out in New Perlican using a total station 

theodolite, and data collected was compiled using ArcGIS for analysis.  
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 Chapter three examines the European burial traditions of the 16th and 17th 

centuries, which contributed directly to the development of burial grounds in northeast 

North American colonies. Pre-Reformation burial practices are discussed in the three 

colonizing nations focused on throughout this research (Britain, the Netherlands, and 

France) as well as the impacts of the Reformation and religious upheaval to the funeral 

and burial traditions in those countries. This discussion sets the scene for North America, 

with changing ideas and philosophies travelling west across the Atlantic to the colonial 

northeast. This chapter acknowledges the ongoing impact of settler colonialism on 

Indigenous peoples in the northeast, and names the nations that have traditional territories 

where the study sites are located today.  

 Chapter four is an examination of the 30 settlements included within the 

comparative analysis. A summary of the colonization movement for each country is 

outlined before diving into the individual settlements and burial grounds. In total, there 

were 10 British settlements with 18 burial grounds, 10 Dutch settlements with 15 burial 

grounds, and 10 French settlements with 12 burial grounds. A history of the development 

of the burial space is described for each, as well as its location within the community as a 

whole, and how it related to religious buildings, living spaces, and defensive structures. 

These data are also provided in Appendix A. Religious affiliations or municipal 

ownership for each site are also discussed in this chapter.  

 In Chapter five, the burial grounds and their landscapes within communities are 

analysed. In depth assessment of religious affiliations’ impact on burial grounds is 

discussed, with special attention paid to the plethora of religious factions represented in 

the British colonies during the 17th into the 18th centuries. Details of the graves including 
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coffin and shroud use is also included in this chapter, although there is an overall lack of 

data for the early 17th century in this regard due to the lack of known and/or excavated 

early 17th-century burial grounds in the northeast. Chapter 5 also introduces the statistical 

analysis of the data collected on the spatial organization of burial grounds, in order to 

compare sites to one another and British/Dutch/French traditions against one another for 

similar trends and to identify differences.  

Chapter six outlines the case study of the burial landscape of New Perlican, 

located on the east shore of Trinity Bay, Newfoundland and Labrador. This case study 

examines seven historic burial grounds within the community, to illustrate the 

development of the burial landscape within a rural community which has had permanent 

European settlers since the late 17th century. An expansion on the site analysis discussed 

in Chapter five, this case study focuses on a single settlement, exploring how their burial 

grounds evolved and changed from the landscape of the 17th century to present. The study 

included fieldwork to record the sites using a total station theodolite and provide accurate 

maps to the local heritage society for their records, to protect the heritage of these places 

amidst future development. This aspect of the project included a community archaeology 

component, wherein community members were invited to join me during the surveying, 

to contribute to informal interviews about the history of the sites. The final results of the 

study were presented to the community in May 2023, with an excellent turnout and many 

questions from residents of New Perlican and surrounding towns. 

 Chapter seven opens a discussion of the presence and visibility of people of colour 

in colonial burial grounds. This chapter seeks to start a dialogue on how Black people and 

Indigenous peoples, often only discussed in the context of slavery in the 17th century, 
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were a large part of the population of these settlements, both free and enslaved, and as a 

result were also present in the burial grounds. The research examines sites included in the 

comparative analysis as well as other nearby settlements, to expand on the discussion of 

where these sites were, and who was able to use them. Town design and the segregation 

of Black graves within colonial burial spaces is discussed, using examples of burial laws 

put in place in the City of Boston in the early 18th century to speak to imposed and ‘legal’ 

removal of visibility of Black burials. Several sites are discussed in terms of visibility on 

the landscape, both in the 17th century and the 21st century, through primary source 

documents and archaeological reports. This chapter also delves into two diaries written in 

the late 17th-early 18th century in New England, to explore how people at the time were 

documenting funerals and burials in their communities, and whether they recorded the 

burials of their Black or Indigenous neighbours, and in what way. This analysis speaks to 

views during the period and from the perspective of the authors, and offers insight into 

how settlers saw people of colour who lived and worked alongside them.  

 Finally, Chapter eight provides an overall discussion of the project, how the 

themes of the project integrated together, and what it revealed about colonial burial 

practices in British, Dutch, and French settlements in the 17th and early 18th century. 

Future directions and questions that additional research could address are included, as 

well as a summary of the results collected.  
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1.2 Terminology  

For the purposes of this research, I will be using burial ground as an overarching 

term to refer to multiple types of places of burial. Modern-day vernacular sees 

burial/burying ground, cemetery and graveyard used interchangeably but, to use 

consistent language throughout the dissertation, I will outline the meaning of those terms 

here.  

Today, cemetery has become the catch-all term used to describe all types of burial 

sites from a variety of cultures. Historically, however, cemetery had a more specific 

meaning. A cemetery refers to an organized burial space that was typically not directly 

associated with a church, although they can be managed by the church. Cemeteries are 

non-denominational spaces, often municipally owned and operated, offering burial 

options for anyone in the community. It refers to the ‘rural garden cemetery’, a highly 

planned and designed burial space located on the outskirts of a town, with beautiful 

monuments, offering visitors a place to mourn but also to walk, enjoy nature, and even 

picnic. The term cemetery was not used during the 17th century and therefore it would be 

inaccurate to describe sites from this period as cemeteries. The first rural garden cemetery 

did not appear in North America until 1831, with the opening of the famous Mount 

Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts, which began the rural cemetery 

movement on the continent (Curl 2001:69-72; Baugher and Veit 2014:125-133).   

Burial ground or burying ground is an overarching term that can be used to 

describe multiple kinds of burial places, both denominational and non-denominational. 

These sites are organized within a community, rather than scattered family plots on 
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private property that are not open to other community members. In colonial North 

America, the term burial/burying ground was primarily utilized by dissenter groups such 

as Puritans and Quakers to denote their burial spaces which are not consecrated land and 

were not directly associated with the church, in order to denote the non-religious nature of 

these spaces (Hopkins 2014:15-17). While unable to create their own burial spaces in the 

British Isles, dissenter groups took full advantage of the religious freedom availed to them 

in the colonies and staged deliberate acts of protest against the Church of England 

through their use of meeting houses and unconsecrated burials. Burial/Burying ground 

has specific meaning for some sites in North America, but can also be used as a general 

catch-all term for organized burials.  

The term graveyard denotes a burial site directly associated with a church. This 

often means that it is physically connected to the church structure itself, surrounding the 

building in a stereotypical image of leering gravestones tilting like loose teeth in an 

uneven lawn, often surrounded by a fence or low wall. The graveyard, or churchyard, 

does not have to be physically beside or surrounded the church, but is typically close to a 

religious structure and is consecrated ground. Burials in a graveyard are typically 

reserved for that church’s congregation or surrounding parish community and are often 

bounded by the denomination of the church. The term means a sacred space and burial 

practices would be carefully governed by the church.  

While grave markers are not the primary focus of this research, it would be remiss 

not to mention the associated terminology. Grave marker is a term used to refer to 

multiple types of markers, as it does not distinguish a material or specific style of 

monument. This could include large stone obelisks to wood crosses and anything in 
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between. Gravestone is used when referring to a stereotypical grave marker, made of thin 

stone and standing at the head of a grave, inscribed or not. I tend not to use monument or 

memorial when describing historic grave markers, as they imply a larger construction on 

the grave site, often something more complex than one piece of stone. Finally, field 

stones indicate a small, grave marker made of local stone often collected through field 

clearing, hence ‘field stone’. They are locally sourced and typically uninscribed and may 

or may not show evidence of tool marks to shape the marker into a more traditional 

gravestone shape. They are often at risk of loss due to volunteers at burial sites not 

knowing that these small stones, often only centimetres high, mark graves in the same 

way as a more detailed gravestone.  

In order to remove the risk of grouping the experiences of people of colour 

together, who experienced colonialism in many different ways, I will be discussing Black 

people and their burials separately from Indigenous people and their burials. Without 

exhumation to study human remains, there is no way to be one hundred percent sure of 

the cultural or ethnic background of these individuals, but through primary source 

documentation and limited archaeological excavation records, we can better understand 

the burials without disturbing them. This project does not seek to disrupt the burials in the 

name of scientific research.  
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2 Theory and Methods 

 

2.1 Theoretical Approaches 

 As the majority of the research dealt with the development of spatiality within a 

community and its surrounding geographical location when compared to other 

communities and colonial nations, a landscape approach lends itself well to the study of 

colonial settlements, burial landscapes and archaeological survey. The principles of 

taskscape theory are also represented throughout the analyses of burial landscapes, as the 

primary goal of the project was to assess the development of colonial burial grounds in 

the northeast. Taskscapes connect with the development of burial landscapes by allowing 

us to better understand how people were moving around and using the space, through the 

different activities that make up a burial ground as an active component in the 

community. Settler colonialism is also at play throughout the project, as well as 

everything we do in North America as settlers on Indigenous lands. With regards to this 

research, settler colonialism is considered a theoretical approach and lens through which 

to look at the research sites, as a system of power that affects the development of each 

site, and the people who were buried there.  Additionally, public and community 

archaeological theory was applied to this project, as this approach is integral for any 

research project involving a community group and/or members of the public. It is best 

practice to collaborate with communities and members of the public and ensure research 

dissemination and transparency throughout.   
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2.1.1 Landscape Theory and Burial Landscapes 

  The concept of landscape is created by people and their interactions with the 

natural world and location they inhabit. This is opposed to environment, which is an 

aspect of nature and would be there regardless of human interaction Bain (2010:1). A 

landscape fulfills the human need for survival, entertainment, and enjoyment. In short, a 

landscape can be thought of as constructed through culture while an environment is not. 

Landscape theory lends itself well to the analysis of burial landscapes, as highly 

manufactured aspects of a community, built to display peoples’ connection with their 

society, faith, politics, art, and economic standing, among other factors. “To know the 

landscape is to know and control the access to that knowledge or to those experiences” 

(Smith 2008:15). A burial landscape, specifically the kind examined in this research, is a 

designated space within or near a community, and which forms an essential element of 

that community’s broader landscape. A burial landscape is also a landscape unto itself. It 

has meaning to those who used it, lived near it, and died near it, and continues to carry 

that meaning today, adding to peoples’ sense of place and connection to their community 

(Smith 2008:16).  

 A burial ground delineates the dead from the living. While in some cases, such as 

rural Ontario, the dead were sometimes interred within the basement or cellar of one’s 

home, communities typically established a delineated space to bury their deceased loved 

ones (Lacy 2019a). The burial ground, which can be thought of as a kind of liminal space, 

allowed the dead to remain nearby, often as a deliberate reminder to the living of their 

own mortality, while carefully showing settlers where the dead were allowed to rest 

compared to the living. This division of space within a community — the segmentation of 
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the landscape — is paramount in understanding the organization of burial grounds. Were 

the spaces for the dead chosen deliberately? Were there preconceived notions regarding 

suitable areas within a community, and what factors were at play that would affect its 

placement? Some of these questions may be impossible to answer regarding sites 

established nearly 400 years prior; however, through archaeological survey and the study 

of written records, we will gain a more holistic understanding of these choices and how 

they impacted the development of the burial landscape for centuries to come.  

The concept of the burial landscape within landscape or mortuary archaeologies is 

not new and has been explored through many lenses (Rugg 2013; Baugher and Veit 2014; 

Lacy 2017; Lacy 2020; and others). While we see numerous academic publications 

relating to mechanics and traditions of death and dying (the journal Mortality, for 

example), it is often not a topic that the general public regularly experiences or discusses. 

In the 21st century in countries like Canada there is a disconnect between the dead and the 

process of burial, but such was not the case in the 17th century, as visitations were held 

within the home, with the body prepared for burial by members of the family rather than 

taken away and prepared at a funeral home. In the 17th century, burial grounds were a 

space to bury the dead, but they were also central part of the community, whether 

physically or through activities which took place there. By striving to better understand 

the development of burial landscapes, we can better understand the people who created 

them.  

 In his 1993 article, Tim Ingold proposes that a landscape is something that is only 

experienced by an individual in the instance that they are there (Ingold 1993:152). He 

further suggests that a landscape is not something one can recreate through archaeology 
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or history; we can make our best approximation of what a past landscape may have been 

like, but we will never truly experience how it was for an ancient people because it is 

gone from this world.  This idea, when considering burial landscapes in historic 

settlements, suggests that even with restoration of a site and knowledge of the 

surrounding buildings and thoroughfares, we in the 21st century (at time of writing) will 

never experience that burial landscape as did the people who used it during the 17th 

century. By extension, we will never fully understand how people in the 19th century saw 

it, or even how our colleagues experience it today, because landscape from Ingold’s 

perspective is an individual experience and something that cannot be replicated.  

Ingold expresses the association between the temporality of a space and the 

landscape through the term ‘taskscape’ which is defined as “any practical operation, 

carried out by a skilled agent in an environment, as part of his or her normal business of 

life” (Ingold 1993:158; see also Gruppuso and Whitehouse 2020). Tasks, as activities that 

are not static or existing in a vacuum, contribute to the experience of a landscape for 

individuals and societies, which intermingle and co-exist across a community and the 

wider environment. When considering a burial ground, we must avoid thoughts of it 

being a sterile space, austere and silent as the grave, and consider the activities or ‘tasks’ 

that go into making that space an active participant in community. These tasks could be 

fleeting, only occurring once and witnessed by few, but they still make up an integral part 

of the landscape for those who experienced it.  

 One of the most noted impacts on how archaeologists interact with burial 

landscapes was presented by Ingold in 2000, where he suggested that “people engage in 

specific activities related to the experience that the space affords” (Ingold 2000:192; 
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Cook 2001:5). When in a burial ground, people are typically undertaking activities 

specifically prescribed to that space, walking and observing, attending a funeral, visiting a 

loved one’s grave, etc. If one worked at the burial ground, these activities would expand 

to maintenance and preparation of the site. In older sites in some areas, nefarious 

individuals known as ‘resurrection men' would visit at night to remove burials for the 

purpose of selling the corpses to medical schools, adding yet another experience to the 

burial landscape (Lennox 2016). These are the specific activities that the space affords.  

 While intwined with the community through a variety of activities and 

experiences, the burial ground can also be thought of as a liminal space, one between the 

living and the dead, which is used by both. In order to understand this socially complex 

space and its place in the community, one has to explore the social and political 

backgrounds of the people who created it, and the contexts under which the burial ground 

was developed (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Rugg 2013:216; Lacy 2017:40). For this research, 

I am examining sites from a British background (Anglican/Catholic/Quaker/Puritan), 

Dutch background (Dutch Reformed Church), and French background (French Catholic), 

to speak to the development of burial landscapes across these colonial nations in 

northeastern North America.  

 

2.1.2 Decolonization in Archaeology 

 To begin this discussion, I would like to acknowledge my positionality as a white 

settler, a woman, and an archaeologist who has been trained in modern archaeology 

which benefits from settler colonialism. In addition, contemporary archaeology was built 
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on the work of European antiquarians, who frequently used their power and privilege to 

access sites and take what they found interesting, including human remains, regardless of 

the wishes of local populations (e.g. Redman 2016; Hicks 2020). It is important to 

consider where the field evolved from, when moving forward with decolonizing the 

practice. While the sites I study are considered ‘colonial’, they contain the remains of 

Black and Indigenous people, not just European, and will benefit from decolonized and 

Indigenized archaeological approaches. My research works towards centering the 

importance of understanding and amplifying the voices of Black people and Indigenous 

people in the 17th century or today. 

Archaeology is a product and tool of settler colonialism (Kelvin and Hodgetts 

2020; Schneider and Hayes 2020; Montgomery 2022). Montgomery describes settler 

colonialism as “a political and economic system that uses coordinated actions across 

state-level agencies to conquer, expropriate, and occupy Indigenous lands…the primary 

natural resource under contestation is land rather than labor” (Sturn 2017:342; 

Montgomery 2022:476). She writes that there are four main principles to settler 

colonialism: that it is defined as a structure rather than an event, it requires the possession 

of Indigenous lands, that it is defined by a “triadic relationship between settler, 

Indigenous, and chattel slave”, and finally that ongoing cultural productions remain 

complicit with continued settling of these lands (Row and Tuck 2017:6; Montgomery 

2022:477). Confronting the impact and use of settler colonialism in modern archaeology 

is the first step in working towards an archaeology that can equally utilize Indigenous 

traditional knowledge and ‘western’ science.  
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Historical archaeology is notoriously focused on the white settler, although that 

practice is beginning to change, as work in being done to recentre our understanding of 

the past and the numerous peoples that helped shape it. With this research, I hope to open 

a conversation about the multi-cultural spaces that were the burial grounds of the colonial 

northeast, shifting our focus away from the Europeans to the other populations that made 

up their communities. While these sites were created directly through settler colonialism, 

they became important parts of a settlement for all who lived there, and in order to fully 

understand how burial practices grew and evolved in the 17th century, it is vital to 

understand all aspects of how the space was potentially used for its residents.  

The system of settler colonialism is alive and well in Canada today, relying on 

heteropatriarchal models and “peacemaker myths” to control the social narrative and 

direction of the state, its institutions, and to claim steps towards reconciliation between 

settlers and Indigenous peoples, while simultaneously silencing the experiences of Black 

people and people of colour in the country (Regan 2010:84; Dhillon 2017; Kelvin and 

Hodgetts 2020:5). These myths recount that European settlers brought peace, good 

government, and ‘Western’ education, “hallmarks of the colonial project of civilizing 

‘savages’” and that without their arrival, the Indigenous peoples would never have 

progressed, and therefore should be grateful (Regan 2010:83-84). Many sub-fields of 

archaeology claim the scientific approach, recounting what we learn as fact (even when 

much of archaeology involves speculation) when it comes to understanding many groups 

such as Indigenous peoples. By stepping in as the knowledge holder, archaeology further 

separates Indigenous people from their cultural and ancestral history by interpreting their 

past for them, and often failing to share those results or work directly with the 
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communities (Kelvin and Hodgetts 2020:5). We can see archaeology changing today, 

decentring from the white, Euro-centric, heteronormative narratives that it has leaned on 

for decades, but there is still much to be done to decolonize the field, and work to 

integrate Indigenization into how we learn. We do not seek to turn ‘decolonization’ into a 

metaphor, “a problematic attempt to reconcile settler guilt and complicity”, but rather to 

fundamentally change the way archaeology is approached (Tuck and Yang 2012:1). 

In most modern archaeological work, there is only “one value system and standard 

used – one that views Western science, theories, and methods as the standard and goal 

with the aim of producing knowledge truths” (Atalay 2006:3-4). This system is one that 

values knowledge but only knowledge collected through its own rigorous processes and 

often does not consider the value of other kinds of knowledge, Indigenous knowledge 

included. However, through settler colonialism the “Indigenous view is consistently 

portrayed as one of obstruction and defiance” (Schneider and Hayes 2020:139). The idea 

of repatriation of objects and remains from museums around the world is typically framed 

in public discourse as a ‘loss’, but it was through systems of colonial oppression that 

these remains were obtained in the first place, and so they must be returned to their 

people. At the time of writing, an ongoing exposé by The Washington Post is reporting on 

the Smithsonian’s collection of human remains, consisting of brains and other parts of the 

bodies of people of colour, collected without consent (Dungca et al 2023). These 

collections are now being exposed, but the repatriation is slow and difficult, with many 

institutions showing reluctance to relinquish ‘their’ collection.  

 Historic sites and their conservation are often the topic of discussion when 

choosing what to save and preserve, and what to make accessible to the public to tell the 
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history of a place. Settlers are very interested in marking sites that show the ‘first’ of 

something: the first house in a settlement, the first point of landing on a continent, the 

first city in a state or province. This obsession is a form of settler colonialism, focusing 

attention on the legitimacy of the settlers in a place. This view can be extended to 

cemeteries as well: I am examining the ‘first’ people to be buried in a settlement in this 

research, a fact that historical settler groups always focus on when examining these sites. 

Tracy Ireland writes about the process of urban history consciously curating heritage to 

create an aesthetic and often romantic memory of the past (2015:106). She explained that 

“archaeological conservation in situ is not a neutral act but a process that monumentalizes 

these materials, creating cultural and economic values and shaping practices of place by 

imprinting particular memories and narratives. In situ conservation is a form of 

historicity, a way of visibly representing the past, its potential for recovery, and its 

relationship to the present” (Ireland 2015:112). When a visitor to a historic site sees the 

memorialization of a settler building, but no information or interpretation available for the 

Indigenous people who were there already, or the people of colour who resided alongside 

the settlers, the narrative is being driven in a way that reflects settler colonialism only. 

“…visibility is not only an effect of power but also its condition of possibility” (Gordon 

2002:132).  

We see this visibility through the conservation of settler sites across North 

America. It is present in urban archaeology and architecture, such as the Boston Freedom 

Trail which highlights only colonial sites throughout the city (Freedom Trail Foundation 

2023). Until very recently, the field of historical archaeology has all but glossed over the 

multi-ethnic nature of many of these sites, choosing only to focus on one interpretation, 
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allowing that narrative to become the dominant one we see today (Lightfoot 1995). 

Funding for historic burial preservation also proportionately increases visibility. The 

burial grounds of white settlers are often revered as sacred spaces, while Black burial 

grounds or Indigenous sites are pushed to the side and not afforded the same levels of 

protection or funding for their care. In many cases, we don’t even know when people of 

colour are buried in a colonial burial site, and their graves aren’t cared for by descendent 

populations in the same way. In British Columbia, for example, the grave sites of Chinese 

miners in the Kootenays and Fraser Valley are subjected not to protection, but to looting 

by people with metal detectors, not viewing their graves as important as those in settler 

burial grounds (Lacy 2019b). Visibility on the contemporary landscape for archaeological 

sites, is a privilege, one that is historically given to settlers.  

Throughout the history of archaeology in North America, researchers have 

exploited the bodies of Black and Indigenous individuals in the name of research. 

Archaeology as a field has contributed greatly to the colonial harm inflicted on 

Indigenous groups and Black communities, especially with regards to mortuary 

archaeology and the study of human remains. Scholars historically paid very little 

attention to any descendent communities until the passing of NAGPRA (North American 

Graves Protection and Repatriation Act) in 1990, and then with some reluctance (Baugher 

and Veit 2014:6). Although today we have a much stricter set of ethics about the 

exhumation and study of human remains — out of respect for the dead and their 

descendent communities, many of whom are living in the same spaces as their ancestors 

were — there are still ethical issues with the study of human remains. Unless necessary, 

most archaeologists no longer exhume human burials. Some scholars mourn the loss of 



 24 

the ability to study remains (e.g., Arnold and Jeske 2014 among others), but regulations 

benefit Indigenous groups whose remains were taken through acts of colonialism. 

NAGPRA did not include a provision for the remains of enslaved persons, resulting in the 

loss of many burials and of communities’ ties to their ancestors (Sayer 2010:71). While 

Canada does not have a NAGPRA equivalent, in 2019 the country enacted the ‘Impact 

Assessment Act’ to help “reinforce government commitments to Canada’s First Nations 

by mandating project planners to consider Indigenous traditional knowledge alongside 

Western science” (Schneider and Hayes 2020:140). In 2021, the ‘United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act’ (UNDRIPA) came into effect in 

Canada, requiring the Government of Canada to address and combat the systemic 

violence and discrimination against Indigenous peoples in Canada, and promote 

understanding through human rights education, which would include archaeology as a 

field through ongoing consultation before and during projects (Government of Canada 

n.d.). Parks Canada, the national organization that covers archaeology and heritage across 

the country, is working to advance reconciliation through direct actions, outlined in their 

document ‘Mapping Change: Fostering a Culture of Reconciliation within Parks Canada’ 

(Parks Canada 2022). Today, we strive to be transparent in archaeology, knowing 

community engagement goes hand in hand with any project that might deal with human 

remains, and involvement of the descendent communities is not only encouraged, but 

vital.  

Settler burial grounds are, at their very core, an expression of settler permanence 

upon the landscape they inhabited when first arriving in North America. While a burial 

space may be thought of as liminal in that it is used by the living and dead, acting for both 
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and neither, it is also a physical placement of human remains into an environment. In 

some parts of Europe, as discussed in detail in Chapter 3, burials were not always thought 

of as permanent in the same way they are in much of North America today, with graves 

being dug up and emptied after a decade or two of decay to make room for more remains. 

In North America, however, the land seemed endless, and the necessity of having a 

measured time resting underground before cremation or placement in an ossuary was 

removed. As a result, we are left with graves of settlers dating back to the 16th century 

dotting the northeast, a very real mark of settler colonialism.  

To place a body into the ground means to exercise ownership over that land, even 

if subconsciously, a grave showing that ‘we were here’, a place not to be disturbed again. 

They are the direct product of past societal norms from Europe and of colonialism on the 

North American landscape, and settler burial grounds are typically afforded more 

protections and allowances than Indigenous burials in the same states or provinces today.  

The Kanesatake Resistance, also known as the Oka Crisis, is a prime example of this, 

where the expansion of a golf course in Quebec was proposed for disputed land which 

included a Kanyen’kehà:ka burial ground (de Bruin 2013). Due to the band’s land claims 

being previously rejected, they were not consulted on the expansion plan, and protests to 

protect the burials and Indigenous territory began. Had this been a settler burial ground, 

the expansion would not have been planned there in the first place. There are endless 

examples of this in cultural resource management archaeology (CRM), although things 

are slowly changing.  

The sites examined in this research are all founded by settlers, imposing 

themselves and taking ownership of lands that were not theirs, marking it with buildings, 
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roads, and dead bodies. The burial grounds, while considered sacred spaces which should 

be observed as such, even today, are claimed by settler descendent communities to show 

their ancestors had been in a city for centuries, while not affording the same claims by 

Indigenous peoples over their own territories. It is vital to remember this, when 

considering the history and archaeology of these sites.  

 

2.1.3 Public and Community Archaeology 

 As archaeologists we study past communities, religions, travel, and culture, 

influenced by the lens of the world we exist in today. Employing the tenets of public 

archaeology, we communicate with the public in a manner that facilitates learning and 

understanding by both parties. While public archaeology is a label often applied to any 

attempt at public engagement, the sub-discipline itself is both a “disciplinary practice and 

a theoretical position, which can be exercised through the democratization of 

archaeological communication” (Richardson and Almansa-Sánchez 2015:194). Public 

archaeology is not a new concept, although it emerged as a sub-discipline late in the 

development of archaeology as it presently exists, recognized by the 1970s though not a 

commonly used phrase or practice until the 1990s – 2000s (Gould 2016:5; Sayer and 

Sayer 2016:144).  

 There have been pushes to develop a specific approach to public or community 

archaeology, (i.e.: Atalay 2012; Gould 2016), but there is currently no singularly accepted 

framework within the discipline for working with communities and the public. As Rankin 

and Gaulton (2021:4) write, community and public archaeology should be based in 
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building relationships “of collaboration between archaeologists and stakeholder 

populations” to “democratize knowledge by sharing archaeological results with 

communities who have been disenfranchised from their own pasts” (Atalay 2012:3-4). 

This is an especially significant framework for contemporary archaeological practice in 

North America, where Indigenous populations and their burial places have long been 

exploited by archaeologists and historians for their cultural histories and human remains 

in the name of ‘science’.  

 Gemma Tully stated that “community archaeology seeks to diversify the voices 

involved in interpretation of the past”, a step towards decolonizing a field which is 

imbued with colonial practices (2007:155). She indicates that a vital piece of community 

archaeology is identifying the source community that the project would be working 

alongside, as well as ensuring collaboration at all stages of the project and training of 

local people in all aspects of the project, a process identified by Mickel as being 

extremely desirable to locals who were/are involved in projects (Tully 2007:162; Mickel 

2021). Emma Waterton indicates that in community archaeology we need to conduct our 

research for a community, about them, and to research with a community (2015:59). By 

engaging with stakeholders, or rightsholders1, for example a community group whose 

cultural history is tied to the archaeology being proposed, archaeologists can begin to 

build meaningful connections and understanding with a community towards what kind of 

 
1 A ‘stakeholder’ is an individual or group that benefits from a use of resources, and often holds legal rights 

to make choices, while a ‘rightsholder’ is an individual or group with particular entitlements “in relation to 

specific duty-bearers” (Plummer et al. 2022; Education Initiative 2022). 
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research they wish to see happening. There can be no public or community archaeology 

without planning, discussion, and engagement. 

The Finnish ‘Adopt-A-Monument’ program has seen success in working with 

local communities to preserve their heritage sites (Soininen 2017). The project, run by the 

Pirkanmaa Provincial Museum in Tampere, Finland, aimed to change their mandate from 

teaching the public, to a “more facilitative approach” (Soininen 2017:2). By putting the 

‘soft’ protection of various monuments, buildings, and archaeological sites in the hands of 

the public, the museum facilitated a growth in community pride and care for these sites. 

The museum’s vision is to “preserve the cultural environment for the people, with the 

people”, which perfectly encapsulates the goals and benefits of collaborative research; 

research carried out by those who care, not solely by academics who then present results 

(Soininen 2017:2).  

 As is indicated by Rankin and Gaulton (2021:5), many community archaeology 

projects are initiated by the community themselves, reaching out to researchers because 

they have questions about their past that need answering, “but their understanding of 

archaeological practice may be limited”. These kinds of community-driven projects 

develop because the community wants it to, rather than an outside researcher stepping in 

with a pre-prepared agenda of what they want to see happen. Today, public archaeology 

has become recognized as an ethical ‘best practice’ (Gould 2016:7).  
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2.1.3.1 Public Archaeology of Death and Burial  

The public archaeology of death and burial, or public mortuary archaeology, at 

first might elicit images of the public handling human remains or a person being terrified 

after coming across a burial ground excavation without warning. While there is not 

presently a global framework and/or methodology in place for the practice of public 

archaeology that deals in sensitive topics such as mortality, there have been extensive 

studies from the UK within the last decade (Williams and Williams 2007; Reynolds 2014; 

Williams and Atkin 2015; Williams and Giles 2016; Williams et al. 2019; Pillatt et al. 

2021). These studies all discuss the presentation of human remains or sensitive burial 

artifacts to the public, whether that be in the field or behind glass in a museum setting. A 

particularly interesting study by Sian Mui (2018) focuses on how the display of human 

remains in museums inaccurately portrays body positions in burial reconstructions, 

reinforcing the idea that the supine oriented position traditionally associated with 

Christian burial was more common in antiquity (in the UK) than it truly was (2018).  

Franz Boas once said, “it is most unpleasant work to steal bones from a grave, but 

what is the use, someone has to do it” (Redman 2016:47). Today, efforts are underway to 

repatriate human remains and artifacts to Indigenous communities that were obtained 

under violent acts of colonialism (Hicks 2020). This process involves the discussion of 

the display of human remains, a discussion which looks much different in the UK than it 

does in North America, as UK institutions tend to continue the display of remains overall. 

In North American archaeology, the profession has mostly moved from digging up 

human burials under the guise of ‘scientific knowledge’ to only undertaking human 

remains excavation if it is deemed absolutely necessary, and only then if the community 
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with ties to those burials consents to the excavation. For example, the recent excavation 

of human remains in Foxtrap, Newfoundland, which I was part of the excavation team 

for, was only carried out because the graves were at risk if they were not carefully 

removed and reburied elsewhere in the community (Grimes et al. 2018).  These types of 

projects fall under the umbrella of ‘rescue archaeology’ and, while research may be 

carried out during the project, typically graves are no longer exhumed for research 

purposes.  

 My recent research into public archaeology in Newfoundland explored public 

engagement with burial landscapes, and the connections the landscape allowed people to 

make between historical burial practices and contemporary burial practices in 

northeastern North America (Lacy 2018a). “Themes of death and burial are explored in 

terms of the past, but extend to our present understanding of mortality, closely examined 

by archaeologists and the public at burial sites” (Lacy 2018a:58).  

Death is a universal topic. Public archaeology is the tool we can utilize to help 

connect with the public, and through that outreach, build collaborative relationships that 

benefit both academics and the communities where we work. Through collaboration and 

outreach, the importance of protecting heritage sites is taught and strengthened within the 

public’s mind. However, one must keep in mind that the sites put forward to heritage 

preservation are often curated to glorify the success of settler colonialism, which is why 

making sure that interpretation at heritage sites adapts to tell the whole story of everyone 

who lived in a space. While it may not be what some people want to hear, it is vital to 

avoid sanitizing the past, so that future generations can learn from it. If you are involved 

in heritage, even as an occasional volunteer or visitor, you begin to see the value of 
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protecting sites. That sentiment is just as strong for buildings as it is for local burial 

spaces, for it is within these spaces that we learn so much about what made a community 

who they are today.  

 

2.1.3.2 Blogging Death and Burial 

 Discussions on the impact of public mortuary archaeology extend online, with 

publications such as ‘Blogging Archaeology’ (Rocks-Macqueen and Webster 2014) 

exploring the effects on the archaeological community and the public through such 

endeavours. In my research, connection with the community of New Perlican was greatly 

aided through their online heritage Facebook page, due to the location of the community 

and the Covid-19 pandemic. In addition, I was able to quickly share updates about my 

fieldwork with the community through work on my research blog in a form that is 

accessible to everyone (Lacy 2021a; 2022a; 2023a). These posts were reshared through 

Heritage New Perlican for the community to ensure maximum reach and provided an 

approachable way to engage in academic work for the general public.  

Austin writes that “some authors even feel as though it is something of a public 

duty to effect a greater public engagement with the past and increase awareness of the 

work of archaeologists” (2014:13), a statement that resonates with me as an early career 

researcher. Blogging about mortuary archaeology allows a space for the archaeologist to 

discuss new research on a platform that they control, rather than handing data over to a 

reporter and hope they represent it correctly and open the floor for a two-way discussion 

with the reader. Instead of consisting of jargon-filled scientific language typically 
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reserved for academic publications, blogging and other social media outreach offer a way 

to disseminate knowledge and new research to the public, not just those with access to 

academic journals and libraries. Topics typically covered include burial grounds, 

gravestones, conservation, and funeral history. A blog, short for ‘web log’, is defined by 

Austin (2014:9) as a website that is regularly updated by one or more authors and is 

comprised of pages and posts that are available to the public.  

 Blogging and social media are formidable platforms for knowledge sharing 

amongst scholars and the public alike. Through blogging on my own website, Spade & 

the Grave, I receive more active engagement from individuals that are not professional 

archaeologists than are professionals. This indicates that the general population seeks 

information on mortuary archaeology out of interest and engages on a regular basis.  

 While there are many examples of public mortuary archaeology blogs (Bones 

Don’t Lie, Archaeodeath, Spade & the Grave, among others), the discussion of ethics and 

the display of human remains extends from the field and museums to online images. Matt 

Armstrong wrote about his personal ethics with regards to blogging about CRM, and 

several points ring true to the mortuary archaeology community, namely ‘Do not mis-

represent the Indigenous Community’ and ‘Screw looters’ (2014:29,32), vital points to 

remember when writing about any archaeological site online but especially when 

considering the impact of discussing an Indigenous site2. While many ethical debates in 

archaeology focus on whether human remains should be exhumed, collected, or displayed 

at all, in the digital world this extends to ‘should images of the dead be displayed online’? 
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Those of us who do blog about mortuary archaeology have a duty to represent what is 

ethically right in our field for others to consider and learn from, and that does not include 

displaying the bones of the dead without their consent. Meyers and Williams point out 

that by increasing our engagement with the public through online forums like blogs we 

can “improve the overall perception and understanding of ancient death” (2014:161), and 

in this way educate the public and offer a platform for questions from anyone directly to 

an expert in the field. This is a great benefit to the public, as well as academics, though 

should be managed carefully within one’s existing workload as it is often free labour. 

 The contention surrounding the display of human remains online invites 

exploration into other ways to discuss death and burial. In 2016-2017 following the 

excavation in Foxtrap, NL (Grimes et al. 2018), I was given permission to write about the 

experience on my blog. We decided that it would be appropriate to show images of the 

grave shafts after they had been fully excavated and were empty, as well as the ‘shadows’ 

created by the human body through changes to the chemical composition of the sediment 

through decomposition (Lacy 2018b). Reminiscent of the Sutton Hoo deviant burials, 

these images lack human remains but are still tied directly to the past and human death 

and burial (Carver 2005; Walsh and Williams 2019). The question of when does a grave 

stop being a grave is very difficult to answer, but the display of these images on my blog 

was deemed appropriate for educational purposes. They did not show, and therefore did 

not exploit, the remains of humans who could not consent to such a display of their 

remains. Blogging about the public archaeology of death and burial walks a fine line of 

disseminating research respectfully while providing knowledge to the public but walking 

that path beneficial to everyone. 
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2.2 Methodology 

This project was broken down into three major sections: the analysis and 

comparison of the placement and spatial development of 17th-century colonial burial 

grounds in British, Dutch, and French settlements, a discussion of the visibility of Black 

and Indigenous bodies in colonial burial spaces through literature and archaeology, and a 

case-study of the development of the burial landscape of New Perlican, Newfoundland.  

 Data compiled for the comparison of colonial burial grounds were acquired from 

primary and secondary sources, as well as contemporaneous maps, and archaeological 

reports. In order to determine the original locations of burial grounds in 17th-century 

settlements and compare their placement against the rest of the original layouts, historic 

maps and documents from archival sources were examined for evidence of original 

settlement structure, and for evidence pertaining to burial ground development through 

documents such as town records. The archives used for this project were the American 

Library of Congress, Nova Scotia Provincial Archives, Boston Public Library Special 

Collections, the Massachusetts Historical Society Archives, and the Norman B. Leventhal 

Map Centre. These collections were examined in person in 2022 and 2023. Historical 

journals, injunction papers, and law documents were also examined for descriptions 

relating to the use of burial grounds in various communities.  

 Archival visits were preceded by online research through the archives’ digitized 

collections records in order to request specific documents for my arrival. Due to the 

limited nature of the material I was looking for, the visibility of people of colour, I 

contacting the archives directly to gain insight from the archivist into the best documents 
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to start my investigation with. With the valuable knowledge of the archivists at each 

facility, documents including church records, town law drafts, taxation documents, and 

personal commonplace books were selected. Overall, the documents which I examined 

were, for the most part, not helpful to my research apart from the Boston Town Records 

from the early 18th century. My archival trips were several days long each, but 

demonstrate the need for devoting more time to the archives on future projects, to assess 

additional documents and chase leads through the stacks.  

 The majority of the sites selected for this project were studied virtually through 

17th-century documentation and Google Earth to get a clear picture of how they were 

situated 400 years ago to present-day. Topographical data was not closely analysed as 

part of this research, but Google Earth provided vital data on topography for sites that I 

was unable to visit in person. Some of the sites, including Boston’s Copp’s Hill, Sleepy 

Hollow’s Old Dutch Burial Ground, Annapolis Royal’s Garrison Graveyard, Placentia’s 

St. Luke’s Anglican Churchyard, and the burial grounds of New Perlican were visited on 

research trips between October 2022 and February 2023, and December 2023. These in-

person visits allowed me to gain a better understanding of the layout of the site from the 

ground, including orientation of the gravestones, physical proximity to the church, and 

how the modern community impacts the site. The data was compiled and analysed using 

SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), to examine frequency as well as run 

chi-square tests to compare variables. Microsoft Excel was used to keep track of all the 

spatial data for each site prior to the statistical analysis and provided a concise way to 

organize each site.   
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 Fieldwork in the outport community of New Perlican was undertaken, in 

collaboration with Heritage New Perlican. The fieldwork took place over two weeks: one 

week for the preliminary survey in 2021 and a second week in spring 2022 to finish the 

survey. The survey consisted of mapping using a total station theodolite (TST), with the 

aid of two graduate students from Memorial University, to record the extent of the burial 

grounds’ perimeters, tie them to nearby landmarks for reference, and map the location of 

each individual grave marker and gravestone. No ground disturbance was undertaken as a 

part of this fieldwork. Photography, the total station, and manual notetaking was 

employed to ensure the creation of accurate, measured maps. Maps of the burial grounds 

were created using GIS ArcMaps to provide the community with accurate data on the 

parameters of their historic burial grounds and the locations of gravestones within 

(Figures 7.1 – 7.10).  

I obtained ethics approval from the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in 

Human Research (ICEHR) at MUNL to ask questions and record comments that 

community members wished to share with me about the oral history of the burial grounds 

through informal discussions in the field, to develop my overall understanding of the 

sites’ development. This information contributed to my overall understanding of the 

burial landscape development. In the spirit of community archaeology and transparency, a 

presentation on the research and survey results was presented to the community in May 

2023. It is difficult to gauge the success of a public archaeology project, as there is no set 

metric to measure such a thing, but public opinion may be gauged before and after. In 

terms of interactions in the field, we had very few visits from community members, but 

that may have been due to several factors including the Covid-19 pandemic, the weather, 
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the location of the burial grounds, and the aged population of the majority of the 

community. However, when looking at online interaction, my blog posts about the 

fieldwork received multiple likes, shares, and comments on each one (6 likes and 28 

comments on my preliminary Facebook post in 2020, 34 likes and 13 comments on blog 

post 1, and 17 likes and 7 comments on blog post 2). When we held the in-person talk in 

2023, we had 25-30 people in attendance from New Perlican and surrounding 

communities. In terms of outreach in an area with low year-round occupancy, I 

determined this to be relatively good engagement. 

For the final portion of the project, archaeological reports from excavations of 

burial sites and archival documents which identified Black or Indigenous individuals 

among the dead were used to comment on the visibility of these burials in the past, and in 

the present. Surviving 17th-century diaries from two well-known figures in New England 

history were also examined to analyse how they described death and burial in their 

records, and if they noted the burials of any people of colour. These diaries, in 

conjunction with town records indicating strict burial laws for people of colour, were used 

to speak to this important topic. Many of these records have been digitized and were 

accessible from my home office, but others such as the Boston Town Papers held at the 

Boston Public Library Special Collections, were visited in-person as part of my research. 

For some documents, transcriptions were completed after archival visits based on notes 

and photographs taken of the documents in order to assess and record the texts.  

 

 



 38 

3 European Burial Traditions in the 16th and 17th Century 

3.1 Burial Practices and Adaptations 

There is a wide array of burial practices and traditions in England, the 

Netherlands, and France that date back over thousands of years of human history, 

political upheavals, and religious doctrine changes that it cannot possibly all be covered 

here; therefore, I narrowed this background examination to the hundred or so years prior 

to major permanent European settlements starting in North America, as well as the burial 

practices that were still popular in 17th-century Europe during colonization. These 

practices and traditions will be examined to explore the influences on their colonial 

counterparts. Where did northeastern North American settler burial practices originate? 

Did settlers take traditions directly from their homelands to North America when it comes 

to burial landscape development, funeral practices, or even coffins and funeral clothing? 

Did they try to remove themselves entirely from their older practices and create new 

traditions in a new land, or was it a mixture of old and new traditions coming together 

within a landscape that required their adaptation?  

The major factor affecting Europe in the 16th century in terms of religious 

ideology and, as a result, funerary and burial practices, was the Protestant Reformation. A 

wide-spread religious reform movement, the Reformation was a time when people began 

questioning the religious and political supremacy of the Roman Catholic Church. While 

the Reformation affected mainland Europe and the British Isles at slightly different time 

periods, it slowly began with multiple smaller movements across mainland Europe in the 

early 16th century, prior to the famous moment when Martin Luther nailed his ‘Ninety-
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five Theses’ to the door of All Saints’ Church in Wittenberg, Germany, in 1517, which 

spoke against the beliefs and the corrupt nature of the Catholic Church (Roper 2021:62). 

These ideas quickly spread throughout Europe, giving voice to peoples’ discontentment 

with the Church and a way to act against it. In the British Isles, the reformation of the 

Church had been championed by several groups, but the Reformation itself was 

hallmarked by King Henry VIII’s severance from the Catholic Church in an act of state, 

with great local support from the anti-Roman sentiment that had already been growing in 

the country (Powicke 1941; Hillerbrand 1968:vxii; Gaimster and Gilchrist 2003).  

In late-medieval Christianity (i.e. medieval Catholicism), the dead retained agency 

after their burial through the idea of purgatory, the liminal space between life and death, 

before your soul was sent to Heaven or Hell. It has been argued by scholars as to whether 

purgatory was a physical place, or a plane of existence. Regardless of form, purgatory 

was where all souls went immediately after death when they still had earthly sins to atone 

for or suffer for, and thus time spent in purgatory to be purified and “await with certainty 

the glory to come” (De Voragine 1993:282; Marshall 2002:11). Because of this ever-

present threat of lengthy suffering and stagnation in the afterlife, purgatory was always on 

the mind and became a central theme in the lives of the congregation. There also existed 

the idea of ‘limbo’, a place outside of Hell and Heaven that would hold the souls of the 

those who had not known Christ, or died unbaptized, or who were so-called heathens 

(Kennedy 2021). While earlier belief had unbaptized infants sent to Hell, from the 12th 

century onwards, it was thought they deserved “the mildest punishment” and so would go 

to limbo instead (Sullivan 2011:3). Limbo was “the eternal state of infants who die 

unbaptised” as they could not ask or desire a baptism themselves, but were still guilty of 
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not having had it (Sullivan 2011:4). and People who ended up in limbo were stained by 

the ‘original sin’ of Adam and Eve, and as they had not known Christ in some way, were 

doomed not to enter Heaven, or be buried in consecrated grounds, and yet the concept 

does not appear in the Old or New Testament (Kennedy 2021:236, 238). The idea of this 

middle ground would have impacted how settlers viewed the Indigenous peoples they 

encountered in North America. In the minds of the settlers, Indigenous people needed 

saving as they had never ‘known Christ’. 

 

3.2 Burial Practices in England 

3.2.1 Pre-Reformation Burial and Commemoration 

Prior to the Reformation in England, funeral and burial traditions had been built on 

centuries of medieval practice, guided by the medieval Catholic Church in the British 

Isles. A central aspect of daily life, medieval death and commemoration would have been 

at the forefront of everyone’s minds, with high mortality rates across the islands.  

In late-medieval Europe 3 in every 10 children, died during infancy, and if they had 

not been baptized yet would have been sent to limbo and not been able to be buried in the 

consecrated churchyards (Thorton and Phillips 2009:1; Kennedy 2021:236). Something 

we can see reflected in medieval Britain was the importance of having a ‘good death’, as 

demonstrated through their care for the dead, a funeral, and commemoration. Dying was, 

in this period, a stage of life rather than an event that happened in an instant. People in 

medieval Britain were concerned with obtaining a ‘good death’ before they went to 

purgatory (Binski 1996:33; Houlbrooke 1998:183; Curvers 2010:9). This meant that not 
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only was the death foreseen, but that it was prepared for by the individual and the family. 

After death, it was vital that friends, family, the community, and even strangers help to 

keep their memory alive through prayer, or ‘intersessions’, which would lessen their time 

in purgatory. There were a number of other ways that one could lessen their time in 

purgatory, beginning before death with the purchase of indulgences, or a payment of 

penalty that supposedly would absolve the purchaser of past sins, pilgrimages to holy 

sites, and the aid in construction of new churches (Marshall 2002:7). For many people, 

however, intercession was the most affordable option. Monuments would be constructed 

to those who could afford it, and masses would be spoken on the anniversary of the death 

so that people would speak of them again (Harding 2003:390; Fossier 2010:135).  

A typical medieval English village would have a church and churchyard, either 

surrounding the structure or very close to it, close to the centre of the community, 

allowing interaction between the burial spaces and parishioners on a regular basis. This 

model is what we see in other nations of the British Isles as well, with Welsh, Irish, and 

Scottish villages all having community churches and churchyards near their homes. Very 

often churches or other religious sites in the British Isles were constructed on or near 

older sites of worship, such as early medieval chapels, or earlier earthworks. The parish 

church at Bampton, Oxfordshire, is one example, constructed first in the 12th century 

adjacent to two Bronze Age barrows with an early medieval enclosure ditch, with a 

nearby chapel inside another prehistoric barrow (Rodwell 2012:297). Rodwell writes that 

while reused churchyards sometimes saw redevelopment and replanning, newer churches 

were designed from scratch with a formalized layout, often with a “square-on 

entry…from the west” (2012:301).  
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Within the parish churchyard, the south and east sides of the church were typically 

the most popular for placing burials and is where burials are typically found to be densest 

(Rodwell 2012:305). Overcrowding in popular sections of the churchyard would 

eventually lead to burials occurring on other sides of the church, or in some cases the 

ground would be levelled with additional soil to add depth, and more graves would be 

dug on top of or through the older burials to continue making use of the space (Rodwell 

2012:305). This is a practice we will see repeated in northeastern North American 

settlements with Dutch colonists. There is a long history of truncated graves, as grave 

diggers typically didn’t take much notice of older burials, and archaeologically this leads 

to many overlapping grave shafts, coffins, and bodies. If individuals could afford it, there 

might be a marker to them in the form of an effigy stone or cross slab, but there is not 

much evidence for a large monumental tradition in churchyards prior to the Reformation 

(Bartram 1978:1; Mytum 2006; Thomson 2009). 

Burials also took place within churches, if one could afford such a luxury. The 

need for salvation and absolution of sins was powerful to medieval Catholics, and directly 

affected where people were placed within the church. The further inside the church, and 

the closer to the chancel and nave, the closer you were to God, and these positions were 

reserved for the wealthy and powerful of the community. The placement of remains 

inside churches also show connections to an individual’s family, connections to the 

clergy, and to the community (Harding 1992; Harding 2003). Most people, however, did 

not have access to these resting places and were buried in the churchyard with or without 

a marker. Regardless of where you were buried, the tolling of a single bell would signify 

to the rest of the community that someone was being laid to rest.  
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 In order to mark graves in the pre-Reformation early modern period, people had 

several options to choose from. Within a church, we find stone cross slabs, alabaster 

effigies, wooden effigies, incised slabs, and monumental brasses. Many of these markers 

came with the same message, ‘pray for the dead’, in the form of text directly asking the 

viewer for prayers, or with images of the deceased themselves with their hands clasped in 

prayer. The prayers would aid them in purgatory, in a tradition called ‘intersession’, in 

order to shorten their time there, and so their burial monuments asked for as many prayers 

as people could offer. Monumental brasses, the most affordable of these markers, began 

being produced around the 1270s and workshops in London soon dominated the market, 

producing large amounts of brasses with standardized production techniques (Saul 

2009:76-77). They gained popularity through the mid-15th century (Houlbrooke 

1998:344; Duffy 2005:332).  

Prior to the Reformation, brasses commonly showed the dead asking the viewer to 

intercede, or otherwise depicted shrouded individuals or decomposing bodies to invoke 

compassion and pity for the dead, and have the viewer pray for them and consider their 

own mortality at the same time (Litten 1991 revised 2002:60). The use of monuments to 

ask for prayers was specified in parishioner’s wills, with such examples as that of Thomas 

Sharrington of Norfolk, whose will “asked for a brass on a raised tomb, so that the 

inscription with the appeal for prayers would be noticed ‘by all Christian souls’” (Saul 

2009:121). Given the affordability of these markers and the ability to produce them on a 

larger scale, more of these monuments survive today compared to other varieties. Outside 

of the church, there would have likely been less markers or markers made of a 

biodegradable material, amongst the cross slabs and stone effigies of those who could 
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afford them. There were few gravestones as we think of them today dating to pre-1600, 

and memorials at all were relatively rare prior to the 12th century (Bartram 1978:1; 

Houlbrooke 1998:360-361). 

 Regarding the graves themselves within churchyards, there was some regularity in 

the late-medieval period, with the majority of graves situated east-west following the 

Christian belief that Jesus will rise in the east, and so Christians are buried with their feet 

to the east, so as to be resurrected upright and facing him (Rodwell 2012:300). However, 

it should be noted that graves typically do not follow the true east-west alignment, but 

rather follow the alignment of a nearby topographical feature(s), whether that be an 

earlier earthwork or a structure. As a result, the graves closest to the church will follow 

the church’s alignment rather than cardinal directions (Rodwell 2012:300). Of course, 

there are exceptions and not all graves followed this alignment, but the majority of late-

medieval graves follow this formula of placement within churchyards. It should also be 

noted that magnetic declination has shifted between the 17th century and today, so east 

400 years ago is not the same as it is today. 

There was a variety of accoutrements that could have been placed into the grave 

with the dead, including burial clothing, a shroud, a coffin, and coffin furniture. It is 

possible to tell how an individual was buried based on their skeleton’s position; if their 

arms and legs were not spread in a natural way, it can be surmised that they were tightly 

wrapped in a shroud as was common in the medieval period, which did not allow the 

limbs to rest in a natural way (Rodwell 2012:320).  What typically surrounded the body in 

the grave was a shroud or a winding cloth. In the 16th century this came in the form of a 

large sheet of fabric, which was gathered tightly together at the top of the head and below 
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the feet and tied in knots or secured with a string to secure the body inside. Even bodies 

buried within coffins were often wrapped in a shroud, although this was not always the 

case. Monumental brasses dated to pre-Reformation often show shrouded individuals, 

sometimes with their faces peeking out from the folds of fabric, a practice that some 

individuals in the Church disagreed with. Litten recounts the words of Reverend Herbert 

Macklin stating “the custom of engraving shrouded figures and skeletons was introduced 

shortly before the middle of the fifteenth century and continued until the end of the 

sixteenth. It was a horrible practice” (Macklin 1905 in Litten 1992:60). Children depicted 

on monumental brasses prior to the Reformation were typically shown in their swaddling 

clothing if they died before the age of 1 month (Litten 1992:61), and while individuals 

were typically not buried in their day-to-day clothing or with items, there has been 

archaeological evidence of 14th-century individuals having been buried with personal 

indulgences, to protect their soul in the afterlife (Litten 1992:72).  

It can be difficult to find much archaeological evidence of pre-Reformation 

coffins due to often unfavourable preservation conditions such as high acidity in the soil, 

but often a coffin outline can be found in the sediment around the individual / where they 

lay (Litten 1992; Mytum 2018). Litten writes that aside from an example of a rectangular 

oak coffin from the St. Peter Hungate Church Museum in Norwich that dates to the late 

14th century, we must turn to illustrations and manuscripts from the period to understand 

what their coffins were made from and how they were constructed (1992:88). Coffins 

were typically rectangular or hexagonal, with a flat or gabled lid that was detached from 

the body of the coffin, although gabled coffin lids are only known in England through 

contemporaneous illustrations (Llewellyn 1991). This is not to be confused with modern 
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caskets, which are larger and rectangular, with a hinged lid and padded interior. These 

caskets are typically only available to those with enough socio-economic standing to 

afford them, and individuals are often interred in more simplistic wood boxes, shrouds, or 

other biodegradable containers, depending on their situation and preference.  

Although lead coffins did not gain major popularity until the 18th century, there 

have been some examples of lead coffins uncovered that date to the medieval period, 

including that of the ‘pickled knight’ of Danbury (Rodwell 2012:321), indicating that 

they were in use, at least in a limited capacity. Anthropomorphic or ‘anthropoid’ lead 

coffins, coffins that have a slightly human shape, were also somewhat popular during this 

period, and were chosen by upper class families who could afford not only an expensive 

coffin, but often also have a brick or stone family vault (Litten 2009; Mytum 2018:9). 

More detailed anthropoid coffins included moulded facial features, shoulders, the ridges 

of arms at the person’s side with hands resting on their lower abdomen, and in the case of 

women’s coffins, breasts (Litten 2009). Hexagonal lead coffins often have moulded or 

pressed inscriptions across the widest point of the coffin’s lid or around the edges in the 

style of late-medieval stone ledgers like those that can be found set into church floors or 

churchyards. Lead coffins were also used as shells around interior wooden coffins, for 

those who wanted that extra layer of protection to their final resting place. The use of this 

style of coffin continued into the 17th and 18th centuries.  

Individuals buried in coffins in the late medieval period were primarily of the 

aristocratic class or other significant or important individuals. However, 

contemporaneous depictions of funerals from the 16th century also show the use of a 

coffin for the layperson, the ‘parish coffin’. These coffins were available for temporary 
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hire from the parish to carry a body to their grave, but the individual would then be buried 

in their shroud. While parish coffins would have been common in the medieval period, 

only two survive to this day, both from the mid 17th century, made of wood and found in 

Yorkshire (Litten 1992:98). Archaeological evidence of parish coffins is resigned to the 

two surviving examples, and by the graves of the average person prior to the 17th century, 

wherein they were buried in simply a shroud or winding cloth rather than a coffin. In 

these cases, it can be surmised that the individual may have been carried to the grave site 

from the church in a parish coffin or on a bier, although there is no way to identify these 

graves from other means of transportation as they were not buried in the receptacle.  

The body would be washed before dressing for burial, a practice that has been a 

constant part of death practices in many countries for centuries and was not affected by 

changes in religious doctrine or fashions of the period (Cherryson 2018:38). Before the 

Reformation, the funeral service would consist of four rites provided by the church: the 

commendation of souls, the office of the dead, the mass of requiem, and finally the burial 

of the dead in the churchyard (Houlbrook 1998:255). All these services included 

intersessions for the individual’s soul to lessen their suffering in purgatory, and for all the 

souls of the Christian dead who had gone before them (Houlbrook 1998:255). The corpse 

would be moved from the home to the church for the services, then on to the burial site, 

where a cross would be dug over the grave site and blessed with holy water before the 

grave shaft was dug, and once the digging was complete then the burial service and 

inhumation could begin (Houlbrook 1998:255). The funerals of the wealthy could include 

additional services and were sometimes spread over multiple days, with more lavish 

accoutrements, and the most extravagant funerals were held for the nobility and royalty of 
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England (Litten 1991:173). Their funerals and burials reflect the highest wealth and 

ceremony, but do not reflect the everyday burial practices of the common people.  

 

3.2.2 Post-Reformation British Burial and Commemoration  

While post-Reformation burials are often not studied in the British Isles with the 

same detail as earlier examples, they are typically better preserved due to their younger 

age. With the separation from the Catholic Church and the Pope in Rome, and the 

Dissolution of the Monasteries, introduced in 1536 CE by King Henry VIII, there came 

many alterations not to only religious practices, but many of the rites surrounding death 

and dying. Stephanie Perring writes that “although the new theology rejected the images 

and practices of the medieval religion, sacred space contracted and was reconceptualized” 

(2013:187). Henry VIII’s act of 1538 required all churches in England to have a copy of 

the English Bible, and for it to be available to be read by the parishioners, something 

which was previously impossible as all religious texts had been written in Latin and 

therefore were not accessible to everyone in the community (Lacy 2020:38). Many other 

aspects of the medieval Catholic Church had also been kept out of sight of the common 

people, such as ceremonies hidden behind the rood screens, many of which were 

dismantled during the Reformation.  

One of the most drastic changes was the removal of purgatory from church 

doctrine, so that the soul did not spend time in a spiritual suspension to repent for sins in 

life but went straight to heaven or hell (Sullivan 2011). The Anglican Church also 

removed the idea that the living could influence what happened to the souls of the 
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deceased, thus removing the practice of intersession and indulgences from regular use. 

These changes happened slowly in some places where people did not want to stop long-

standing traditions, and quickly for others who fully stood behind the Protestant changes. 

In addition, the Book of Common Prayer never expressly forbid the practices, and a form 

of intersession could be seen in the last rites that a priest would speak over a grave, 

wishing the individual well for their eternal afterlife (Gitting 1984:42; Curvers 2010:17).  

The Puritans, who followed many of the same beliefs as John Calvin and the 

Calvinists, believed in a ‘purified’ version of Protestantism, in that they wished to have 

all popish and ornate beliefs stripped from their religion. They did not believe that the 

Reformation did enough to purify the Church and took it many steps further. The Puritans 

believed that each person had been corrupted by the original sin, and therefore every 

person was a sinner and deserved eternal damnation (Stannard 1977:49). ‘Puritans’ were 

not so much a singular, cohesive group in the British Isles but people who believed that 

the Reformation had not done enough, and they themselves never formally adopted the 

term (Stannard 1977:32). They would go on to strip funeral services of many rites that 

had been simplified during the Protestant Reformation believing, because one was 

predestined to their fate in the afterlife, that burial in consecrated grounds was 

unnecessary and that prayers said by a priest over the grave was too much like the 

practice of intersession and thus banned. While the bodies of parishioners would 

previously have needed to be buried in grounds that were spiritually and geographically 

tied to the church, staunch reformers like the Puritans did not believe that this was needed 

for the disposal of earthly remains (Stannard 1977:101; Hopkins 2014:15). With the soul 

departing for the afterlife immediately upon death, and indulgences and intercessions no 
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longer having affect, the body was a “meaningless husk” (Stannard 1977:100; Gilchrist 

2003:399). Stannard comments that an English Puritan recorded “thy body, when the 

soule is gone, will be an horrour to all that behold it: a most loathsome and abhorred 

spectacle” (Stannard 1977:100). Due to the removal of intercession, the placement of the 

body in the church or churchyard was irrelevant to the eventual destination of the 

individual in the afterlife (Lacy 2020:42). Puritans believed that, rather than just 

removing the idea, it would be better to do away with the consecrated burial grounds 

altogether and used terms such as burying/ burial ground to reiterate the secular nature of 

their burial spaces (Hopkins 2014:9-10, 15-17). 

While some aspects of the beliefs around death had officially been altered, this did 

not mean that the beliefs themselves changed quickly for many people. Those who had 

been practicing a tradition such as a funeral or burial rite for certain reasons for 

generations would find it challenging to change the practice overnight. In many cases, 

especially in more rural areas that did not have the immediate presence of the state 

pressuring them to change, people held on to older practices for a longer period (Litten 

1992:153) For some practices, such as placement in the churchyard or within the church, 

the reasoning behind the placement changed, but not the practice of where bodies were 

placed. For instance, when altars were stripped and replaced with ‘communion tables’, 

there was no longer an altar for the community’s elite to be buried nearby; however, 

people still wanted to be buried near that area. Vanessa Harding (2003:389) expressed 

surprise over how little the burial placement of individuals within the church changed 

throughout this period. Those who could afford to be buried inside the church wanted to 

be close to the communion table rather than the altar, and close to the outside of the 
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church when buried in the churchyard, even if the reasoning for being buried there was no 

longer the same (Harding 2003:389-390). We do not see a shift in burial placement in 

churchyards that have been converted from Catholic to Anglican after the Reformation, 

but simply a change in why people wanted to be buried in these places, with higher costs 

for church burials translating into status, burial near a family pew, and viewing 

themselves as still participating in the worship after death (Harding 2003:389). For 

Nonconformist groups such as Quaker, Puritan, Methodist, or Presbyterian, burials in 

England could not take place without conformist rites until the passing of the Burial Law 

Amendment Act in 1880 (UK Parliament 2023).   

As mentioned above, the use of parish coffins continued through the Reformation 

by those who could not afford their own coffin but still wanted one for their funeral 

procession. For those who could afford it, lead coffins became available in the 17th 

century, appearing in rectangular, hexagonal, and anthropomorphic shapes with typically 

flat lids and some decoration (Litten 1992). Wood coffins have also been found, 

rectangular, hexagonal, or trapezoidal with the wider portion being for the shoulders, 

though the latter style went out of fashion in favour of the hexagonal coffins in the 1660s-

1675, typically with flat lids (Litten 1992:99). Some of these coffins would have a name 

plate attached, but it was more common to see the name and date spelled out using small 

upholstery nails. It could also be decorated with memento mori imagery as part of the 

decoration such as skull and crossed bones on the coffin ‘furniture’, such as the nails, 

hinges, and handles (Litten 1992:99; Springate and Maclean 2018; Loe and Boston 2018).  

Coffin and coffin furniture making advanced as a profession throughout the 17th 

century, beginning the mass-production of funeral objects that ultimately lowered their 
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cost, and the use of the parish coffin began to diminish as individual coffins became more 

and more affordable. It was eventually expected that each body would be laid to rest in its 

own coffin, regardless of the social status of the dead (Litten 1992:99). Numerous 

examples of post-medieval burial ground and vault excavations have been documented 

with different coffins being recorded, demonstrating the prevalence of personal coffins as 

they became more affordable (Boyle 2015).     

In an effort to protect the English wool trade, an act was passed in 1678 for 

‘Burying in Woollen’, which stated that: 

 

“burying in Woollen onely was intended for the lessening the Importation of Linnen 

from beyond the Seas and the Encouragement of the Wollen and Paper 

Manufactures of this Kingdome… And it is hereby enacted by the Authority 

aforesaid That from and after the First day of August One thousand six hundred 

and seaventy eight noe Corps of any person or persons shall be buryed in any Shirt 

Shift Sheete or Shroud or any thing whatsoever made or mingled with Flax Hempe 

Silke Haire Gold or Silver or in any Stuffe or thing other then what is made of 

Sheeps Wooll onely or be putt into any Coffin lined or faced with any sort of Cloath 

or Stuffe or any other thing whatsoever that is made of any Materiall but Sheeps 

Wooll onely upon paine of the Forfeiture of Five pounds of lawfull Money of 

England to be recovered and divided as is hereafter in this Act expressed and 

directed” (Raithby 1819). 
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Those who could afford to do so might have paid the £5 fee to bury their loved ones 

in a higher quality or higher status fabric such as linen but, for the average person, this 

law had to be followed, and wool was used for all burials (Gittings 1984:113; Cherryson 

2018:40).  

The commemoration of the dead may have seen the most impactful changes as a 

result of the Reformation. Catholic monuments often showed figures in prayer, asking for 

intersessions from the person viewing, which was no longer allowed after the Protestant 

Church took over due to the removal of the doctrine of purgatory. Iconoclasm, the 

destruction of Catholic imagery and monumentation, also took place in and around 

churches, affecting the survival of statues and grave markers alike. Iconoclasm was often 

unauthorized, and memorials and artwork were often the target of reformers who were 

looking to remove ‘popely’ images from their religious spaces, as it was the Word of 

God, and not images and idols, that were meant to be worshiped (Duffy 2005:453). Grave 

markers such as monumental brasses and inscribed images were often the target, their 

hands clasped in prayer, as well as images of saints, having their faces and heads 

scratched, torn, or broken off (Hutchinson 2003:451). These periods of vandalism 

occurred during the Reformation and the Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1536-40, as 

well as during the English Civil War following the Parliamentary Ordinances of 1641 and 

1643 “that ordered the removal of all images and superstitious inscriptions” (Hutchinson 

2003:450-451). Pamela Graves’ research states that these actions can be seen as a ritual 

killing of the individuals, and during the reign of Queen Mary I, when Catholicism was 

briefly reinstated, evidence shows that there were focused iconoclastic attacks of 

Protestant imagery instead (Graves 2008:37).  
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An excellent example of the redefining of a burial landscape through the 

Reformation can be found in Stefania Perring’s research on the York Minster landscape 

(2013). She demonstrated that prior to the Reformation, the churchyard which surrounded 

the cathedral was sacred, protected by tightly packed buildings and “privileges of 

immunity and exemption of the Dean and Chapter from spiritual and secular jurisdictions 

and by the ideas of purity prohibiting violence and pollution by human blood” (Perring 

2013:189). The graveyard was an important space after the Reformation, but in a more 

secular way. The term ‘close’ was adopted to describe the churchyard around 1550, and 

shrines were removed which previously attracted pilgrims, dismantled and carefully 

buried on the grounds, changing the way in which people arrived at, and interacted with, 

the burial space (Perring 2013:190). Iconoclasm affected the brasses at the cathedral, 

destroying or reusing them for Protestant monuments, and by 1550 “it was a crime not to 

have such tombs [asking for intersession] removed” (Perry 2013:198). These examples 

demonstrate not only how the fabric of the church was being altered because of the 

Reformation, but also how people used the space was changing as well.   

 

3.3 Burial Practices in the Netherlands 

The Protestant Reformation in Europe lead to drastic changes in the state religion in 

the Netherlands. The late medieval period dates to around 1500 CE in the Netherlands. 

Due to the lack of research on burials from the 1500s into the early modern period, there 

is little knowledge on funeral practices and their social meaning for this period (Nater 

2016:5). Religious views moved across the English Channel into the Netherlands, with 
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Britain and the Netherlands having a long history as allies against Spain, and sharing a 

“common Protestant Spirit” (Sprunger 1982:3).  

Prior to the transition to traditional Christian burial practices, there were several 

older traditions in use in the Netherlands, including cremation burials similar to those in 

the German Rhineland and Belgium during the early medieval period (Lippok 2020). 

Cremated remains, or cremains, were then transferred to a clay vessel and buried in the 

ground, and many sites included both inhumations and buried cremains (Lippok 

2020:147). Inhumations are typically interpreted as Christian burials in countries that 

were becoming Christianized through the early centuries. However, both inhumation and 

cremation were practiced before and after the introduction of Christianity to the 

Netherlands between the 6th-8th centuries CE (Lippok 2020:150). This suggests that 

cremated graves might have been a social and/or economic choice, as being buried with a 

coffin and grave goods would have cost significantly more. However, Lippok reminds us, 

that “the deposited form of cremated remains rarely reflects the material wealth of what 

was included on the pyre, and the considerable investment in time, labour and materials 

required to burn a human body”, a process which takes hours and constant attention if 

being carried out in the open air rather than a contemporary cremation retort (Lippock 

2020:150).  

Throughout the medieval period in the Netherlands, Christianity became more 

institutional and mainstream (Arts et al. 2007:27; Janssens 2011:38; Nater 2016:6), which 

resulted in many of the burial practices in the country reflecting Christian traditions. As in 

many countries, the Catholic Church also found that it had to adopt aspects of early pre-

Christian beliefs surrounding death into its rites, as it was difficult to get the laypeople to 
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give up their long-held beliefs immediately (Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019).  The 

Catholic Church facilitated burial rites and provided burial space within their churchyards 

in the Netherlands as with the majority of Europe at the time (Mathijssen and Venhorst 

2019). As with burial sites in England, criminals, unbaptised babies, and victims of 

suicide were not permitted to be buried within the churchyards (Gilchrist 2012; Nater 

2016). In the middle medieval period, during the 10th century CE, burials were typically 

not undertaken inside the church, but the east and south sides of the churchyard were 

popular (Nater 2016:6). Many of these practices were similar across Europe, and the 

graves of children often had their own section in churchyards, sometimes below the 

eavesdrop of the church (Daniell 1997; Gilchrist 2012; Nater 2016:6).  

It has been found that while mid-late medieval graves in England were becoming 

more likely not to contain a coffin, there have been several examples in the Netherlands 

identified through archaeological excavations where coffins were more common during 

the same period, such as the sites at Aalst and Eindhoven (Nater 2016:6). This could be 

due to the economic success of the region, or to funeral traditions in these regions, but it 

is significant to recognize what is perhaps the more frequent use of coffins in the 

Netherlands when compared to British churchyards of the same period. Catelijne Nater’s 

research at the medieval cemetery in Reusel found four major types of coffins: the 

anthropomorphic coffin, the log coffin, the timber rectangular coffin, and the ‘ladder 

grave’ coffin (Nater 2016). The ladder coffin, which appears to be a unique style to the 

country, were not as popular as the other types, and were only located in the east portion 

of the churchyard and were used only for the burials of men. This suggests that the grave 

type was reserved for a specific type of person, potentially wealthy individuals, or clergy 
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members (Nater 2016:11). This type of coffin had an “open floor or coffin with a bier 

underneath” (Nater 2016:7), and is a unique style for Christian burials. Nater found that 

beyond the ladder graves, the style of coffin was not limited to one gender or section of 

the churchyard, but distributed around the site evenly, and men and women were not 

buried in separate sections for the most part. However, it appears that at the Reusel site 

only men were buried inside the church and only women could be buried near the 

entrance, suggesting that it was also an important site for understanding gendered 

organization of Dutch burial grounds (Meier and Graham-Campbell 2013:436-437; Nater 

2016:11). 

Changes in religious beliefs in the Netherlands were closely tied to the move for 

independence from Spain, who held the provinces in the Low Country, approximately 

where present-day Belgium and Luxembourg are located today, from 1568-1648 (van Der 

Lem 2019). As a result of the rise of Protestantism, the Eighty Years’ War was triggered 

in 1568, between the primarily Protestant (Calvanist) northern provinces and the Catholic 

southern provinces. This war is also known as the ‘Dutch Revolt’, and fighting did not 

officially reach an end until 1648 with the Peace of Munster, wherein Spain retained its 

rule of the southern provinces, and the Dutch Republic was formally recognized as a 

country (Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019:10). However, even after the country had been 

recognised and the Dutch Reformed Church established, it was never formally adopted as 

the official state religion of the Netherlands but rather held the status of “public or 

privileged church”, and until 1795 every public official had to be a member (Mathijssen 

and Venhorst 2019:10-11).  
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The Dutch Reformed Church (de Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk) was founded in 

1571 and was primarily shaped by the beliefs of John Calvin and other reformers 

(Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019:10). One year later, in 1572, the Netherlandish Reformed 

Protestants could form legitimate congregations within their own country (Kooi 

2009:299). That same year the provinces of Holland and Zeeland defected from Habsburg 

control, and the seven northern provinces retained their independence to form the Dutch 

Republic (Kooi 2009:299). The Catholic Church was “officially and legally 

disestablished”, and the Dutch Reformed Church took its place as the “only publicly 

sanctioned ecclesiastical body” in the Netherlands (Kooi 2009:300). The Dutch Reformed 

Church would go on to hold significant power in the Netherlands as well as their colonial 

enterprises, and as a result, this is the main church in Dutch colonies in North America.  

There was a curious practice occurring in late-medieval to post-medieval Dutch 

burial spaces that is reflected in their 17th- to 18th-century practices in New Netherland as 

well: the practice of adding soil to a burial ground to bury more people on top of those 

already interred (personal communication Charles Gehring, February 2023). Records of 

this practice in Albany, New York, will be discussed in the following chapter. The 

practice differs from stacked burials, which were dug purposefully deep in order to 

accommodate multiple coffins at once, or to fit additional family members later on, as 

they were using up the space available in a burial ground and instead of removing those 

graves or finding a new site, they removed or laid gravestones flat and buried them to 

make additional space above for more burials. This was due to the limited space available 

in the provinces in the Netherlands, and an issue that plagues many smaller European 

countries, including England, Ireland, and Luxembourg. In Ireland, graves were re-dug 
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after bodies had been interred for a long period of time, resulting in human remains such 

as teeth and small bones on the surface and within decorative planters at late-medieval 

rural burial grounds, as observed by my own field experience in County Monaghan, 

Ireland. Today, the Dutch recycle their graves after a term of 10, 15, or 20 years, after 

which the grave is cleared out and reused with no option for renewal (Mathijssen and 

Venhorst 2019:126). This ensures that, with limited land space available, graves will still 

be available for full body interment for those who wish it.  

As we have already seen with the Protestant and Puritan funeral practices in the 

British Isles, the Dutch Calvinists created simple and ‘restrained’ funeral practices. The 

‘Synod of Dort’ executed in 1618-1619, prohibited sitting vigil at the deathbed of an 

individual, as well as eulogies at the gravesite and “the symbolic scoop of earth relatives 

cast in the grave” (Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019:11). The doctrine of purgatory was also 

removed, and replaced with the doctrine of Predestination, “according to which all events 

have already been ordained by God. Whom God will save and whom he will reject has 

been predetermined” (Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019:11). As in England, bell tolls were 

also rejected, as were elaborate funerals, but these things still occurred for wealthy 

members of the community.  

When Dutch settlers arrived in North America in the early 1600s, settlements, 

churches, and burial grounds were quickly established, but the oldest surviving Dutch 

gravestones on the continent date between 1690 and 1720 (Richards 2014:1). As already 

mentioned, what we think of as contemporary gravestones today did not become popular 

until the 16th and 17th centuries in Britain and in mainland Europe (Mytum 2000:3,7; 

Nijssen and Nyssen 2011:4; Richards 2014:1). However, there is historically a marked 
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absence of headstones in the majority of the Netherlands (Richards 2014), which suggests 

that the Dutch settlers in the northeast may have picked up the gravestone tradition from 

the British after or around 1664 (Welch 1987:1; Merwick 1990:193). The marked lack of 

early Dutch colonial gravestones could also stem, in some cases, from the practice of 

stacking burials within the same site. It is just as likely that the Dutch had grave markers 

through the 17th century, but that these markers simply did not survive. As with early 

British colonies, it is likely that the first grave markers were made of wood and/or have 

been lost or destroyed since, resulting in a lack of evidence in the archaeological record. 

Additionally, when gravestones are not maintained and allowed to fall and lay on the 

ground, they can become covered in accumulating sediment in a matter of a few years. It 

is extremely difficult to speak definitively on the early Dutch gravestones in New 

England without more documentary or archaeological evidence. Joel Munsell wrote of the 

second burial ground in Albany that “the bodies lie three tiers deep. When the church was 

built, the gravestones were laid down upon the graves, and covered over to a depth of 

three feet, and the records show that this was customary” (Munsell 1869:130 in Richards 

2014:6). 

Such as we see with English towns, churches and graveyards in the Netherlands 

were typically near community centres, and through the early modern period in the 18th 

and into the 19th centuries, people began to see the dead body as more and more of a 

health concern, and so new burial spaces were created outside of a community’s areas of 

dwelling (Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019). We see this trend across Europe with the 

creation of the ‘rural garden cemetery’ model at the end of the 18th century, and across 
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North America through the 18th and 19th centuries, fundamentally changing the burial 

practices (Lacy 2020:125). 

 

3.4 Burial Practices in France 

Like much of the rest of Europe throughout the medieval period, France was a 

Catholic country, with the ultimate authority being the Vatican and the Pope in Rome. 

Due to close ties, whether in war or peace, between the British and the French, there was 

a significant exchange of ideas between the two countries throughout history, including in 

religion and burial trends. France also saw aspects of their religious landscape change as a 

result of the Protestant Reformation in the 16th and 17th centuries; however, while 

England and the Netherlands saw Protestant Reformers overtake the Catholic Church to a 

large degree, ultimately changing the state religion for the foreseeable future, Catholic 

power was largely retained in France. Harvard’s Divinity School writes that roughly 3% 

of the current French population are Protestant, and their faith stems from the Huguenots 

emergence in the 1520s (2023). Huguenots, or French Protestants, followed the teachings 

of John Calvin, who was originally born in France and later fled the country due to his 

reformist beliefs.  

The eventual tension between Protestants and Catholics in France as a result of the 

Protestant Reformation culminated in the Wars of Religion in 1562 to 1598, when King 

Henri IV established the Edict of Nantes, which recognized freedoms and equality for the 

Huguenots (Harvard Divinity School 2023). The Edict was revoked by King Louis XIV 

in 1685, resulting in further violence and forced conversion of French citizens to 
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Catholicism, and many Huguenots were forced to flee the country, many of them 

travelling to the French colonial settlements in northeast North America. It was not until 

1789 that Protestants were recognized as equal citizens in France (Harvard Divinity 

School 2023).  

Like other countries discussed in this chapter, the medieval Catholic Church in 

France controlled the consecrated burial grounds, and the burials interred within. Those 

who could not be buried inside the churchyard included unbaptised children and those 

who died by suicide, as well as others who were deemed unworthy of being included in 

the burial space, such as those who did not have a ‘good death’. A ‘good death’ meant 

that the individual died at home with their family, with a priest at hand to absolve the 

individual of sin, and that their death was prepared for (Duffy 2005:314-316). As in 

Britain, the consecrated space around or associated with the church was required to help 

good Christians in the community to transition to the afterlife. Medieval French 

communities kept their churches and chapels near the centre of town, within the view of 

everyday life. Many larger medieval settlements in France were fortified, as can be seen 

on such maps as the Carte de Cassini, mapping of which began in the 17th century through 

the 18th century (Cassini 1750). In some large centres such as Provins, churches or 

monasteries can be seen marked within the city walls with a cross symbol, while other 

crosses outside of communities on larger structures may have been convents or 

monasteries. The City of Paris, for example, had multiple burial grounds within the heart 

of the community. Marked by the Fontaine des Innocents in Place Joachim-du-Bellay 

today, the former Cimetière des Innocents (Holy Innocent’s Cemetery) was the largest 

and most well-known cemetery in the centre of the city, just north of the River Seinne and 
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Sainte-Chapelle. When first opened, this burial ground was outside the walls of the city in 

an area known as Les Champeaux, following Roman practices of always burying the dead 

outside the living quarters (Klein 2017:6). However, as the city expanded to the north, the 

sites was quickly surrounded and became a central feature. In use since the 12th century, 

this site is an excellent example of a typically medieval burial ground, which eventually 

became oversaturated with corpses. This led to unpleasant smells emanating to the 

surrounding homes and businesses from the exposed bodies, rats and other vermin 

overtaking the graves, and the fear of illness from the dead that was pervasive throughout 

the 18th century, resulting in the city having to close the burial ground (Hannaway and 

Hannaway 1977). The site was once filled with a variety of monuments and crosses 

which were eventually removed, along with those interred within the grounds.  

The ossuary would have been a common site in medieval and early modern 

France. An ossuary, or charnel house, was designed to hold the bones of the dead who 

had spent enough time underground to have decomposed. “Through commingling, 

individual memory was reinvesting both physically and symbolically within a communal 

memory assemblage” (Marshall 2002:41; Lambert 2018:30; Farrow 2023:174). Charnel 

houses were more common in medieval Britain than previously expected, but many were 

dismantled during the Reformation in the 16th century, resulting in more continental 

examples (Craig-Atkins et al. 2019:29). These structures were used due to lack of space 

and to make room in the burial grounds for more people to pay for a grave (Klein 

2017:8). At the Cimetière des Innocents, cloisters which doubled as a charnel house were 

constructed in the 14th century, with bones of the deceased and decayed stored in the 

vaulted loft above panels depicting the morbid La Dance Macabré (Landru 2012; Klein 
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2017). While bones from the Cimetière des Innocents were eventually reinterred in the 

Paris Catacombs after the closure of the burial site, the use of charnel houses throughout 

the country has existed since the medieval period. They were seen as part of the burial 

tradition, and as a way to retain order and cleanliness in the burial space itself (Craig-

Atkinson et al. 2019:3). While ossuaries were a place where individual bodies became 

part of the collective community (Farrow 2023), the skulls of the wealthy were often 

singled out with paint on the cranium naming the individual, or in small boxes stored on 

shelves within the structure, with similar information on the exterior to that of a 

gravestone. They were not a disposal, but rather a continuation of the burial.  

There are several documentary examples depicting the use of shrouds in medieval 

France, including the Rohan Hours, which was produced for Yolande of Aragon between 

the years 1418-1425 (Litten 1991:59). An image within shows a man in a loose winding 

sheet, with apparently no effort made to tightly wind the sheet to his body, which is 

directly in contrast to depictions from the Heures de Neville where two bodies are shown 

in shrouds which have been sewn up the centre (Litten 1991:59). Like the English, the 

body was washed prior to being wrapped in the shroud, and then placed in a coffin if one 

was being used, or on a bier (Harding 2000:178).  

Coffins through the late medieval period appear to have been relatively similar to 

what was being used in Britain and in the Netherlands, with the majority of people buried 

without a coffin through the Middle Ages, and wood or lead coffins becoming more 

popular and more available through the late medieval and into the early modern period 

(Harding 2000). Lead coffins included anthropoid examples, with a distinct moulded head 

and shoulders with a flat lid. Vanessa Harding (2020:181) notes that while coffins were 



 65 

becoming more popular in Paris and throughout France in the early modern period, it was 

unlikely that lead coffins would be carried for any distance on foot in a funeral procession 

(Lobell 2015). Both lead and wood coffins were in use by the late 17th century (Harding 

2000:181).  

After the Reformation in France, there were limited changes to burial practices. 

George Raeburn reminds us that “there was no single Reformation of death and burial” 

and that there was no one singular Protestant ‘way of death’ as a result (2020:156). In the 

1560s, there were instances where Protestants who had been buried in Catholic burial 

grounds were dug up and thrown out of the site (Harding 2000: 174). Harding writes that 

“even after Protestant funeral rights and burial locations were in theory secured, they 

were subject both to official restriction and to popular attack” (2000:174). It was a time 

when both sides desecrated the graves and remains of the other, burning remains and 

leaving them in the streets or dumping them in rivers (Luria 2001:186; Raeburn 

2020:156). The Edict of Nantes provided legal and political aid to the Huguenots, but also 

made them dependent on the state’s authority (Luria 2001:187). Protestants were no 

longer allowed to bury their dead in the Catholic burial grounds, but instead were told that 

they would be given their own burial spaces at no expense, a feature which was argued 

heavily, as the Edict was not clear on how these burial spaces would be financed (Luria 

2001:192). Like with the Anglican Church, the French Reformed Church did not believe 

in purgatory or the use of intersessions and stated that “no prayers or preaching will be 

offered nor public alms given at burials” (Luria 2001:194). Additionally, a royal decree in 

1609 stated that Protestants could only bury their dead at night, without a funeral 

procession, and under armed guard in order to prevent any riots (INRAP 2005). In much 
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of Europe that took influence from John Calvin, the funeral and burial would have been a 

very quiet event, “actively avoiding anything that may have been deemed superstitious or 

intercessory” (Raeburn 2020:159).  

In 2005, the first Protestant burial ground from the 17th century was excavated as 

part of a rescue operation at Saint Maurice (Val-de-Marne). An article published by the 

Institut national de recherches archéologiques preventives (INRAP) states that French 

Protestant burials would not have had grave markers in keeping with simple graves 

following the beliefs of John Calvin (2005). Based on the excavation, the burials were 

arranged in rows, and one example of burials stacked on top of one another, indicating the 

over-crowded nature of the site (Buquet-Marcon and Dufor 2016). The excavation 

identified 160 individuals in 159 grave shafts, and the Christian tradition of orienting the 

graves east-west was observed at the site, and they were all buried in shrouds 

(l’enveloppe souple), and were not buried with objects besides rings, likely their wedding 

rings (Buquet-Marcon and Dufor 2016). Evidence of coffins were found within 90% of 

the graves, and researchers note that in French burial grounds, coffin quality declined 

throughout the medieval period as they were made cheaper and available to more people, 

with the stereotypical hexagonal coffin appearing in the early medieval period (Buquet-

Marcon and Dufor 2016). Coffin construction was noted to consist of the sides attached to 

the exterior edge of the bottom of the coffin and held together with nails (Buquet-Marcon 

and Dufor 2016). If individuals could not afford a coffin, they would have been carried to 

the burial site in a communal or parish coffin, then buried in their shroud in the ground. 

No lead coffins were uncovered at this site, nor did they identify any particularly ‘rich’ 

graves, and the archaeologists note that the most interesting feature of this site was the 
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standardization of the burials seen in the period immediately following the Edict of 

Nantes (Buquet-Marcon and Dufor 2016).  

When French Protestant burial spaces and churches were allowed to be established 

such as the site discussed above, they were typically on the edges of towns. Martin Luther 

advocated for extramural burial grounds, not only away from consecrated grounds and 

church, but outside of the confines of the city walls (Raeburn 2020:162). Consecrated 

grounds were rejected for their affiliation with superstitious beliefs and Catholic rituals 

surrounding the dead. This separation of burials from living spaces was considered 

medical, as people began to fear the health implications of overcrowded burial grounds 

within their cities (Raeburn 2020:162). As already discussed, this trend for extramural 

burial spaces expanded through the 17th and 18th centuries, and in France saw the 

creation of the world’s first recognized planned ‘rural garden cemetery’, Cimetière du 

Père-Lachaise, or Père Lachaise Cemetery, which opened in the east of Paris in 1804. 

Père Lachaise was also the first municipal cemetery in the city and opened the doors for 

garden cemetery development across Europe and into North America.  

 

3.5 Colonization of North America 

European colonization of northeastern North America began in earnest in the early 

17th century, although there are multiple transitory archaeological sites that predate these 

pushes for occupation and exploitation of the land, such as the seasonal 16th-century 

Basque site at Red Bay, Labrador and the 16th-century English colony of Roanoke in 

North Carolina. These sites all demonstrate the economic and political interest in North 
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America by Europeans, and were used for fishing, trading, and resource collection. While 

none of these outposts became permanent, they were quickly followed by many European 

settlers with the same goals, which became the settler colonies that this research 

encompasses, and the towns and cities that we know today.  

Given the research area of this project, with Hampton, Virginia, as the 

southernmost point in the study, I will not be looking at the impacts of Spanish settlement 

in North America, nor at the southern French settlements in the United States such as 

New Orleans. The sites included in this project are located in the northeast of North 

America, including the coast of Newfoundland. While the Basque fishers and whalers did 

establish temporary stations in Labrador and in Newfoundland, I will not be including 

Red Bay as a research site due to its earlier 16th-century date and the transient nature of its 

occupation. The Basque were present at the settlement of Placentia, NL, however, and 

therefore will be mentioned in that case study analysis. Virginia, while farther south than 

the majority of the other settlement areas, was included due to its strategic role for the 

British during the 17th century, with the establishment of Jamestown in 1607.  

It is important to recognize that all the regions in this study are traditional territories 

and homelands to multiple Indigenous peoples, the majority of whom still reside there. It 

should also be recognized that the burial grounds in this study were established without 

consent of the Indigenous peoples on their land. Through acts of settler colonialism and 

by interring their dead in stolen land, the settlers were enacting another form of 

ownership over the space. The British settlements I am including in this research are on 

the lands of the following peoples: the Massachusett, Pawtucket, and Naumkeag 

(Boston), the western Nehantik and Mohegan (New London), the Piscataway (St. Mary’s 
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City), Kiskiack (Jamestown), Wopanaak and Pokanoket (Newport), the N’dakina and 

Wabanaki (Popham Colony), Agawam, Pawticket, and Wabanaki (Old Newbury), 

Quinnipiac, Paugussett, and Wappinger (New Haven), Wabanaki, N’dakina, and 

Pennacook (York), Kecoughtan (Hampton).  

The Dutch settlements I am including are situated on the lands of the Wappinger, 

Munsee Lenape, and Schaghticoke (Sleepy Hollow), Munsee Lenape (New Amsterdam, 

Port Richmond, and Port Richmond), Canarsie and Munsee Lenape (Flatbush, Flatlands, 

and New Utrect), Mohecan, Haudenosaunee, and Schaghticoke (Albany), and the Munsee 

Lenape and Schaghticoke (Kingston and Hackensack).  

Finally, the French settlements this research focuses on include the lands of the 

Beothuk and Mi’kmaq (Placentia), Mi’kmaq and Wabanaki (Annapolis Royal, Pisiquid, 

and Grand Pre), Nitassinan/Innu and Wendake-Niowestsio (Quebec City), 

Passamaquoddy, Wabanaki, and N’dakina (St. Croix Island), N’dakina, Wabanaki, 

Nitassinan/Innu, and Wendake-Nionwentsio (Maison des Jesuits), Passamaquoddy, 

Wabanaki, N’dakina, and Penobscot (Pentagoet), Nitaskinan and N’dakina (Trois 

Riviere), and the Kanien’keha:ha and Haudenosaunee (Montreal). All these nation names 

were collected through Native-land.ca.   

Part of this research will attempt to speak to the visibility of Indigenous peoples in 

colonial burial spaces. While this research examines colonial burial spaces established by 

European settlers, it is vital to recognise the peoples whose land they were created on. In 

many cases, settlers enslaved Indigenous peoples who were then subjected to burial 

practices in these new settlements rather than being buried in their communities, with 
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their own burial customs, as we will see at sites like the Maison des Jésuites de Sillery in 

Quebec. 

This research must also acknowledge that since the establishment of permanent 

settlements in North America, there have been enslaved Black persons being brought to 

the continent against their will from countries in Africa and the Caribbean islands. 

British, French, and Dutch settlers exploited the bodies of enslaved Black people to build 

and maintain their colonies. “If there was a colony, enslaving people was part of a general 

practice of the time” said Ngozi Paul, a Black Canadia actor, writer, and producer (CBC 

News 2021), and this was certainly the case for the settlements included in this study. I 

will discuss this topic further in Chapter 7, as I aim to discuss the visibility of Black 

graves in colonial burial grounds and how they used these spaces in the 17th and early 18th 

centuries.  

The sites selected for this project cover a wide range of burial ground variations 

within colonial towns, as well as what was happening with burial grounds during the 17th 

century. These sites, as well as background on the early colonization and settlement 

efforts by the British, French, and Dutch, will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. 
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4 Survey Sites for Burial Landscape Analysis 

 

4.1 Survey Introduction and Selection of Sites  

The 17th century saw the age of colonization in North America, with European 

nations vying to stake their claim on what they believed were lands and resources free for 

the taking. In the previous chapter, I discussed the differences and similarities of funeral 

and burial practices in Britain, the Netherlands, and France through the late medieval 

period into the post-medieval and early modern periods, primarily focused on the 16th and 

17th centuries. During this time, the Protestant Reformation was impacting the way much 

of Europe viewed and practiced their religion, which in turn, altered burial practices in 

different ways, the most significant of which was the removal of Purgatory from the 

church doctrine. While it was demonstrated that many burial practices, including coffin 

construction traditions were similar between the three study nations, there were some 

profound differences as well, which in turn affected the development of burial grounds in 

their North American colonies.  

 In this chapter, we look at northeastern colonial North America and examine key 

sites founded by these nations in the northeast of the continent, exploring how they each 

established their burial grounds within new communities, and adapted to changing beliefs 

in a new landscape, and the challenges it presented.  

 The key objective of this research involves the examination of burial landscapes in 

17th-century colonial North America, centered around the northeast coastline and Hudson 

River Valley of the now United States, and the Atlantic Provinces and St. Lawrence River 
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Valley in what is now Canada. The research asks how these landscapes developed within 

their communities, and how those communities reflected the choices and beliefs of the 

people who resided there. By comparing the burial grounds created and used by settlers 

from different nationalities in the northeast, I was able to draw conclusions about regional 

burial traditions in North America, how this may have been affected by traditions from 

settler homelands, what secular practices are being demonstrated by burial ground 

placement in a community, and how religious and political loyalties played a major role 

in the burial practices that survive to this day.  

 The sites selected for this analysis consist of 10 settlements founded by 3 

nationalities, the British (encompassing primarily sites founded by the English, with 

Scottish and Welsh settlers as well), the Dutch (made up of settlers from mainland 

Europe, mainly from the Netherlands), and the French, for a total of 30 settlements (see 

Appendix B). The distinction between sites is primarily based on the three founding 

linguistic cultures, and differences between their burial practices will be examined from 

there. The sites examined are in the Canadian provinces of Newfoundland and Labrador, 

Nova Scotia, and Quebec, and the U.S. states of Maine, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Maryland, and Virginia. I did not look at any sites 

in Labrador specifically as there were no permanent British, Dutch, or French settlements 

in the region. This includes the seasonal 16th-century Basque site at Red Bay, who 

established a burial ground on Saddle Island, and which is a unique example of an early 

European burial ground but outside the scope of this research (Grenier 2007:1:11; White 

2015:33). Several of the settlements chosen have more than one burial ground established 

during the 17th century, in which case I examined each site within the community’s burial 
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landscape as they relate to one another. It should also be noted that all these settlements 

took advantage of the Atlantic Slave Trade during the 17th century, a topic that will be 

examined in Chapter 7 with regards to enslaved peoples’ place in the burial landscapes of 

colonial settlements.  

 In many cases, sites were founded by one country’s settlers and overtaken by 

another, changing hands, and therefore changing ideas of settlement planning and beliefs, 

as was the case with New Amsterdam / New York, and Plaisance / Placentia. Therefore, I 

only examined the spatial layouts and development of burial grounds and settlements as 

they existed for the initial European inhabitants, reflecting the nation who originated the 

new mortuary landscape. The sites I discussed below research negatively impacted 

Indigenous peoples who lived in these areas as all settlements discussed were established 

on Indigenous territories without the permission of the continent’s first inhabitants.  

 The 17th-century settler population of northeastern North America was diverse, 

coming from many countries with varied religious and social backgrounds. When 

reflecting on a country’s colonies, it is important to note that not all the people living 

there were of one nationality, nor did they represent only that nation’s interests. However, 

when a settlement was planned, it was directly influenced by those in power, typically the 

funding body or organization from a specific nation, such as the Virginia Company which 

held control over how things were run. As a result, it is impossible to generalize 

‘English’, ‘Dutch’, or ‘French’ completely, but when referencing settlements founded by 

settlers primarily from these nations, I will refer to the group by the nation of origin, as 

that was typically the most influential group in the settlement with regards to religious 

power and influence over governance.  
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Dutch settlements investigated as part of this research were primarily dominated 

by the Dutch Reformed Church, while French settlements saw most of their settlers as 

followers of the Catholic Church, the national religion of France during most of the 17th 

century, although they were also influenced by the rise of Protestantism after the 

Reformations across Europe. These settler communities may have appeared homogenous 

from the outside, but within were teeming with smaller groups from a variety of religious 

and socio-economic backgrounds. For example, the first Jewish burial site in North 

America, the ‘First Shearith Israel Graveyard’, opened in New Amsterdam in 1656, and 

in 1682 included a second location to the north of the fortified settlement, operating until 

1831 (Congregation Shearith Israel 2023). Their congregation, the Spanish and 

Portuguese Synagogue, was established in 1654 and is the first Jewish congregation in 

North America, established before the British took over New Netherland in 1664 and is 

an excellent example of the multicultural foundations of the city (Congregation Shearith 

Israel 2023).  

After the English Reformation of the 16th century, new burial spaces were formed 

in England as the Protestants took over the burial duties formerly overseen by the 

Catholic Church (Sayer 2010:26). In England, nonconformist groups such as the Quakers 

were not able to establish private burial spaces until the Glorious Revolution of 1688, and 

unconsecrated space for burial was not permitted until the 1855 Burial Grounds Act 

(Sayer 2010:26). In northeastern North America, however, these rules did not apply, 

resulting in the burial landscape we are familiar with today in those former British 

colonial settlements, such as the historic burial grounds in central Boston with their rows 

of death’s head gravestones tucked between city blocks. The French and Dutch 
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settlements were also often not established in the same manner as communities that the 

settlers were familiar with back in Europe; they had to take their new landscape into 

account when planning suitable habitations for their settlers, and this included where to 

bury their dead. Living conditions in this unfamiliar landscape were, in some cases, much 

harsher than what they had known in Europe as well. However, within each country’s 

colonial settlements there is evidence of settlement planning, and part of this research will 

explore how these places were influenced by traditions in Europe, particularly in relation 

to the burial spaces compared to living spaces. 

 Although Europeans had been present in North America prior to the 17th century, 

governments were hesitant to establish permanent colonies for some time due to early 

failures which included Saint Croix (French) and the Popham Colony (English), both 

located in Maine, as well as earlier 16th-century failed settlements such as Roanoke, North 

Carolina (English) or the settlement attempt by Huguenots in Florida (France). Many 

communities were established first as business ventures, such as those by the 

Massachusetts Bay Company, the London and Bristol Company (also known as the 

Newfoundland Company), the Virginia Company, and the Dutch West India Company 

(Geoctrooieerde Westindische Compagnie in Dutch or GWC), or funded by enterprising 

individuals, such as Sir George Calvert, First Lord Baltimore. While some settlers came 

to North America seeking a new way of life, many were connected to an existing 

economic enterprise, at least in the formative years.  
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Figure 4.1: Overview map of all study sites (map created by Euan Patrick Wallace 2024). 

 

4.1.1 British North American Settlements 

British colonies in North America remain a major study area in historical 

archaeology today. These settlements occasionally followed specific construction 

guidelines, as indicated by those utilized in Jamestown, Virginia (Virginia Company 

1606), but many groups used these new settlements as an opportunity to explore the 

organization of their dwelling and burial spaces beyond what was acceptable in England 

at that time (Lacy 2020:43-45). Determined to assert their claim over the east coast, 
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privately funded settlements were established by the British during the early 17th century 

at Jamestown, Virginia (1607), Cupids, Newfoundland (1610), and Plymouth, 

Massachusetts (1620). On the northeast coast of North America, British colonies were 

anchored between Virginia and Maine with the construction of Jamestown, VA and the 

Popham Colony, ME in 1607, neither of which were ultimately successful, but did follow 

a churchyard model with a graveyard surrounding a church, as was familiar to these 

English settlers (Brian 2003; 2016). Holt notes that the Anglican parish ‘model’ 

developed by the London Company wherein each community was a parish where 

landowners paid a tithe to the church was fundamental to the church-state development in 

the colonial 17th century (1985:32). While British settlements and burial grounds have 

been extensively studied in terms of gravestone iconography and artwork (Forbes 1927; 

Ludwig 1966; Blachowicz 2006), there have been fewer studies conducted on the 

development of the burial landscape in 17th-century North America, and how these may 

have formed a mortuary template for the nascent British colonies (Brooke 1988; Lacy 

2017; Lacy 2020). Extensive competition between the Dutch, French and British lead to 

conflict for rule of these settlements, such as the British takeover of Dutch New 

Amsterdam in 1664 or the French attacks on Newfoundland in 1696, all of which affected 

burial landscape development. The French attacks on Newfoundland, for instance, 

changed the settlement patterns due to the destroyed structures and living areas, and as a 

result, the places of burial changes as well as dwelling areas shifted.  

The British also established permanent settlements on the eastern shores of the 

island of Newfoundland beginning in the early 17th century with the establishment of 

Cupids and Ferryland. We know that the burial landscape at Ferryland was well 
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established by the 17th century and that gravestone carving was occurring on site (Lacy et 

al. 2018). Based on the tumultuous geography of Newfoundland, burial grounds were 

typically placed on hillslopes where the ground would not have been as easily used for 

farming, pasture, or construction, and can be identified by shaped field stones marking 

indented graves (Pocius 1986).  

The residents of British settlements reflected a wide variety of religious 

backgrounds. British settlements were founded by primarily Anglican Protestants or 

Puritans, but we also see Catholic influence in some places as well, such as St. Mary’s 

City, Jamestown, or Ferryland (not included in this study). Typically, these dominant 

faiths eventually gave way to others, or shared the ground with them, but when 

settlements were first established, we see the influence of the benefactor, company, or 

leading party’s religion at the forefront. I will discuss the sites in order from north to 

south, including details on the burial ground locations and organization within each 

settlement, known archaeological work that has been carried out at each site, and the 

sites’ relationships to religious structures.  

 

4.1.1.1 The Sites 

The British sites used as part of this research project were also included in my 

Master’s research (Lacy 2017), though that project only examined British settlements and 

this dissertation aims to compare those burial landscapes to those of the contemporaneous 

Dutch and French. The sites selected for my PhD project were chosen to represent a wide 

spectrum of religious beliefs, site types and burial grounds during the 17th century.  
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4.1.1.2 York, Maine – The Old Anglican Graveyard (c1630s) 

Associated with an Anglican chapel, this site was originally a graveyard and was 

later deconsecrated. The settlement of York, Maine, was established along the banks of 

the York River and was primarily occupied by people who followed the Church of 

England. The Anglican chapel and graveyard were constructed by the harbour in the 

1630s, with the original York village location to the north. In 1652 the Massachusetts Bay 

Company purchased the claim to the Maine territory, and with that purchase came the 

influence of Puritans, with a Puritan-style burial ground being established to the north-

west of York Harbor (Lacy 2017:67). The site was rediscovered in the 20th century, 

during excavations for the Emerson Hotel in 1925, although no archaeology was 

undertaken at this time (Emerson Baker, personal communication 2023). Further 

archaeological exploration in 1982 lead by Dr. Robert Bradley looked for evidence of the 

burial ground once again, however the construction of the hotel has destroyed most 

remaining subsurface traces of the burials (Emerson Baker, personal communication 

2023).    

 

4.1.1.3 Popham Colony, Maine – The Chapell (1607) 

 Also known as Fort St. George II, the Popham Colony was the first British 

settlement on the New England coast, established at the same time as Jamestown, 

Virginia, in an attempt by the English to hold the entire eastern coast of what would 

become the United States of America. Backed by the Plymouth Company, a fortified 
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settlement was constructed on a point of land, and ultimately failed after just one year of 

occupation (Brain 2003, 2016). Detailed plans of the fort and settlement were drawn by 

John Hunt in 1607 and showed planned spaces and structures within the fortified walls, 

including a church or “Chapell” with a churchyard surrounding it, in the northern portion 

of the fort (Hunt 1607 in Brain 2003:95).  

 Excavations at Fort St. George II between 2007 and 2013 confirmed the accuracy 

of the Hunt map, with individual post holes identified within inches of the plan’s 

indication of structures, however human burials were not identified at that time (Brain 

2016:40). While human remains have not been located to date, it is known that George 

Popham died at the fort and the church is the most likely location for his remains to have 

been interred. Brain states that a large rock feature nearby to the church location could 

possibly indicate an above-ground winter burial out of necessity (2016:17). The planned 

church and churchyard indicate that even though there have not been organized burials 

identified at the Popham Colony to date, the residents of the fort intended to follow an 

Anglican churchyard model similar to Jamestown, with a central church and surrounding 

graveyard. We can assume that, if the settlement had survived for more than a year, the 

planned churchyard would have been used for burials.  

 

4.1.1.4 Boston, Massachusetts – King’s Chapel Burying Ground (1630) 

 Boston, Massachusetts is one of the most well-known early British settlements 

from the 17th century, that still thrives as a metropolis to this day. Founded with the 

financial backing of the Massachusetts Bay Company in 1630 and beginning the ‘Great 
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Migration’ into North America, the city of Boston was established by Captain John 

Winthrop (Glaeser 2005:122). Winthrop led the aptly named Winthrop Fleet, made up of 

a large group of Puritan settlers who were looking for a place to practice their religion. 

The Puritans were intolerant of other religions, as they believed other offshoots of 

Protestantism did not do enough to reform the Catholic Church. Out of all the Puritan 

settlements that came afterword, Boston had some of the strictest Puritan laws 

surrounding the separation of Church and State including those relating to physical 

churches, burial practices, holidays, and burials.  

 Originally known as the Common Burying Ground, the first burial ground in 

Boston was opened in 1630 to serve the newly founded settlement. The space was 

municipally owned and referred to as a ‘burial ground’ rather than a graveyard or 

churchyard, which would imply a religious connection. It was devoid of religious 

iconography, large ceremonies, or association with religious structures, although the 

adage that the ‘Puritan dead were buried in silence’ would change dramatically 

throughout the 17th century (Hopkins 2014:15). The site is located centrally, 

approximately 230 m southwest of the location of the first meeting house in Boston, also 

constructed in 1630. Curiously, it was not indicated on early maps of the city, but rather 

outlined as a plot and not labeled as a burial ground on the 1645 Book of Possessions for 

Boston map (Lamb 1881). This reflects the early Puritan ideal of removal of ceremony 

from burial spaces, and in fact the Common Burying Ground was used to graze livestock 

as well as bury the dead (Hopkins 2014:17).  

 Towards the end of the 17th century, as more settlers of Anglican and other faiths 

began to trickle into the city, a church, named ‘King’s Chapel’ was constructed on top of 
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a portion of the burial ground in 1686, destroying many early graves and monuments in 

the process (Hopkins 2014:40). This is where the site gets the name it is known by today, 

the King’s Chapel Burying Ground. Hopkins suggests that in building the Anglican 

church on a portion of the burial ground rather than a “more neutral location, [they] were 

asserting their right to re-establish the Church of England’s supremacy over the 

objections of the locals” in an effort to subdue Puritan New England (2014:9, 40).  

 

4.1.1.5 Boston, Massachusetts – Copp’s Hill Burying Ground (1659) 

 Boston’s second burial ground was opened to the north of the downtown area 

when the Common Burying Ground / King’s Chapel became too full. Copp’s Hill 

Burying Ground, named for the farming family who previously owned the hill, was 

opened in 1659, with a commanding view over the north harbour from the hillslope. The 

burial ground has seen some restoration, including righting gravestones observed in the 

winter of 2023 during a site visit, and is overall in good shape. While later Boston 

residents did not build a church directly on this space like they did with King’s Chapel, 

the Old North Church, also known as Christ Church in the historic records, was built 

approximately 124m to the east in 1723 (Hopkins 2014:40). This church is famous for its 

role in the American Revolutionary War, when two lanterns were held from the steeple to 

indicate that British forces were approaching over water.  

 Boston’s surviving town records from the later 17th to early 18th centuries note 

several instances of the ‘North Burying Place’ being worked on and enlarged, carried out 

by the ‘Committee about Enlarging the North Burying Place” starting in 1705 (Boston 
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Town Records 1650-1710:276-277). In 1723, these town records show the rules for ‘N_ 

funerals’, stating that Black, Indigenous, and mixed-race people “shal be Buryed halfe an 

hour before Sunset at the least and at the nearest burying place (where n_ are usually 

buryed)” (Boston Town Records 1650-1710:427). The extent of these rules and their 

impact on the Black community and Indigenous community in Boston will be discussed 

in Chapter 7.  

  

4.1.1.6 Boston, Massachusetts – Granary Burying Ground (1660) 

 Only one year after Copp’s Hill Burying Ground was opened, the Granary 

Burying Ground was also opened (in 1660), on the same street where King’s Chapel was 

located. It was named such due to its proximity to a small granary that was moved to the 

adjacent lot. According to the City of Boston’s website, the Granary Burying Ground 

contains 2345 gravestones, and an estimated 5000 burials (City of Boston nd). 

Unfortunately, like many historic burial grounds in northeastern North America, the 

Granary has seen at least one period of reorganization of the gravestones in the 19th 

century to create a more curated, orderly look, and to accommodate a lawnmower for 

maintenance (City of Boston nd). While aesthetically pleasing for visitors, these practices 

remove the gravestones from the context of the grave, and thus we are no longer able to 

tell the locations of individuals as marked by their gravestones. Like the other two 17th-

century burial spaces in the downtown core, the Granary was not originally associated 

with a church, until the Park Street Church was constructed in 1810 where the granary 
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itself once stood (Hopkins 2014:40). All three of these burial grounds were municipally 

owned and operated and were unconsecrated spaces.  

 

4.1.1.7 Old Town, Newbury, Massachusetts – Burial Ground of the First Settlers (1638) 

 The historic Old Town Newbury is located approximately 6km south of the 

present community of Newburyport and was the original location of the settlement, which 

is now focused farther to the north. Established in 1635 by Puritan and Quaker settlers, 

the first meeting house in the area was built on the Lower Green before a burial space was 

established 450m north (Moody 1935). The ‘Burial Ground of the First Settlers’ was 

situated to the north of the town site, and was established in 1638, and barely visible from 

the current roadway. The name of this site bestows honour on the first Europeans to settle 

in the area, contributing to the mythmaking of early settlers that can often be seen at 

historic burial sites, such as well-preserved sites in Boston, MA.  

 

4.1.1.8 Old Town, Newbury, Massachusetts – Old Town Cemetery (mid 1660s) 

 The second burial ground in Old Town Newbury was established in the mid 1600s 

and is closer to the centre of the community and the river. It is located to the east of the 

community’s central green space, and neither burial space was associated with a church 

or meeting house.  
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4.1.1.9 Newport, Rhode Island – The Common Burial Ground (1665) 

 Newport, RI was founded by a group of English settlers in 1639 who were 

primarily Baptist, after separating their beliefs from the Puritan beliefs of those in the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony. This location was chosen for its deep-water port that made it 

an excellent economic hub for the region, and the city established its first municipal 

burial ground north of the original settlement location in 1665, when Dr. John Clarke 

deeded a 10.2-acre parcel of land to the city for burials (Newport Historical Society 

2016). The city was also home to many Quakers and Jewish people, who arrived in the 

mid-17th century and flourished due to the religious freedom and separation of Church 

and State practiced there (Newport Historical Society 2023). At first, everyone was buried 

in the Common Burial Ground, before establishing their own burial spaces such as the 

Touro Synagogue Cemetery in 1677 for Jewish settlers (Gutstein 1905:34). 

 The original centre of town is located at the end of Broadway Street, and the first 

purpose-built meeting house was constructed in 1699 near the burial ground on Fairwell 

Street where it can still be seen today but, due to the late construction date, was not 

originally associated with the burial ground (Bayles 1888:486). Today, the burial ground 

contains approximately 7986 known burials with gravestones, and many other unmarked 

or unknown burials (Newport Historical Society 2016).  

The north section of the site is known as ‘God’s Little Acre’, and contains 499 

burials of Black individuals, both free and enslaved, often showing the names of their 

enslavers on their gravestones. This section was segregated from the rest of the settler 

burials in the city’s Common Burying Ground (Baugher and Veit 2014). More than 10% 

of the population of Newport, Rhode Island was enslaved during the colonial period, and 
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their presence reflected in the burial landscape to this scale is rare. A 1903 survey noted 

over 300 gravestones at the site, and in recent years the city has spent considerable 

resources conserving a number of surviving stones (Siber 2020).  

 

4.1.1.10 Newport, Rhode Island – The Touro Synagogue Cemetery (1677) 

 Today, listed as a National Historic Site, the Touro Synagogue Cemetery was 

established in 1677 as the second Jewish cemetery in North America, after the Shearith 

Israel Cemetery in New York (Touro Synagogue Foundation 2022a). Prior to the 

establishment of this site, Jewish people would have been buried in the Common Burying 

Ground with the rest of the population. The Jewish settlers arrived from Barbados in the 

mid-17th century and were allowed to worship freely in Rhode Island but could not hold 

political offices or vote in local elections. While the land for their burial ground was 

purchased in 1677, a synagogue was not constructed until the mid-18th century, dedicated 

on the first night of Hanukkah, December 2, 1763 (Gutstein 1905:34; Touro Synagogue 

Foundation 2022b). The site was located centrally within the community at the 

intersection of what is now Touro and Kay Street. 

 

4.1.1.11 Newport, Rhode Island – Quaker Meeting House Burials (pre-1675) 

There has been little research on the first burial ground for the Quakers in 

Newport, which was located to the west of the Great Friends Meeting House, constructed 

in 1699 (Sarah Schofield-Mansur, personal communication 2023). The Fiske Center for 

Archaeological Research carried out a GPR survey of the site in 2011 on behalf of Sarah 
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Schofield-Mansur (nee Schofield) for her undergraduate honours thesis in Cultural and 

Historic Preservation at Salve Regina University. They note that Quaker graves are 

particularly difficult to detect using non-invasive techniques, due to their simplistic 

burials in plain wood coffins, lack of burial vaults, the traditional Quaker view of not 

condoning grave markers, and the multi-use nature of the burial spaces leading to 

disturbed graves (Bromberg and Shephard 2006:61-62; Steinberg et al. 2011:8). The 

study identified 42 potential graves within a confined area, with the graves running 

perpendicular to the existing meeting house, roughly east/west, as well as a potential 

buried surface and foundations to the northwest of the meeting house, which could be part 

of the original structure on the property (Steinberg et al. 2011). Additional details about 

these burials including when the site stopped being used is currently unknown.  

 

4.1.1.12 Newport, Rhode Island – The Clifton Burying Ground (1675) 

 Quakers have a long history in Newport, with the Great Friends Meeting House, 

constructed in 1699, being the oldest surviving house of worship in the state of Rhode 

Island, predated by an earlier meeting house on the same property. The Quaker ‘Society 

of Friends’ was originally formed in the 1640s, and Friends would have been buried in 

the Common Burying Ground or adjacent to the meeting house, before they established 

the Clifton Burying Ground in 1675. The site was named for Thomas Clifton, who left the 

land in his will to the Friends for their burial site (Rhode Island Historical Cemeteries nd).  
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4.1.1.13 New Haven, Connecticut – New Haven Green (1638)  

 A classic design for a New England settlement, New Haven, CT was designed at 

once as a nine-cell town, centred around a large public green space. This town plan was 

copied by other New England settlements that came after, such as Guilford, CT. The 

settlement was established by Puritan settlers in 1638 on the land of the Quinnipiack 

people (Sletcher 2004:11), and the town green acted as a communal meeting space, used 

for markets, grazing animals, public events, and for burials. Other nearby settlements, 

such a Guilford, CT, were designed using New Haven’s plan as their model, and we see 

the popularity and commonality of the central town green across New England. The first 

meeting house was constructed on the green around 1640, but space had been set aside 

already for burials so it is suspected that the meeting house was not meant to be directly 

associated with the burials in the way that a church would (Sexton 2001).  

 Today, the central burial ground in New Haven is hidden, with the gravestones 

having been removed. A portion of the original burial ground layout is protected in the 

basement of the Center Church on the green’s crypt, which was constructed over a 

portion of the burial ground and protected it in situ. Outside in the green, the remains of 

early settlers are often uncovered during windstorms, as uprooted trees pull bones from 

the soil (Kaempffer and Beach 2012).  

 

4.1.1.14 New London, Connecticut – Ye Antientist Burial Ground (1652) 

 The town of New London was founded officially in 1637 with the construction of 

the first house, but the settlement didn’t develop much further until the arrival of John 
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Winthrop Jr. in 1646 (Slater 1987:220; Lacy 2017). This was another Puritan-founded 

community in Connecticut, and we see that influence in how their burial space and 

meeting house were established. A space for a community burial ground was set aside 

overlooking the harbour near the centre of the settlement in 1652, when a vote was cast 

by the town the next year stating that “it shall bee for the Common Buriall place, and 

never be impropriate by any” (Blake 1897:37).  

 The first purpose-built meeting house was constructed in 1655 near the burial 

ground, but as it was constructed after the burial ground was already established. It is 

likely that the proximity to the burials was not a defining factor in its location (Caulkins 

1895:108-109). However, the proximity of burial space and meeting house to one another 

cannot be ignored. Prior to this, town meetings and services were held in a barn which 

was also nearby to the burial ground.  

 

4.1.1.15 St. Mary’s City, Maryland – St. Mary’s Fort Burial Ground (~1634) 

 Sir George Calvert, First Lord Baltimore, founded the settlement at Ferryland, 

NL, his colony of ‘Avalon’ in 1621, and in 1629 wrote to the King of England asking for 

land farther south (Calvert 1629 in Cell 1982). While George Calvert never made it to his 

new colony, his son Cecil Calvert inherited land grants in what is today Maryland and 

established St. Mary’s City in 1634, a settlement which he hoped would operate with 

religious freedom (Krugler 2004:118). This wish resulted in an interesting mixture of 

Protestant and Catholic religious practices at the fortified settlement. 
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 In 1992, archaeologists at St. Mary’s City accidently uncovered the lower legs and 

feet of an individual in the Mill Field while excavating what appeared to be a post-hole 

feature but turned out to be a grave shaft, and backfilled the grave to protect it. With the 

recent discovery of the St. Mary’s Fort location by Travis Parno and his team, this grave 

has been fully excavated to reveal a teenaged boy with several injuries who was buried in 

suspected rigor mortis due to the unusual position of his body, with no burial shroud or 

coffin (Ruane 2023; Travis Parno, personal communication May 11, 2023). It is likely he 

was buried hastily, resulting in the awkward angle of his arms and one of his hands 

remaining balled tightly into a fist. His grave, along with another suspected grave feature, 

were oriented with the south wall of the fort, north-northeast by south-southwest, while 

another cross-cutting grave shaft is oriented east-west, though these second and third 

burials have yet to be excavated at the time of writing (Travis Parno, personal 

communication May 11, 2023). It is currently unknown if there was a place of worship 

within St. Mary’s Fort, but the first timber chapel to the south was constructed sometime 

in the later 1630s, likely after this burial space had stopped being used (Travis Parno, 

personal communication May 11, 2023). It is currently unknown how many burials might 

be associated with this site adjacent to the fort wall, but it was likely the first burial space 

for the community.  

 

4.1.1.16 St. Mary’s City, Maryland – St. Mary’s City Burial Ground (late 1630s)  

 With the location of the original St. Mary’s Fort having recently been located by 

Travis Parno and his team, it has been confirmed that the first burials organized around a 
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chapel were taking place outside the fortified living area, to the south of the south wall 

(Miller 1986; Riordan 1991; Travis Parno, personal communication May 11, 2023). There 

is archaeological evidence of several periods of burials at St. Mary’s City. The earliest 

Catholic burials from the 1630s were aligned east / west with the first priest’s home 

before the first chapel was constructed in 1639, and the later Brick Chapel in 1667 

(Riordan 2000:1-1,1-3). Afterward, we see orientation shift slightly to align with the east / 

west of that structure instead, and finally in relation to the Brick Chapel (Riordan 2000:3-

4). The close proximity of the burials to these structures suggests the importance of being 

associated with a spiritually significant space after death, something that was important to 

both Protestants and Catholics, but for different reasons.  

 

4.1.1.17 Jamestown, Virginia – Jamestown Burials (1607) 

 Jamestown is famously known as the first permanent British settlement in North 

America, founded in 1607, although that claim is tenuous based on their history of illness, 

death, and brief abandonment of the settlement. However, one cannot talk about early 

British enterprises in North America without mentioning Jamestown. The first purpose-

built church in the settlement was constructed in 1607 but burned down shortly afterward, 

to be replaced in 1608 with a second church in the centre of the fort (Kelso 2006:24). 

While Jamestown was governed by rules laid out by its benefactor, the Virginia 

Company, and was officially Anglican, there has been some evidence of Catholic 

practices or at least resilient traditions such as a small silver box recovered from the grave 

of Captain Gabriel Archer, who died in 1609/10 (Jamestown Rediscovery 2021).  
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 Burials at Jamestown took place haphazardly at first, based on necessity of 

burying the fast-falling dead, all within the walls of the settlement. Organized burials took 

place in and around the central church, following strict instructions from the Virginia 

Company to “not advertise the killing of any of your men, that the country people may 

know it; if they perceive that they are but common men, and that the loss of many of 

theirs they diminish any part of yours, they will make many adventures upon you” (1606).  

 

4.1.1.18 Hampton, Virginia – St. John’s Episcopal Second Church (1623/23)  

The town of Hampton, Virginia is the southernmost site being investigated for this 

project. The settlement was preceded by Algernourne or Algemon Fort around 1610, 

when British settlers moved into the area and took land from the Kecoughtan people 

(Davis 1907:23; Tyler 1922;13). Known first as Elizabeth City, Hampton has three 

historic burial grounds that are all associated with the St. John’s Episcopal Church, the 

oldest English-speaking parish in the USA. Associated with mainline Protestantism, this 

church and community burial space reflect the Anglican Church of England during the 

17th century.  

While the location of the first church in Hampton is currently unknown, it has 

been speculated to have existed at the south end of the settlement near Church Creek on 

the coast, but others have argued that it was closer to the later settlement area (Mason 

1946; Nicholas Luccketti, personal communication 2023). The second church was 

constructed east of the primary settlement area in 1623/24, and excavations undertaken at 

the churchyard showed that there were burials at that location (Holt 1985). Excavations 



 93 

began in 1966 by the Archaeology Society of Virginia, and identified the foundation, 

burials within the church, and a deposit of 200 Middle Woodland period Indigenous 

pottery sherds (500-1000 BCE) (Holt 1985:1). The burials identified within the church 

were those of prominent citizens, as confirmed by records, and burials continued within 

the structure after the burial ground was ‘abandoned’ for the 3rd church site in 1667 (Holt 

1985:84). Graves overlapped, and some were aligned north-south, in contrary to the 

typical Christian tradition and in some cases the coffin shapes were possible to determine 

based on surviving nails (Holt 1985:84). Additionally, gravestone fragments found at the 

site which date to the 17th century were made from an imported limestone, reflecting what 

we saw at Jamestown (Holt 1985:94). While the settlement was protected by the 

construction of forts in the nearby area, the town itself was not surrounded by a 

fortification such as blockhouses or a palisade, and therefore will not be counted as 

‘fortified’ for the purposes of this research.  

 

4.1.1.19 Hampton, Virginia – St. John’s Episcopal Third Church (1667) 

  The third iteration of St. John’s Episcopal in Hampton was constructed farther to 

the west of the original settlement in 1667. Burials were associated with this church, with 

some 17th- and 18th-century gravestones still present and which is marked on the urban 

landscape by an outline of bricks over the foundation. The original church would have 

been made from wood and was in use until the construction of the current St. John’s 

Church in 1728, which is situated in the centre of the city (St. John’s Episcopal Church 

2023). This burial site is slightly to the west of the centre of the settlement.  
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4.1.2 Dutch North American Settlements 

Seventeenth-century Dutch settlements in North America were established by the 

GWC and were found along the coast of New England and New York, with the major 

occupation areas in New York and the Hudson River Valley, although select settlements 

could be found as far south as New Jersey and Delaware, as well as coastal Connecticut 

to the north. While there were unique landscape adaptations in these sites specific to 

North America (Cantwell and Wall 2008:316), it appears that many 17th-century Dutch 

settlements followed patterns of settlement from the Netherlands, as well as a wider 

corporate image for settlements held by the VOC (Dutch East India Company) and the 

GWC (Van Oers 2000:10-11; Cantwell and Wall 2008:316). Van Oers demonstrates that 

the planning and organization of Dutch colonial settlements resulted from their drive for 

planning and spatial organization, and there were many commonalities between these 

settlements (2000). We can see that Dutch military tactics, civil-engineering, and urban 

structures are represented in a community, with urban structures represented by streets 

and blocks, which typically relied on a grid system which has survived at many sites in 

the study area to this day (Van Oers 2000:16-17). The term ‘Dutch’ in the 17th century 

sense meant a shared background of mostly Protestant and mostly northern European, but 

as the seven provinces of the Netherlands had only recently joined together, the national 

identity was not yet fully formed (Cantwell and Wall 2008:316).  

The 16th-century Dutch scholar Simon Stevin created an ‘Ideal Scheme for a 

City’, a city-block based settlement inspired by Dutch elements with a Roman influence, 

resulting in a scheme known as “the Dutch urban model” (van Oers 2000:79). This city 

plan contained four elements of typical Dutch town design which are reflected in colonial 
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settlements including: surrounding the settlement with a ditch or moat; retaining central 

squares for the market and trading hubs; public elements in the centre of town such as the 

main church, town hall, and prison; and finally, the tolerance for other religious groups 

(van Oers 2000:81-84). While not all of these elements are present in every Dutch 

colonial settlement in the study area, we can see aspects of this ‘ideal’ design which 

reflects Dutch town planning and significance of space, in many communities.   

Diversity in Dutch communities in Europe was minimal, and their settlements 

overseas were formed from a diverse group of settlers from across mainland Europe and 

the British Isles, and enslaved people from Africa and North America (Cantwell and Wall 

2008:317). Initially, the GWC did not want to expand away from a trading post model, 

but they required more settlers and agricultural land to oppose the English presence in the 

area (Cantwell and Wall 2008:321). When more settlers arrived, they began to break an 

earlier pattern of clustering settlements around Fort Orange (Albany, NY), and expansive 

agricultural enterprises were established, as well as towns beyond the Hudson River 

Valley, including on Long Island and Manhattan Island (Cantwell and Wall 2008:322). 

“Unlike towns in the Republic (the Netherlands), but like most of the other Dutch 

colonies in the Americas, the Dutch towns in New Netherland began as ‘open’ 

settlements: although the larger ones had forts, the towns themselves were not fortified” 

(Cantwell and Wall 2008:322). While this lack of large fortifications could be seen as the 

settlers being on good terms with the Indigenous peoples of the area in the early years, the 

GWC also encouraged the construction of towns near the larger settlements as they acted 

as buffers in case of attack, whether that be by other Europeans or Indigenous peoples, 
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and eventually the Dutch did begin to fortify entire settlements due to the Algonquian and 

Anglo-Dutch Wars (Cantwell and Wall 2008:322). 

Burial spaces in these early Dutch communities would have been spaces for 

people of diverse backgrounds. The first enslaved Africans were brought to New 

Amsterdam, now New York City, in 1625, and were later used to create a ‘buffer zone’ 

between the settlement and the Indigenous people through “granting ‘half-freedoms’ and 

farmland outside the city walls and the settlement area around 1643 (Perry 1997:1). Their 

own burial space, today known as the African Burial Ground, was in this buffer zone, but 

it is unknown when the space was first used for burials (Perry 1997:1). This space was 

marginal and physically separate from the ‘Dutch’ living and dying spaces, establishing a 

very clear separation between Black and Indigenous people, and the New Amsterdam 

community of white settlers. Before the African Burial Ground was open, it is likely that 

enslaved Africans were buried together with slave holders in churchyards. 

While the Dutch settlements in North America had a diverse population, the 

primary religion we see reflected in the archaeology and documentation is that of the 

Dutch Reformed Church. This is an offshoot of Protestantism, which became dominant in 

the Netherlands after the Reformation in Europe and spread to their colonies during the 

17th century and onwards. The church associated with nearly every Dutch site in this 

study is a Dutch Reformed Church, many of which still have active congregations to this 

day. Other religious groups were also present in Dutch settlements, such as the large 

Jewish population in New Amsterdam which has been continually present since what is 

now New York was first founded. Dutch burial grounds had gravestones, and the oldest 

surviving examples are from 1690 and 1720 (Richard 2014:1). The use of gravestones 
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leading up to and including this period is not common in the Netherlands, suggesting that 

they adopted the tradition while in North America (Welch 1987:1; Merwick 1990:193).  

In 1664, the English took over the territory known as New Netherland, and the 

city of New Amsterdam was renamed New York, the name we know it by today. 

Historian Jaap Jacobs writes that “by 1664, New Netherland did not fit any more into the 

changing Dutch Atlantic economy… New Netherland was merely a convenient 

bargaining chip for the Dutch Republic. It was expendable” (2009:251). The Dutch 

culture and language persisted in the region for decades, though it would be in slow 

decline through the 18th century.  

 

4.1.2.1 Albany, New York – Fort Orange Burial Ground (1624) 

The modern city of Albany, capital city of the state of New York, has had a 

tumultuous past. The settlement was first established as Fort Orange by the GWC on the 

east bank of the Hudson River in 1624, making it the third isolated outpost fort in what 

would later become the first 13 original colonies of the United States, and one of the 

oldest continuously occupied European settlements in North America (Huey 1986:327). It 

is predated by Jamestown in 1607, Cupids in 1610, Plymouth in 1620, and Ferryland in 

1621, and was the first permanent Dutch settlement in New Netherland. Today, the site of 

the fort is located under a highway overpass and was excavated prior to road construction 

over a six-month period in 1970-71 by an archaeological team from the State Historic 

Trust (today the Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation) lead by Paul Huey 

and comprised primarily of volunteers (New York State Museum 2018).  
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While there is not much information available on the burial practices held by the 

soldiers and others who resided in Fort Orange before it fell into ruin in the 18th century, 

several references have been made to burials in the garden of the nearby patroon3’s house, 

on personal property, or near a temporary church in a warehouse by the fort. The ‘Friends 

of Albany History’ website references the fort’s burial ground, which would have been 

located today on Pruyn Street, approximately 70m northeast of the fort’s location. Maria 

van Rensselaer, administrator and treasurer of the Manor of Rensselaerswych and widow 

of the patroon Jeremias van Rensselaer, wrote to her brother-in-law in 1682: 

“I cannot bear to see him (Robert Livingston) any longer in possession of the 

patroon’s garden, where my husband, my child, and brother deceased, lie buried, 

[and to know] that he is master of it” (van Rensselaer 1684/1935).  

She references the garden of the patroon’s home, which stood near the fort as indicated on 

the Romer map of 1698 (Bradley 2006:96). Bradley labels the patroon’s garden as a 

burial ground, indicating that burials were taking place there prior to the establishment of 

the formal church in Beverwijck, which is logical considering that church services were 

taking place in the/near the patroon’s house at that time. While located on the property of 

a powerful family, this burial ground was not within the bounds of the fort at the time it 

was being used.  

   

 
3 A ‘patroon’ was a Dutch landholder of large tracts of land in New Netherland. Their lands were called 

‘patroonships’, and were granted by the GWC.  
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4.1.2.2 Albany, New York – First Dutch Reformed Church (1655)  

The nearby settlement of Beverwijck was laid out by the GWC north of the fort in 

1652, and like the fort was separate from the Colonie of Rensselaerswijck which 

surrounded them completely (Huey 1986:327). It grew north of the enclosed fort due to 

lack of space and was eventually controlled by the GWC and became the focus of British 

expansion into the city of Albany as we know it today. While the first church services in 

Beverwijck were held in the warehouse at the back of the patroon’s own home just north 

of the fort, services were only held there until 1655 when a purpose-built church was 

constructed (Venema 2003:83). The first Dutch Reformed Church in Beverwijck also 

served as a blockhouse, standing in the centre of the intersection of Broadway and State 

Street, street names and layouts which are still present to this day (Figure 4.2 and 4.3). 

This wood structure was built to house members of the congregation for services, but also 

to provide a safe place to go if there was an attack on the community. Venema writes that 

the “structure, which was built of heavy wooden timbers in a square configuration, was 

erected squarely in the middle of the intersection of the two roads, so that the large 

weathervane in the form of a rooster could be seen from all directions” (2003:84). The 

church was then enlarged by constructing a stone structure around the exterior in 1715 to 

create a stronger, larger building, and eventually was demolished by 1806 (Huey 

1986:329).  

In the 1870s, Joel Munsell wrote about an ongoing construction work that was 

uncovering sections of the town’s palisade and first church:  

“Bodies were allowed to be buried under the church in consideration of the 

payment of a sum for the privilege. There was at first a grave-yard in the street, 
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adjoining the church on the west, and when the lot on which the Middle Dutch 

church now stands was appropriated for a cemetery, the bodies under the church 

were not all removed, it may be inferred, for in the digging of a trench on the 

north side of State street in 1875, it perforated the old foundation still remaining 

there, and human bones were thrown out… Although a trite subject to many of 

you, I will venture to mention that in the process of time this ground on Beaver 

street was completely buried over, when a foot of sand was added to the surface, 

and a new tier of coffins placed upon the first, each coffin required to be square 

and to be placed against the previous one” (Munsell 1876:25).  

This church was centrally located for the community, offering protection and a place of 

worship for the Reformed community, as well as a central burial location within the 

fortified walls of the bijeenwoninge (community, literally ‘living together’). For a short 

period of time not only could individuals be buried within the church, but in the grounds 

adjacent. The church and grounds were not only fortified themselves but located within 

the fortifications of Beverwijck.  
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Figure 4.2: 1695 Miller map of Albany, redrawn 1843, with Old Dutch Church (#2) and burial ground (#5) 

indicated (Rodd 1843, image provided by the New York Public Library Digital Collections). 
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Figure 4.3: Photo looking northwest at the intersection of Broadway and State St., Albany, NY. The first 

Dutch Reformed Church in the city was located in this intersection. (photo by author 2023). 

 

4.1.2.3 Albany, New York – First Dutch Reformed Church Burial Ground (1658) 

 Shortly after the construction of the blockhouse / church in 1656, the Dutch 

Reformed Church burial ground was established on Beaver Street, which opened two 

years later in 1658. Referred to on the Miller plan of 1695 as the ‘Dutch church burial 

place’, the site was located approximately 185 m southwest of the church, still within the 

fortified walls of the settlement. As referenced above in the quote by Munsell, when the 

burial ground became crowded, the gravestones were laid flat and a foot of dirt was used 

to cover the old graves, making room for new ones on top. He stated that the coffins had 
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to be “square” against one another, suggesting that coffins with gabled lids would have 

been discouraged in order to improve the stacking in the graves. The Middle or Second 

Dutch Church was later built on top of part of this burial ground in 1806, serving as the 

church until 1881, and is visible on the 1876 Plan of Albany (Hopkins 1876). The site is 

now beneath a car park and post office.  

 It should be noted that near this site also stood the first Lutheran church and 

graveyard in Albany. The congregation dates to 1649, but the church and burial space 

were not established until at least 1670, after the British took over New Netherland, and 

therefore are not included in this analysis. They likely held worship in another space, 

possibly a private residence, until the construction of their church.  

 

4.1.2.4 Kingston / Wiltwijch, New York – Old Dutch Church and Graveyard (1650s-

1660s) 

 The settlement of Kingston, originally known as ‘Esopus’, and then Wiltwijck or 

Wiltwyck by the Dutch, is the third oldest Dutch settlement in New Netherland after 

Albany and New York and was the first capital of the region. According to historic 

records, in 1652 a deal was struck between the Dutch and the Indigenous people of the 

area, the Munsee Lenape, for land “situated in the Esopus” (Van Buren 1912:128). The 

nature of this deal is unknown, but soon there was significant conflict between the 

Indigenous peoples and the Dutch, resulting in the fortification of Kingston. Previously an 

expansive farming community, homes were relocated within or near the newly erected 

palisade, after an agreement was reached with Peter Stuyvesant, 7th Director of New 
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Netherland. The order stated that the settlers were “to immediately demolish in the best 

possible manner [their] separate dwellings and to congregate on the spot designated by 

the Lord General, to surround the said spot with each other’s and with the assistance sent 

by the Ld. Dir. Gen. with palisades of a sufficient height” (Stuyvesant 1658). The area 

selected for the fortified settlement is known today as the Kingstone Stockade National 

Historic District. The original stockade area enclosed only two blocks of present-day 

Kingston, and was expanded three times, in 1661, 1669/1670, and finally in 1676/1677 

(Diamond 2006). In Stuyvesant’s journal recording the decision, he stated that “the spot 

marked out for the settlement [had] a circumference of about 210 rods” (Fernow 

1881:85), with one Dutch rod equalling approximately 12 feet, indicating that the original 

palisade area was approximately 2520 feet in circumference, or 768 metres.  

 The Old Dutch Church and graveyard was located at the south extent of the final 

expansion of the fortified settlement. With the first church having been constructed at the 

site in 1661 in the southwest corner of the present lot which has seen five churches to 

date, the site would have been south of that original fortified area when the first palisade 

was constructed in 1658. The 1695 Miller plan of the fortified settlement does show the 

church and adjacent churchyard within an inner fortified area, the date of which is 

unknown, although it appears that this area was likely fortified during the last expansion 

of stockade as an interior defensive area for the settlers4. The present church on the site is 

located closer to the centre of the lot, and there are many Dutch-language gravestones 

surrounding it, as well as locally made gravestones that were clearly not carved by 

 
4 I could only find reference to this interior fortification beyond the map label on one genealogical website: 

http://www.jwwerner.com/ODC/OldDutchChurch.html  
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professionals, indicating that people in the area who could not afford a more formal 

gravestone were making do with what was available to them.  

 

4.1.2.5 Sleepy Hollow, New York – Old Dutch Reformed Church Graveyard (mid-17th 

century) 

 Made famous by Washington Irving’s short story, ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’, 

published in 1820, the town of Sleepy Hollow is located on the Hudson River north of 

New York City. Originally North Tarrytown, as part of the wider Tarrytown area as can 

be seen on the 1891 area plan (Beers 1891), it did not adopt the name Sleepy Hollow until 

the 20th century. It was a small community, started in the mid-17th century by Dutch 

settlers to New Netherlands. The National Register of Historic Places Inventory form 

states that “a community burial ground was soon established on the north bank of the 

Pocantico River”, a tributary of the Hudson River (Greenwood 1976). There were already 

at least 50 burials in the burial ground when Frederick Philipse, First Lord of Philipsburg 

Manor, had a church built at the south end of the site (Greenwood 1976). The present 

church was constructed between 1697 and 1702, with periods of remodelling throughout 

the 19th century. 

 While the church was not constructed until after the British took hold of New 

Netherland, the settlement had been well established prior to 1664. The burial ground was 

located to the north of the community, which was not fortified as it was primarily an 

agricultural town. The church and burial ground were in the ‘Neutral Ground’ during the 
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Revolutionary War during the 18th century, when an earthwork was erected to the north of 

the burial ground, in the present Sleepy Hollow Cemetery (Greenwood 1976). 

 

4.1.2.6 Hackensack, New Jersey – First Reformed Dutch Church of Hackensack (1696) 

 The city of Hackensack, New Jersey was originally founded by the Dutch as a 

small trading post in the 1640s, on the west banks of the Hackensack River, a tributary of 

the Hudson River. Originally called ‘New Barbadoes’, the name of the city honours 

Lenni-Lenape (or Munsee Lenape, according to Native-lands.ca) Chief Oratam, the 

Sagamore or leader of Hacquinsacq, when the name was changed by referendum vote in 

1921 (City of Hackensack 2022). While the Dutch settlers occupied the area prior to the 

British takeover of New Netherland in 1664, the major development of the city took place 

after British rule was established and may have had some influence in the town design. 

The land for Hackensack was granted to Nathaniel Kingsland in 1668, but the church and 

congregation were not officially formed until 1686, and no church was constructed until 

1696 adjacent to the already existent town green (Westervelt 1922:3). While the British 

had already taken over New Netherland, now New York by 1664, their influence in rural 

areas was minimal, under the rule of a British governor that would have just been inserted 

to govern an entire region. As a result, this site is being included as a Dutch site, as the 

British influence over the area would have been negligible at this time. 

 The town green, Dutch Reformed Church, and burial ground are all on the USA 

National Register of Historic Places. It is unclear whether the burial ground was present 

prior to the construction of the church, although records indicate that the church land was 
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deeded to the town in 1696 by a man named John Berry who lived in the area during its 

construction (Westervelt 1922:3). This suggests that at least this burial space was 

established around the same time that the church land was given to the city, and earlier 

settlers may have had family plots on their own land or another, currently unknown, 

burial site location. As this settlement was primarily developed in the later 17th century, it 

was not fortified beyond the natural protection offered by the river on the east side of the 

original town site.  

 

4.1.2.7 Jersey City / Bergen, New Jersey – Old Bergen Church and Churchyard (1668) 

 Originally named Bergen by Dutch settlers, Jersey City, NJ, is on the traditional 

territory of Munsee Lenape people. The Dutch settlement was established in 1660, as the 

first permanent European settlement in the modern state of New Jersey, and a fortified 

area was established as four evenly sized street blocks around a central stockaded fort 

(New Jersey City University 2023a; Tedesco et al. nd:2). The Old Bergen Church houses 

the longest continuously running congregation in New Jersey, having been started the 

same year that the settlement was founded. The first services were held in private homes, 

the fortified blockhouse at the northwest corner of Tuers and Vroom Avenues, which was 

either replaced by, or also acted as, a schoolhouse, and in 1661 land was set aside for the 

community’s first burial ground and church (Van Winkle 1902; Karnoutsos 2023). 

Services were held in the schoolhouse until 1680/81, when an octagonal church made of 

sandstone was constructed by architect William Day. A second church was built in 1773 

in the same location, and the current church was built in 1841, all to the southwest of the 
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fortified area. The location of the 2nd church can be seen on the John Hills 1781 map of 

New Jersey, with the burial ground location indicated by a red box (Figure 4.4).  

 The first recorded burial at this site took place in 1668, and the site that is visible 

today on Bergen Ave is an extension of the larger burial ground which covered more of 

the area and has since been sold off. The churches and burial spaces were located just 

outside of the fortified settlement, on the southwest of the community. Van Winkle also 

states that there was a second burial ground developed at a later date where the octagonal 

church once stood in the southwest corner of Bergen and Vroom Aves (Van Winkle 1902; 

New Jersey City University 2023b). 

 

Figure 4.4: The area delineated in red indicated the Church and burial ground on the John Hill map of New Jersey, 
showing Bergen (Hill 1781) 
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4.1.2.8 New Amsterdam, New York – First Community Burial Ground (pre-1656) 

 New Amsterdam is the most famous of all the early Dutch settlements in 

northeastern North America, as it became New York City as we know it today. Founded 

in 1625 with the construction of Fort Amsterdam (Cantwell and Wall 2008:319), the first 

Dutch Reformed Church was constructed a few years later in 1628 on de Heere Straat, 

now Broadway (Miller 1695). The primary settlement area was north of Wall Street, the 

north end of the original fortifications, with farmland and sparce settlement to the north, 

and the majority of the planned streets around the Fort and within the walls are reflected 

in the layout of lower Manhattan today.  

The first known municipal burial ground in New Amsterdam was established 

many years prior to 1656, as records that year state “it is highly necessary to divide the 

Old Graveyard, which is wholly in ruins, into lots to be built upon, and to make another 

Grave-yard, south of the Fort, and to remove the houses standing there” (Fernow 

1897:24-25). The Old Graveyard was located within the fortified walls of the city on the 

west side of what is now Broadway. Despite the record cited above, the second Dutch 

Reformed burial ground was not located south of the fort at the south point of the island 

of Manhattan, but to the north (Miller 1695, see figure 4.5). The Fort’s church is noted in 

poor condition in city records from 1656, and may have been the closest religious 

structure when the burial ground was opened, prior to the construction of the first Dutch 

Reformed church mentioned above. Mary French’s research states that burial ground was 

closed around 1676, when the city ordered that it be broken into smaller lots and sold off 

at auction (French 2010a). Today there is no trace of the burial ground on the surface.  
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Figure 4.5: 1695 Map of New York City, with the First Dutch burial ground (oval) and the Second Dutch burial ground 
(square) indicated in red (Miller 1695, from the Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division). 
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4.1.2.9 New Amsterdam, New York – Second Dutch Reformed Burial Ground (1690s) 

After the closure of the ‘old graveyard’, the second community burial ground was 

opened just outside the walls of the city, also along Broadway (Figure 4.5). It is not clear 

if the site was opened before the construction of the walls, but the decision to place the 

site further from the centre of the city as the community grew, was a conscious one. The 

wall was not constructed until 1653 upon the orders of Dutch governor Peter Stuyvestant, 

indicating that the decision to exclude the burial ground that was previously on the 

outskirts of the community with a physical wall was deliberate. The 1686 ‘Charter of the 

City of New York’ stated that “the new burial place without the gate of the city”, which 

confirms the choice to place the burial space outside of the new fortified area (Wilson 

1892:437; French 2010b). 

In 1696, Trinity Church purchased the adjacent parcel of land to construct their 

church, the third iteration of which is still standing on the property today, and in 1703 the 

church acquired ownership of the burial ground (Hastings 1901:1134; City of New York 

1903:221; French 2010b). The church was located to the south of the main burial ground, 

and the site is located near the original shoreline of the island.  

 

4.1.2.10 New Amsterdam, New York – First Shearith Israel Graveyard/Chatham Square 

Cemetery (1682) 

 This relatively small burial ground contains only 107 visible graves today, a 

fragment of its original size, and is located in New York City’s Chinatown at Chatham 

Square. The site was established in the mid 17th century and is the oldest Jewish burial 
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ground in North America, established by Spanish and Portuguese Jewish settlers who 

emigrated to the colonies. Records show that the city authorized the use of a plot of land 

outside the city for use by the Jewish Congregation for their burials, and this ‘first’ burial 

ground location is currently unknown (French 2010c; Pool 2019). A report from July 

1655 stated that this first site was established “as they did not wish to bury their dead (of 

which as yet there was no need) in the common burying ground” (Oppenheim 1909:75). 

The land acquired would have been relatively small, as the Jewish community in the city 

at this time was also small (Pool 2019:10). The Chatham Square Cemetery was opened 

1682 and served the community until the last burial in 1833 (French 2010c). In the Jewish 

tradition, burials were all simple and alike, with a plain shroud and pine box for their 

coffins, and ‘preferred’ areas of the site could not be reserved for the rich to ensure 

equality (Pool 2019:43). In 1855, a section of the burial ground was taken by the city for 

construction, and approximately 256 burials were moved to another Jewish cemetery 

(French 2010c).  

 The first synagogue was not constructed until the early 18th century, and while 

17th-century Jewish settlers were not permitted by the government to pray in public, they 

utilized a property on Beaver Street within the fortified city as a space for their 

congregation (Green 2014). The first synagogue was constructed around 1728 in land 

adjacent to the Chatham Square Cemetery. While the first Jewish burial ground location 

is not known, it was established prior to the British takeover of the region outside of the 

city, meaning north of the wall. The Jewish congregation was already established before 

the British arrived, as was the south end of Manhattan Island, and so this site has been 
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included with the Dutch sites. It is difficult to tell the British influence over a 

congregation that was already established for a decade.  

 

4.1.2.11 New Amsterdam, New York – St. Mark’s In-The-Bowery Churchyard (1660) 

 The original chapel on this site was constructed in 1660 by Governor Peter 

Stuyvesant on his private bouwerie, or farm. Stuyvesant and his family were interred in 

their family vault within this chapel, which was collapsing by the 18th century, and all that 

remains today of the structure is a foundation and the vault itself. Mary French writes that 

“one of the stipulations in Stuyvesant’s grant of the plot was that any of his present or 

former slaves and their children have the right to be interred in the burial ground free of 

charge”, and burials continued at this site until 1851, having become a community burial 

ground (French 2011). The contemporary church, St. Mark’s in-the-Bowery, was 

constructed in 1799 and was the first Episcopal parish separate from the famous Trinity 

Church in downtown Manhattan (St. Mark’s Church in-the-Bowery nd). 

 

4.1.2.12 Flatlands, New York – Flatlands Dutch Reformed Church (1654) 

 Now incorporated into Brooklyn, New York, the settlement at Flatlands, 

previously known as New Amersfort, was established by the Dutch in 1636, when settlers 

acquired land from the Carnarsie people, who shared the territory with the Munsee 

Lenape (French 2021a). A church was not constructed until 1654, the same year that Peter 

Stuyvesant ordered a church built in nearby Flatbush, another of the original towns in the 

Brooklyn area. The first church was not completed until 1663, and since that date, the site 
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has seen three churches built on the same property (French 2021a). The burial ground 

which surrounds the west and southwest sites of the church contains an estimated 2000+ 

burials dating from the later 17th century to the mid-20th century. French writes that there 

are recorded Black burials at the burial ground as well, from the 19th century and possibly 

earlier (French 2021a).  

By the 19th century, the burial ground was made up of several distinct plots, 

including the ‘Indian Burial Plot’ at the north end of the property, where precontact 

remains identified during the 1904 excavation were reinterred. It was rumoured that the 

burial ground was a former Indigenous burial site, and the reinterring of their remains on 

the same site is unusual for the period (Meade 2020:115). The site also contained the 

Reformed Church’s burial space, the DeBaun family private plot, and the ‘Public Burial 

Plot’ owned by the municipality of Flatlands.  

 

4.1.2.13 Flatbush, New York – Flatbush Dutch Reformed Church (1654) 

 General Peter Stuyvesant ordered the construction of multiple churches in the 

original towns of Brooklyn, with Flatbush being one of them (French 2021b). Much like 

Flatlands, discussed above, the church and burial ground site selected is still occupied by 

the church today, with the current church being the third one on the site, constructed in 

1798. The graveyard, dating to the 17th century, surrounds the south and west sides of the 

church, and originally served as the public burial ground for the community regardless of 

religious background (French 2021b). The church and burial ground were located in the 

heart of the community. 
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 There is also evidence that Black residents were interred at this site in the 19th 

century, if not earlier (French 2021b). Flatbush also had an ‘African American Cemetery’ 

located one block to the east of the Dutch Reformed Church and burial ground, which 

may have been established as early as the 17th century when enslaved Black people were 

first brought to Flatbush and used until the mid-19th century (French 2021b). The earliest 

documentation of this cemetery is on a map from 1855, which recorded the ‘N_ Burying 

Ground’, where human remains have been uncovered multiple times. This particular site 

is not included as a separate case study, as a 17th-century date cannot be confirmed.  

 

4.1.2.14 New Utrecht, New York – New Utrecht Reformed Dutch Church Graveyard 

(1653-54) 

 Unlike the above two communities that are now part of Brooklyn, the community 

of New Utrecht established their cemetery between 1653-54, prior to the organization and 

construction of a church, which was not built until 1700 (Landmarks Preservation 

Commission 1998). The burial space was centrally located, and was owned by the Dutch 

Reformed Church, but not originally associated with the church; rather, the church’s 

location was associated with that of the burial ground. Like most other early Dutch 

Reformed Church burial spaces, this site was open to burials of anyone in the community, 

regardless of their religious affiliation.  

 The New Utrecht Reformed Dutch Church graveyard had a segregated section in 

the northwest corner where free and enslaved Black residents of the community were 

buried through the early 20th century. There are no grave markers in this area, and most of 
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the burial records from the 17th century through the 19th were lost or destroyed so we may 

never know exactly how long burials were taking place in this section (Landmarks 

Preservation Commission 1998; French 2021c). This site will be discussed further in 

Chapter 7, where I address the visibility of Black burials in colonial burial spaces.  

 

4.1.2.15 Port Richmond, New York – New Richmond Dutch Reformed Church (1670s) 

 Located on the north shore of Staten Island, Port Richmond was slowly 

established in the 1660s by the Dutch and French on Munsee-Lenape territory. After the 

British takeover of New Netherland, the Dutch population in the community grew 

significantly into the late 17th century (Landmarks Preservation Commission 2010). The 

burial ground predates the church by several decades, likely having started as a family 

burial ground and then a municipal burial space for the community before 1700 

(Landmarks Preservation Commission 2010). A heritage plaque at the site reads “Burial 

Place of the Dutch Settlers on the north shore until 1696 around which Port Richmond 

was built” indicating that the burial ground and eventual site of the church was central to 

the community.  

 The first Dutch Reformed Church was built adjacent to the burial ground site in 

the early 1700s, between 1700 and 1715, under license from Governor Hunter 

(Landmarks Preservation Commission 2010). This early church was hexagonal in shape 

and served a Dutch Reformed community of both Dutch and French residents, but reflects 

the Dutch style of church construction and burial organization that we see in much of the 
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rest of New Netherland at the time. The current church on the property was constructed in 

the Greek Revival style in 1844 (Landmarks Preservation Commission 2010).  

 

4.1.3 French North American Settlements 

Many French settlements were established amidst the British and Dutch colonies 

on the northeast coast of North America during the 17th century. Like the British, French 

colonists were preceded by migratory fishers in many areas. Starting in first decade of the 

17th century, attempts to establish permanent settlements in North America began. While 

Britain focused on the east coast of Newfoundland and east coast of the mainland, the 

French turned to what is present-day Quebec, the Maritimes, other areas of 

Newfoundland that were not yet occupied by the British, and sections of northern states 

such as Maine.  

The French presence was well established in Newfoundland by the 17th century, 

with migratory fisheries in Plaisance (Placentia) seeing the arrival of French ships from 

the mid-16th century, and a permanent settlement established in 1662 (Crompton 

2013:245). Before permanent settlement in Newfoundland, the French established 

colonies in Maine, Nova Scotia, and Quebec in the early 17th century. Records by settlers 

such as Samuel de Champlain, who drew detailed maps of sites including Quebec City 

and Saint Croix Island, afford researchers more clarity about how these settlements were 

planned and organized (Champlain 1613). It is clear from these, and other records from 

the period, that fortifications at early French settlements were important features, which 

could have influenced the positioning of burial grounds within the settlements. Through 
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the end of the 17th century, as the British attempted to take over French-claimed territory, 

these fortifications would prove vital.  

The French sites included in this research were selected based on the presence of 

identified 17th-century burial grounds in the community. Sites selected were found in the 

modern regions of Quebec, Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, and Maine, with a 

strong French presence in Acadia (now Nova Scotia) and Quebec along the St. Laurence 

River. While the Protestant Reformation in mainland Europe had gained some strength in 

France, French Protestants or Huguenots, had their rights revoked in 1685 when King 

Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes (Jaenen 1985:7). Due to the prominence of the 

Catholic Church in France during this period, we see primarily Catholic influence in 

French settlements during the 17th century, both through churches and missions. While 

some French Protestants did settle in the colonies, officially they were forbidden to do so, 

and in 1659 “Protestant worship was specifically prohibited in Acadia” (Jaenen 1985:7).  

 

4.1.3.1 Placentia, Newfoundland and Labrador – St. Luke’s Anglican Churchyard 

(~1600) 

 The town of Placentia or Plaisance as it was known by the French, has a long 

history. A French colony from 1662-1713, its establishment as a settler community began 

in at least the mid-16th century with migratory French fishers and Basque whalers and 

fishers from the Basque region of France and Spain (Crompton 2013:245). Plaisance was 

the only state-sponsored French colony on the island of Newfoundland and was meant to 

hold the ‘French shore’ against the British, as well as protect French interests in the cod 
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fishery. In 1713, the settlement was ceded to the British with the Treaty of Utrecht and 

the following year saw most of the French settlers evacuated (Crompton 2013:245). The 

settlement was initially protected by a large fort overlooking the settlement area on the 

beaches. A 1662 map shows this fort with the chapelle (church) near the beaches below 

(Crompton 2013:246). Based on the 1677 Hacke map of Placentia harbour, the church 

was located centrally in the ‘Fishermens Town’, and the churchyard would have been 

located directly around the structure, (Hacke 1677). 

 St. Luke’s Anglican Church is the third church on the current site, built in 1906 in 

the Gothic Revival style (Parks Canada 2005). It is surrounded by a burial ground which 

has served the Basque, French, and eventual British settlers in the area. The Canada’s 

Historic Places designation states that it is the second of two Anglican churches at the 

site, with both preceded by a Catholic church (Parks Canada 2005). Most significantly at 

the site are several Basque gravestones dating to the 17th century, with three being kept at 

the O’Reilly House Museum, half of a fourth at the nearby Castle Hill National Historic 

Site, and a suspected stone still on the property (Goya 2018). These gravestones 

demonstrate that the burial ground was a significant space to those early fishers, and were 

carved in relief with great care and detail, with several examples including iconography 

such as crosses and whorls. Assuming that the location of these burials, dating to the mid-

17th century, is the same place where Basque fishers were interred since the early 16th 

century, these burials likely influenced the location of the French chapel and burial 

ground. Goya writes that “the town of Placentia…was the principal Basque fishing port in 

this region for at least 200 years, from before 1530 to at least 1760” (2018:173).  
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 The 1687 census list for Placentia shows three Indigenous peoples listed as 

residents (shown as ‘sauvages’ and ‘garcons des sauvages’) (Archives de colonies 

1687:82). Their names are not listed, and it is not known if they were free or enslaved, or 

if they were later interred in the churchyard. Records of a Thomas Picq (Pick, Pique, Pic, 

Pief) in 1677 Placentia included in the Henri Brunet papers state that Picq owed money 

for a rifle and several other products, including the sale of cotton “for his Black woman” 

(“pour sa negresse pour Carisse”) (Brunet 1677:299; MacLeod-Leslie 2014:144). Once 

again, it is unknown whether this woman was buried in the churchyard or even died in 

Placentia but based on the period and the practices of other French settlements in the 

northeast, if she did die in Placentia she would have been buried in the churchyard with 

the rest of the settlers. No other information appears to be available about her, but this 

record does show that at least one enslaved Black person was residing in Placentia during 

the 17th century, and she was likely not the only one. Another record from the early 18th 

century states that the Governor of Placentia brought his recently acquired enslaved boy, 

named Georges, with him to Cape Breton as the French the settlement following the 

Treaty of Utrecht, indicating that he resided in the area for some time (MacLeod-Leslie 

2014:114). Records from this period are spotty at best, especially for minority groups.  

 

4.1.3.2 Annapolis Royal, Nova Scotia – Garrison Graveyard (~1630) 

 The settlement of Annapolis Royal has a had a tumultuous past, with the land 

changing hands multiple times from the 17th century onwards. Prior to the arrival of 

Europeans, the land was occupied by the Mi’kmaq people. An early map of the area by 
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Samuel de Champlain in 1613, then known as Port Royal, shows the occupation area of 

Pierre Du Gua de Monts’ (also Pierre Degua, Sieur de Mons) ‘L’habitation’ (the 

Habitation) on the north side of the inlet, as well as the location of the fort, which would 

become present-day Annapolis Royal. The exact location of the Habitation is no longer 

known. De Monts (also spelled Du Monts or Du/de Mons) was also responsible for the 

establishment of the French settlement on St. Croix Island, Maine, which will be 

discussed below (Dunn 2004:4).  

 The first construction of the fort at Annapolis Royal was undertaken by the 

Scottish, as the British Empire took control over Acadia, now Nova Scotia (New 

Scotland). Construction began on Charles Fort in 1629, and while the original dimensions 

are unknown, Parks Canada suggests that it would have been similar to other 

contemporaneous British forts at the time such as Jamestown or Plymouth (Duggan 

2003). Not long after, French rule was re-established in Acadia and in 1636 the majority 

of settlers from La Hève, the old Acadian capital, relocated to Port Royal. Port Royal was 

the name for the area surrounding Annapolis Royal and not the contemporary town, 

which is a separate town from Annapolis Royal today. The French and British fought to 

retain control of the region, with a large French fort being established where Charles Fort 

had been, making it the only fortified European settlement in 17th-century Nova Scotia 

(Kerr 2011). The British captured the fort for the final time in 1710, establishing their 

foothold in the area.  

 Directly adjacent to the fort, to the northeast of the substantial earthworks, are two 

overlapping burial grounds, the French-Acadian burial ground dating to the 17th century, 

which Kerr refers to as the “cimetière de la paroisse de Saint-Jean-Baptist de Port-Royal-
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Annapolis Royal”, and the later British burial ground (2011:18). This research will be 

focusing on the 17th-century burial space. There were also deaths at Charles Fort, but at 

the time of this research, the burial location of the individuals is unknown and potentially 

damaged during the construction of the larger Fort Anne which began in 1702 (Kerr 

2011:19). Early maps of the settlement show a chapel to the northeast of the earthwork, 

between the fort and burial ground, which was confirmed by Parks Canada and 

Mapannapolis, a not-for-profit heritage organization in the Annapolis Valley, with the 

fort’s original chapel having been located within the fortifications on the southwest side 

(personal communication Heather LeBlanc and Paul Paquette, 2022; Mapannapolis 

2021). 

 Like many 17th-century settler burial grounds in Canada, no contemporaneous 

markers remain on the surface from that period, suggesting that they had no markers, had 

organic markers, or had stone markers that have since been lost. In 2018, Parks Canada 

and Mapannapolis, partnering with Boreas Heritage, launched a project using GPR 

(ground penetrating radar) to investigate the potential location of this Acadian burial 

ground. The results of the GPR survey revealed 19 subsurface anomalies that appear to 

represent burials. Boreas Heritage undertook a small excavation to identify the original 

ground surface where the church was built and identified artifacts which dated to the 

Acadian occupation of the area (Mapannapolis 2021). These anomalies have not been 

ground-truthed at the time of writing. The burial ground was impacted in the 18th century 

by the construction of a blockhouse and defensive ditch which cuts diagonally across the 

burial ground. Recent GPR survey of the site has investigated the suspected grave 

location of Black residents based on oral histories within the burial ground, and 
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potentially identified the foundation of the blockhouse, which is discussed further in 

Chapter 7.  

 

4.1.3.3 Falmouth / Pisiquid, Nova Scotia – Sainte-Famille Cemetery (1696) 

 Known as Pisiquid by the Acadians, the town of Falmouth, Nova Scotia, was 

founded in the 1680s, with Acadian settlers listed in the area on the 1686 census. The 

census recorded 57 people in the Baye des Mines at this time, along with 20 guns, 83 

arpents (acres) of cultivated land, 90 cattle, 21 sheep, and 67 hogs (De Meulles 1686). 

This region was primarily farmland with smaller settlements. Settlers in this region 

migrated from Port Royal / Annapolis Royal and established dykes for their field systems.  

 The Sainte-Famille parish served the settlers in the area and was established in 

1698. A later map from 1749 by Morris shows the church near the river, and the burial 

site would have been adjacent or close to the church. In 1996, human remains were 

uncovered during a construction project, and an archaeological excavation was 

undertaken by the Nova Scotia Museum (Hiseler 1996). The burials were interpreted 

through this excavation as pre-expulsion Acadian burials, and oral histories indicated an 

Acandian Church on the property (Hiseler 1996:4). The distance from the original church 

location is unknown. The burial ground was designated as a Provincial Heritage Property 

in 2017, and it is estimated that at least 300 individuals are buried there. Today the site is 

identified by landscaping, a plaque, and interpretive panels, set up by the ‘Committee for 

the Preservation of the Sainte-Famille Cemetery’.  
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4.1.3.4 Grand Pré, Nova Scotia – St. Charles des Mines Burial Site (1680s) 

 A National Historic Site of Canada and UNESCO World Heritage Site, Grand Pré 

was the Acadian centre of settlement within the Mines Basin in Nova Scotia from 1682 

until their deportation by the British in 1755. Grand Pré was settled in the 1680s by 

French-Acadian settlers who moved outwards from the Port Royal area (Landscape of 

Grand Pré nd). Within the bounds of the National Historic Site is the former parish of St. 

Charles des Mines, including a chapel and burial ground that date to the late 17th century.  

 Located along the north shore of the community, multiple instances of burials 

being unearthed by accident have been recorded. As well, additional burials were 

identified during Parks Canada excavations in 1982, and by Jonathan Fowler and students 

from Saint Mary’s University (SMU) beginning in 2000 (Ross and Surette-Draper 2009). 

The SMU excavations centred around the John Herbin’s stone cross which was built on 

the site in 1909 to commemorate the cemetery identified by a coffin stain during the 1982 

Parks Canada excavation (Fowler 2020). Fowler’s own investigation at the site set to 

locate the original church as well as the boundaries of the burial ground, first using non-

invasive techniques followed by excavation (Fowler 2020). In 1755, the parish church 

and graveyard, along with two houses, were enclosed within a fortification, which was 

also visible through the GPR surveys. The memorial church, named as such to 

commemorate the site, was constructed in the approximate location of the original 

Acadian Pre-Deportation church, and reflects the historic relationship between the burials 

and the religious structure, which can be seen on a map of the settlement dating to 1748, 

drawn by Charles Morris (Landscape of Grand Pré nd). The church is located 



 125 

approximately 135m west of the stone cross that marks the middle of the burial area, with 

the burials running east-west in the Christian tradition (Fowler 2020).  

 

4.1.3.5 Quebec City, Quebec - Côte de la Montagne Cemetery (1608) 

 The most famous early 17th-century French settlement in the study area is Quebec 

City. Located on the north side of the St. Lawrence River, this historic fortified city was 

founded in 1608 by Samuel de Champlain, overlooking the St. Lawrence River. The city 

was captured by the British in 1629 by David Kirke and company during the Anglo-

French War, and then returned to the French shortly after along with Acadian territory 

(Kirke 1908:88). 

Opened the same year the city was founded, in 1608, the Côte de la Montagne 

Cemetery in Old Quebec City is known as the oldest French settler burial ground in ‘New 

France’ and was in use until approximately 1670 (Caron 2007; Find A Grave 2013; 

Kujawski 2023). Located at the south end of the settlement within the fortifications, it can 

be argued that this site was still within the heart of the domestic area. This site was one of 

many that were established around Quebec City, as French settlers believed that 

Catholics, Jewish, and Protestant people could not be buried in the same spaces (Oliver-

Lloyd 2008:13).  

 

4.1.3.6 Quebec City, Quebec - Maison des Jesuites de Sillery (1637) 

 South of the walled city, the Maison des Jésuites de Sillery (House of the Jesuits 

of Sillery) was established near the north bank of the river in 1637. While this site is 
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within Quebec City today, historically it was not within the confines of the city and so is 

being treated as a separate site for the purposes of this research. The mission, tasked with 

converting Indigenous people, possibly Haudenosaunee or Kanienʼkehá:ka, to 

Christianity, had its own burial ground which dates to around the time the mission was 

established. The burial ground was later joined by an adjacent chapel, eventually enclosed 

by a palisade in the 1640s (Ville de Québec 2021). This site was established as a burial 

place for the Indigenous people who had been converted to Christianity, not as a burial 

place for the Jesuits themselves, and further separated Indigenous people from their 

cultural traditions. Today, it is a historic site, and the outline of the church is visible on 

the surface, along with a number of crosses to indicate the burial ground.   

 

4.1.3.7 Trois-Rivieres, Quebec – Fort Trois-Rivieres (1634) 

 The city of Trois-Rivieres was founded by French settlers in 1634 at the mouth of 

the Saint Maurice River where it flows into the Saint Lawrence River due to its strategic 

location during the fur trade with Indigenous peoples in the region, the Innu of 

Nitassinan, the Nitaskinan, and N’dakina, as well as closely adjacent to the Huron-

Wendat (Native Land 2023). The name references the three channels of the Saint Maurice 

River as it flows into the Saint Lawrence, forming several small islands. The settlement 

started as a timber fort and while there are no visible remains of this fort on the surface 

today, the approximate location is marked with a plaque (Parks Canada nd). The original 

fort burned down only one year after construction, in 1635, and was reconstructed on a 

larger scale, but was found to be in ruins by 1653 and burnt down (Parks Canada nd). The 
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impact of the original layout of the settlement is still visible in the urban landscape today, 

primarily bounded by Rue St Pierre to the northwest, Rue des Casernes to the southwest, 

Rue du Fleuve to the southeast, and extending half a block beyond Rue St Francois 

Xavier to the northeast, as can be seen through comparison of contemporaneous maps and 

Google Earth (anonymous 1685; de Néré 1704). The original fort and settlement location 

can be seen on the 1685 and 1704 maps of the area, where it is clear that the street layout 

for the town centre has not changed when compared to contemporary maps (anonymous 

1685; de Néré 1704). In the location of the first Catholic church, the city has laid out 

ornamental bricks in the sidewalk to mark the church’s location, but there is no evidence 

of the burials on the surface. 

A surviving map from 1685 shows the fortification and structures within, with a 

church in the western corner. Another plan from 1704 shows the original layout of the 

fort with proposed expansions to the fortifications that were never carried out (Figure 

4.6). On this plan, the church has a clear graveyard to the east, indicated by a series of 

small crosses. While located within the fortified settlement, it was not in a central location 

but rather placed close to the edge of the town.  
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Figure 4.6: A portion of the 1704 Plan of Fort Trois-Rivieres, with a blue box indicating the location of the church and 

graveyard (de Néré 1704, restored in the 19th Century) (Trudel 1968:202). 

 

4.1.3.8 Montreal, Quebec – Fort Ville-Marie Cemetery (1642) 

 Located on the Island of Montreal in the Saint Lawrence River, in Haudenosaunee 

and Mohawk territory, Fort Ville-Marie grew into the city of Montreal as we know it 

today. Originally established as a Catholic missionary community and founded by the 

Société Notre Dame de Montréal, French settlers wanted to baptise Indigenous people in 

the area as well as colonize the island for France. These settlers buried their dead outside 

the fortified settlement to the north, near the creek that flowed north of the fort, on the 
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Pointe-à-Callière where Montreal’s archaeology museum stands today (MacLeod 

2018:375). The small burial ground can be seen outside the fort in a plan of the settlement 

by Pierre-Louis Morin created in the 19th century. This site was in use from 1642 until 

1654 and was demolished by 1675. The burial ground is still marked on a ‘Plan de 

Villemarie’ dated 1684 as ‘Ancien Cimetière’ (Trudel 1968:206). Montreal subsequently 

had dozens of burial grounds, with more than 21,000 Montrealers buried within the city 

between 1642-1800 (Pothier 1998:9).  

 The location of this burial ground was confirmed during an archaeological 

excavation in 1989 (Pothier 1998:9). Archaeologists investigated seven grave shafts out 

of the 38 that were identified at the site, and found that they were relatively shallow, 

between 30 and 50 cm below the surface (Pothier 1998:9). The first church or chapel 

would have been nearby, within the fortified settlement.  

 

4.1.3.9 Montreal, Quebec – Hôtel-Dieu Cemetery (1654) 

 By 1654, Montrealers were tired of transporting their dead outside the city to the 

north to bury them in what had become a flooded lowland cemetery by the river. They 

established an official place of burial nearby Hôtel-Dieu (‘Hotel of God’, an archaic 

French term for a hospital) at the corner of what is now St. Sulpice St. and Saint-Paul St. 

W, possibly justified by the hospital’s chapel being in proximity, however this location 

was only used for six years as the primary burial ground for the city (Pothier 1998:10). 

Unlike the settlement’s first burial site, this one was located centrally within the 

community, both within the later fortifications and within the heart of community. 
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Fortifications, however, were not constructed until the wood palisade or stockade 

between 1687-89, and stone fortifications were not approved by Louis XIV until 1712, 

with construction beginning in 1716, and thus did not influence the location of the burial 

grounds (Old Montréal 2003). 

 

4.1.3.10 Montreal, Quebec – The Third Cemetery (1660) 

 Six year later, a third burial ground or cemetery opened in Montreal, still called 

Ville-Marie in some sources. Pothier writes that researchers at the museum have 

determined that the site was located towards the south end of the city between Rues Saint-

Paul, Saint-Sacrement, Saint-Pierre, and Saint-François-Xavier (1998:10). Records show 

that approximately 400 people were buried there between 1660 and 1682 (Pothier 

1998:10). In 1683, the church sold off this land due to problems with flooding and to raise 

funds for the new Notre Dame church. The city opened a Cimetière des pauvres close to 

their powder magazine in 1749 which was closed in 1799 and is the final resting 

place of many of the city’s poor as well as enslaved persons, both Black and 

Indigenous (Pothier 1998:10; Kujawaski 2022). 

 

4.1.3.11 Pentagoet, Maine – Fort Pentagoet Cemetery (post-1629) 

 Originally an Indigenous campsite, Fort Pentagoet was constructed on the territory 

of the Passamaquoddy, N’dakina, Wabanaki, and Penobscot people in what is today 

known as the state of Maine (Native Land 2023). The primary period of the fort was from 

1635-1654, when it was established by Charles d’Aulnay, whose headquarters were in 
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Port Royal / Annapolis Royal after gaining control of Acadia (Faulkner and Faulkner 

1987:3). From 1654-1670 the fort was taken by the British, but eventually returned to the 

French until 1674, when the fort was razed by a Dutch raiding party (Faulkner and 

Faulkner 1987:3). Today, the fort site is located in the community of Castine, and has 

seen several periods of archaeology, after coastal erosion exposed portions of the fort’s 

slate rubble and dry-stone walls in the 1980s (Faulkner and Faulkner 1987:4). 

  A surviving plan of the fort from 1670, by M. de Talon held at the Archives 

Nationales in Paris, shows the four-point star fort with exterior earthworks and several 

interior buildings that are labeled. Faulkner and Faulkner describe these structures, which 

included a timber-frame and mud-wall chapel located between the guardhouse and a 

dwelling structure that extended over one of the curtain wall’s entrances (1987:24). In 

1863, several burials were found to the west of the fort, supposedly of Dutch soldiers, and 

several more of ‘French soldiers’, but “it is more likely that the five skeletons found 

under the kitchen ell were from the fort’s cemetery. Unfortunately, no further information 

survives concerning any of these burials” (Faulkner and Faulkner 1987:43). If this was in 

fact the fort’s burial ground, it was located not far to the west of the chapel, outside the 

western fortifications.  

 

4.1.3.12 Saint Croix Island, Maine – St. Croix Island Graveyard (1604) 

 Much like the Popham Colony farther south, the settlement at Saint Croix Island 

(Île Sainte-Croix) in Maine was short-lived. Founded in 1604 with the arrival of French 

settlers led by Pierre Dugua, Sieur De Mons, (also spelled Pierre Du Gua de Monts) a 
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settlement was established on the small island at the mouth of the Saint Croix River as a 

trading post (Thierry 2012). Much of the documentation has survived thanks to the 

records kept by Samuel de Champlain in his ‘Les Voyages’ from 1613, including maps of 

the island and settlement. After a difficult winter in 1604/1605, when the French settlers 

were starving, “35 or 36 of the 79 colonists succumbed to the lack of vitamin C” (Thierry 

2012:23). Not long after, in May 1605, De Monts evacuated the settlers from the island, 

eventually ending up at Port Royal / Annapolis Royal, discussed above. While there were 

some defenses on the island including canons, the settlers put most of their trust in the 

cliffs, establishing a settlement on the north side of the island (Thierry 2012:21). 

 Champlain’s map of the island (Figure 4.4) details the occupation area with a 

chapel (F) and burial site (E) clearly indicated north of the sandbar at the south of the 

island. While the settlement was short-lived, the French settlers had to establish a burial 

site in the wake of the disastrous winter they had experienced, quickly organizing a place 

of burial. Archaeological excavations at the north end of the island revealed a number of 

building foundations in the habitation area indicated on Champlain’s map (Thierry 

2012:21). Excavations at the burial ground in 1969 and 2003 identified the graves of 25 

individuals, some, like that of Burial 10, with both evidence of the scurvy that killed him 

and the autopsy that was undertaken after his death (Crist et al. 2012:185). These 

individuals were autopsied in 1604/1605 in an effort by the physicians of the settlement to 

identify how scurvy affected the body and how to protect themselves from it, an illness 

that was not fully understood until James Lind discovered vitamin C in 1747 (Crist et al. 

2012:185; Thierry 2012:23). The burial site was located to the north of the church, within 

approximately 50m, making it fairly close together, while still maintaining beach access 
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for visitors to attend church services. Pendery writes that it was located near a sandy 

beach where canoes could easily come ashore, suggesting that they may have hoped to 

have Indigenous peoples join their church services (2012:21).  

 

Figure 4.7: Map of Saint Croix Island with key (Champlain 1603) 
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5 Burial Organization in Colonial Settlements 

 

The North American settlements selected for this research were all founded in the 

17th century, and burial grounds from each site have been examined in order to gain a 

better understanding of the evolution of burial practices by colonists during these early 

settlement years. The sites are all located in northeastern USA and eastern Canada. It is 

important to note that history has whitewashed these settlements and their burial spaces, 

when in fact, they were multicultural spaces that held the bodies of Europeans as well as 

Africans, Caribbean peoples, and Indigenous peoples, both free and enslaved. The topic 

of identity and representation in burial spaces will be examined more closely in the 

subsequent chapter.  

 In this chapter, I analysed 30 European settlements discussed previously and what 

the organization of burial spaces in these colonial settlements can tell us about how 

settlers dealt with death and burial while adapting to a new environment and challenges 

they may not have faced in Europe. This discussion will include a statistical analysis of 

the variables of site organization collected throughout the survey (Appendix A), to take a 

closer look at any significant differences between the sites and their organizational 

elements. The British sites selected were chosen based on the variability of religious 

practices present in their colonies, which was not possible in early Dutch and French 

settlements, with stricter state religion laws preventing the same variability for some time. 

This variability in the British sites is well known, and thus negates any significance when 

look at religious variability within them.  
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 One challenge in any study of 17th-century burial spaces is the lack of previously 

exhumed human remains. There have been relatively few excavations of 17th-century 

burial grounds in the northeast, due to the low survival rate of burial spaces, poor 

preservation of human remains, and due to an ethical shift away from the exhumation of 

remains unless absolutely necessary. Apart from some settlements which are the subject 

of ongoing research and may be visited as public historic sites, such as Jamestown or St. 

Mary’s City, the excavation of burial grounds does not occur often. As a result, there are 

a low percentage of known 17th-century burial grounds with exhumed remains to examine 

archaeologically, making it more difficult to discuss who, specifically, was buried there. 

The examination of human remains can reveal details about individual lives, such as 

health, diet, and geographic origins through processes such as isotopic analysis, that 

would otherwise likely not be documented (example Bruwelheide et al. 2021). These 

details can greatly assist in determining the cultural origins of an individual, as well as 

details of their burial as a whole, including grave goods and the dress and position of the 

body. For example, excavations at the African Burial Ground in New York revealed that 

an otherwise Christian-looking grave on the surface held a person of African descent 

based on objects of significance placed on top of the burial itself (Perry 1997; Satchel 

1997; National Parks Service 2021). These details would not have been possible to 

dissern on the surface, as their graves are unmarked. A lack of excavation results in a lack 

of detailed information on individual inhumations.  

 However, as noted in Chapter 2, this is not to say that archaeologists should be 

exhuming burial grounds for the sake of data. This is ultimately an ethical shift in the 

discipline in recent years, and individuals that have been calling for the excavation of 
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graves for the sake of science have been doing so without sensitivity to the descendent 

communities. While we do not have much data on 17th-century burial grounds, those data 

should only be collected from rescue excavations in order to preserve the site from 

construction or natural disaster, and only with the express consent and wishes of the 

descendent community. The dead should be left in relative peace.  

 

5.1 Variables Used for Survey 

 There are some variables which have been applied to the statistical analysis of 

burial ground organization for this study. It is not an exhaustive list but covers the major 

components of settlement organization in the 17th-century colonial landscape. The project 

examined the following:  

 

1. Founding nation (British / French / Dutch);  

2. Religious affiliation of settlement (majority or state religion) (Catholic, Anglican, 

Dutch Reformed, Quaker, Puritan, or Jewish);  

3. Whether the town was surrounded by fortifications or not (y/n);  

4. If the town was fortified, was the burial ground established inside the fortification 

(y/n);  

5. Was the burial ground associated with a church (Originally established on church 

grounds or adjacent to a church, or planned church. Sites founded by the British 

are expected to show differences in church placement, due to sites being selected 

to demonstrate variability) (y/n);  
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6. What was the burial ground’s distance from the church (metres); and, 

7. Was the burial ground centrally located in a community (Centrally located is 

determined by a site being in the heart of the lived area. If it is within the walls of 

a fortified town, but near the walls in a less populated or built up section, it is not 

considered central. If it is outside the walls, it is not considered central.)? 

 

It should be noted that these variables were applied to my previous research (Lacy 

2017; 2020), with the exception of the founding nation as all sites in my previous study 

were of British origins. Aspects of the questions applied to each site were streamlined, 

removing previous cardinal directions of burial sites from the centre of town, instead 

asking simply if they were centrally located or not. Additionally, previous study explored 

where sites were located on a major shipping river or the Atlantic Ocean. This was not 

necessary for further study, as the vast majority of early colonial settlements were near a 

major body of water or watercourse for ease of access, travel, and shipping.  

These data, along with site names and dates of establishment, were recorded for 

each of the 45 burial grounds across 30 settlements for the purpose of this study. Notes on 

each site were also collected which aided in the qualitative analysis of the data.  

 

5.2 Results of Site Survey 

 The survey of sites was primarily carried out to explore the similarities and 

differences between the burial grounds established by British, Dutch, and French settler 

communities in northeastern North America. Research on each site was completed using 
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archaeological excavation reports, historic maps and primary source documents, as well 

as prior research conducted on the sites. Many of the settlements had more than one burial 

ground established during the 17th century, and that is reflected in Appendix A, where the 

table of all sites and organizational variables for their burial grounds were recorded. 

These data were used to analyse the frequency of variables used for burial ground 

organization within the communities and will be discussed later in this chapter.  

 

5.2.1 British Burial Grounds 

 A wide variety of burial practices were expected from the sites surveyed for this 

project (18 burial grounds across 10 settlements), as the sites were chosen expressly to 

show the variability of burial practices under British rule. This variety is due to the wide 

range of religious expression practiced by British settlers during the 17th century. Britain 

afforded freedom of religion to its colonies, even though during the 17th century, the 

official religion of England was the Anglican Church, a branch of Protestantism. 

Elizabeth Holt writes, of Hampton, Virginia, that “no guidelines for the development of 

the colonial church were issued in England, the Church…gradually adopted separate 

characteristics suitable to its own needs” (1985:13). As a result, we see multiple religious 

practices in early sites such as St. Mary’s City, Maryland. This settlement was established 

by Cecil Calvert, son of Sir George Calvert, who converted back to Catholicism in the 

17th century. Therefore, the settlement founded by Calvert had a strong Catholic influence 

from its inception, and we see the first burials recorded at the site aligned with the 

Catholic priest’s home (Riordan 2000). In terms of organization, the priest’s home and 
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the chapel were close together, but neither were within the fortifications of the settlement, 

meaning they were not centrally located, one of the variables recorded.  

 At sites established by primarily Anglican or Anglican-governed settlements, 

several burial grounds were in the centre of the community while others were on the 

outskirts or away from the communal living areas; yet, all were associated with churches, 

the quantified analysis of which I will discuss below. It is clear that while the reformed 

Protestant church made strides away from Papal tradition, on the surface, and from the 

outside, a church and surrounding or adjacent graveyard still reflected many of the same 

ideals. From the perspective of the location and organization only, Anglican and Catholic 

sites appear relatively similar. However, when one examines the interior of a Catholic 

Church compared to a Protestant/Anglican Church, one will find stark differences in the 

types and amount of decoration and gilding, with the Protestants taking a much more 

minimalist approach to the design of their worship. This is apparent both in the British 

Isles and northeastern North America. Gravestones as well, will reflect a difference in 

religious views, although there are relatively few early 17th-century gravestones present in 

the study area aside from scattered examples in Jamestown and Ferryland. Gravestones 

with an IHS, the first three letters of the Greek name for Jesus, ΙΗΣΟΥΣ, or ΙΗΣ, are 

more commonly found in Catholic graveyards, while less decorated stones without 

religious symbology are more typically found in Protestant burial grounds as part of the 

Protestant tradition of rejecting unnecessary religious art such as images of the saints 

(Duffy 1992:155, 160), although these practices differ from place to place. In the study 

area, the most striking difference in burial markers is found between Puritans and 

Quakers, and Anglicans and Catholics.  
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 Puritans and Quakers in the 17th century shared a dislike of religious iconography 

of any kind and went so far as to not mark their graves at many sites. The earliest known 

Puritan gravestones from the mid-17th century, in sites like King’s Chapel and Copp’s 

Hill Burying Grounds in Boston are only inscribed with text and no iconography, and 

earlier graves were likely unmarked. Quakers in Newport, Rhode Island, initially buried 

their dead directly behind their ‘meeting house’ likely in unmarked graves, before another 

Quaker burial ground was opened several blocks away in 1675, with very few 

gravestones present. Both Puritans and Quakers are dissenter groups of the Protestant 

church and call their spaces of worship a ‘meeting house’ to further distance the role of 

‘church’ in everyday life, using these buildings as multi-purpose spaces when not holding 

a service. While there are some examples demonstrated in Chapter 4 where Puritan and 

Quaker burial grounds were identified in association with their house of worship (ie: New 

Haven Green, Ye Antientist Burial Ground, and the Quaker Meeting House burials), the 

majority of these sites were physically and spiritually separate from buildings with 

religious connotations.  

 What this study demonstrates for British settlements is that their burial practices 

represent traditions from a variety of different religious and socio-cultural groups within 

the British Empire. Some settlements were funded by individuals or a family, such as St. 

Mary’s City, while others saw the support of an economic enterprise like the Virginia 

Company at Jamestown. Through the many avenues for economic support, coupled with 

the religious freedom afforded to the British colonists in North America, we are left with 

settlements with varying degrees of pre-planned organization, religious influence, 

fortifications, and burial grounds. As demonstrated in Section 5.4, the variety of sites 
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found in 17th-century British colonial settlements were far greater than those founded by 

the Dutch or the French during the same period, due to the number of dissenter groups 

allowed to establish settlements in the British territories.  

 

5.2.2 Dutch Burial Grounds 

Dutch settlers have been present in northeast North America since the early 17th 

century, with the establishment of Fort Nassau, later Fort Orange, which became the 

present-day city of Albany. The earliest burial grounds recorded for this project date to 

around the 1620s with the permanent habitation at Fort Orange, and well-established sites 

date to 1653-54. The majority of these burial grounds were founded by members of the 

Dutch Reformed Church, a Protestant Church formed in the new Dutch Republic after the 

Protestant Reformation in the 16th century. While the Dutch colonies were multicultural 

places with settlers from across Europe, as well as enslaved Black African and Caribbean 

people, the Dutch Reformed Church controlled most of the religious and burial 

landscapes in these settlements, resulting in all Dutch-founded burial grounds recorded 

for this research being directly related to a church. 

The burial grounds in these settlements were primarily adjacent to, or within 

proximity of, the church itself. The outlying sites pre-dated the establishment of a formal 

church structure in the settlement, as was the case with the Fort Orange Burial Ground 

and the New Utrecht Reformed Dutch Church Graveyard, which opened in 1653/54 with 

the first church not being built until 1700 (French 2021c). In this last example, the 
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eventual church was still constructed adjacent to the burial ground, signifying the 

importance of having those spaces together in the community.  

Dutch burial practices in the Netherlands were dramatically affected by the 

Protestant Reformation, which impacted the way that funerals and rites over the grave 

were carried out. Dutch Protestants practiced simple funerals and burials in line with their 

beliefs, and no longer sat vigil or spoke eulogies over the graves (Mathijssen and 

Venhorst 2019). These practices were similar to what English Protestants were doing 

around the same time (burials without bells or elaborate funerals), although there were 

exceptions to the rule for those who could afford it. With Calvinist beliefs being the state 

religion of the Netherlands, it is no surprise that we see these same practices reflected in 

the simple burials of the colonists in North America, based on eye-witness accounts such 

as those of Samuel Sewall and Joshua Hempstead.  

While we cannot see through the archaeology what prayers or rites were said over 

a grave, we can see how the burials themselves were conducted. Both in the Netherlands 

and in northeastern North America, we see the practice of building a burial ground 

upwards through layers of added soil in order to add additional burials, when there is 

limited space for burials. While this was not a requirement for settlements in North 

America, especially for settlers who believed the land to be available for the taking, the 

Dutch still undertook this practice in at least one site in 1658 onwards. In the previous 

chapter, we saw Joel Munsell’s record from 1876 stating that when the burial ground on 

Beaver St, Albany, was filled it was completely ‘buried over, with a foot of sand’ and a 

new layer of burials could be placed, with each coffin fitting together against the other 
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ones (1876:25). This record indicates that coffins would have had to be ‘square’ with 

even sides, suggesting that they were not using six-sided coffins in Albany.  

An adaptation of the church structure that we see in colonial settlements like 

Albany and possibly Kingston, NY, are the fortification of the churches themselves. This 

was not the case for every site in the study area, but in particular the first Dutch Reformed 

Church constructed in Albany was purpose-built as both a church and blockhouse and 

was placed strategically in the centre of an intersection where the entrance to the fortified 

settlement could be seen. The fortification of a church provided a safe place for the 

settlers to congregate if their settlement was under attack, so building the blockhouse and 

church together was a logical choice.  

The earliest Jewish burial ground in North America was founded in New York, 

formerly New Amsterdam, in 1682, after the British takeover of New Netherland in 1664. 

However, the Jewish population in the city first arrived in 1654, pre-dating the British 

occupation of the territory, and so the site has been included under the category of Dutch 

burial grounds. It is possible for the British to have had some influence over the location 

of the burial ground, the Dutch had already established the main centre of the city by the 

time of the British takeover so there would have primarily been Dutch influence over the 

layout of the city. Jewish settlers had fled from Recife, Brazil, after the colony changed 

hands from Dutch to Portuguese and their safety as practicing Jews was at risk (Feldberg 

nd). Their burial ground was established to the northeast of the walled New Amsterdam 

settlement, approximately 1.3 km away. While not a Dutch Reformed Church, it is 

significant to note that the later-constructed Jewish Synagogue was constructed adjacent 

to the Dutch burial ground. The site is also only 0.6 km east of the African Burial Ground, 
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which was also established outside of the fortified settlement, though the date of origin is 

unknown. This mortuary landscape will be discussed further in Chapter 7.  

 

5.2.3 French Burial Grounds 

 The French have had an enduring presence in the history of European settlement 

in northeastern of North America. The French and British were in effect racing to 

establish settlements on the eastern seaboard, with the French primarily focused on the St. 

Laurence River Valley in modern-day Quebec, and Acadia in modern-day Maine, Nova 

Scotia, and New Brunswick, as well as settlements in Newfoundland and the islands of 

Saint Pierre and Miquelon off the southwest coast of Newfoundland (Champlain 1613; 

Prowse 1895; Wallace 1999).  

For this research, 12 burial grounds across 10 settlements were examined, and all 

of them were found to have been established by Catholics, which was to be expected from 

a predominantly Catholic nation. Even the site of St. Luke’s Anglican Churchyard, today 

an Anglican church, was first used by the Basque and later the French, practicing Catholic 

groups. The present church was built on the site on the oldest Catholic church in 

Newfoundland (Newfoundland and Labrador Heritage 2016). The site would have been 

taken over by Anglicans when Placentia was ceded to the British in 1713. All but one of 

the sites surveyed were directly adjacent to, or surrounding, a Catholic church or chapel, 

with the exception of the Côte de la Montagne Cemetery which is an ‘unknown’ as the 

earliest established community burial ground in Quebec City, opened in 1608, and it is 

undetermined if a church or chapel was established nearby (Notre-Dame de Quebec 
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Parish 2023). It is clear from the results of this survey that the intertwined nature of 

church and burial ground in the French Catholic belief system was significant, and was 

maintained through the 17th century, even in their North American settlements.  

  As will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter, the majority of the French 

and Dutch settlements surveyed were fortified, in contrast with the British sites which 

were primarily not fortified. If we only look at British Anglican sites, fortification rates 

rise slightly, indicating that fortifications may have been part of a more dominant 

religious group’s ethos regarding early settlement development. The term ‘fortified’, in 

the case of this research, is used to signify settlements that were surrounded by walls 

and/or other fortifications such as ditches and bastions for protection. It also includes sites 

with heavy fortifications around the perimeter of the settlement that are not necessarily 

solid walls. The settlements without fortifications, St. Croix Island, Falmouth (formerly 

Pisiquid), and Grand Pré, were outliers and perhaps settlers felt that their location and 

landform would afford them protection as was the case with St. Croix, or that the 

settlements were established later in the 17th century when substantial fortifications were 

not considered a requirement for settlements. Falmouth and Grand Pré were both settled 

by Acadians in the latter decades of the 17th century and had a focus on agricultural 

enterprises which did not require or could not reasonably enclose such a large, fortified 

area around the settlement. This is similar to that seen when looking at unfortified Dutch 

sites, which were primarily rural sites with a basis in agriculture, or were located near a 

larger, fortified settlement that could afford them protect, as was the case with sites near 

New Amsterdam such as Flatlands or Flatbush.  
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5.3 European Burial Practices in Northeastern North America 

 While some aspects of European burial traditions were carried to North America 

and are present at the survey sites, the settlers also had to adapt to their new environments 

as well as negotiate new religious ideals. As a result, the burial landscape developed 

differently from the home countries. One of the major differences in North American 

burial spaces is the idea of permanence. Charnel houses and ossuaries were a common 

sight across Europe during the medieval period, as structures holding the bones of the 

deceased once their bodies had decomposed. They do not appear to have been popular in 

the Netherlands. This practice made room for additional burials in spaces that did not 

have an expanse of land to give over to permanent burials. “The curation of human 

skeletal remains was an important facet of medieval funerary practice, and the 

proliferation of charnel houses during the Middle Ages is a European-wide phenomenon 

(Walker Bynum 1995:203 in Craig-Atkins et al. 2019:1). Charnel houses stored human 

remains no longer interred in original graves respectfully but as part of an anonymous 

collective within their community (Craig-Atkins et al. 2019:5; Farrow 2023). While the 

wealthy could afford to retain their individual identities after death through burials within 

the church, or ossuary boxes in charnel houses, it was much more difficult for anyone of 

lower socio-economic status. In terms of collective remembrance, the wealthy are able to 

hold on to their identity after death, while the poor could not, and become part of the 

collective, for community mourning without knowledge of individual’s burial locations or 

the location of their remains beyond the mass ossuary.  
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 With the push for colonization into North America, we see a sudden retention of 

that individuality after death, with graves of single people left in the ground, as they did 

not have to conserve land in the same way that they had in Europe. There were exceptions 

to this practice, with burial grounds being moved, or at least partially moved, due to 

construction in later years or a congregation looking to move their space to another part 

of a growing community; however, for the most part, the idea of the ‘permanent resting 

place’ grew in North America, regardless of the founding nation behind the settlement. In 

Dutch Albany, for example, the first burial ground within the fortified city surrounded the 

First Dutch Reformed Church, constructed as a joint church and blockhouse in the centre 

of an intersection in 1655 (Venema 2003:83). However, burying people in an intersection 

was not particularly practical, and shortly after in 1658, a burial ground was opened on 

Beaver Street and many of the graves were relocated there. As with most cases of burial 

relocation, settlers did not manage to move everyone, or some individuals could not 

afford to have their loved ones moved. It is very common to find that with a burial ground 

which was supposedly relocated, that only the grave markers that were moved, and only 

some of the bodies reburied. This is what happened in Guilford, CT, with the gravestones 

being removed to a newer burial ground by 1817, and the ground levelled to disguise the 

grave depressions by 1824, but most of the bodies being left in their original location 

(Smith 1877:37-38; Dee 1998). The practice of a grave for eternal sleep had been 

established by the 18th century, and it would be difficult to get settlers in America or 

Canada to change this mindset, even today. Even today in parts of Europe, graves for full-

body inhumation are only temporary places, with a lease on the grave paid by the family 
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for a 10-20~ year period, after which the bodies are removed and cremated, such as what 

happens with graves in the small country of Luxembourg (Streb 2019:48-49).  

 European burials from the 16th century, for the common person, did not typically 

include a coffin. They were expensive to manufacture and decorate and were typically 

reserved for people who could afford such a luxury. In Britain, the layperson would be 

buried in a tightly wrapped shroud or winding cloth, tied at the head and feet, or secured 

with pins around the face, and possibly carried to their grave in a parish coffin. Coffins 

were not found in the majority of burials until the mid-17th century, and in 1678 the 

Burying in Woollen Act meant that all British burials had to have a wool shroud. In the 

British colonies in America and Canada, however, the burying in wool shroud rule does 

not appear to have been enforced, and I have seen no evidence of surviving textiles in 

burials being recorded as primarily wool, though this may be an interesting avenue for 

further study. There are very few examples of burial shrouds or clothing from the 17th 

century surviving in the archaeological record to date, with silk ribbons around the neck 

and wrists of an adult individual, and a fragment of linen in the burial of a child recovered 

at St. Mary’s City (Bruwelheide et al. 2021). Wool production was not a major industry in 

early colonial North America, so there was no push to promote use of the material, 

instead opting for what was available. Burials were not carried out naked, or without a 

shroud or coffin, unless hurriedly done (Riordan 2000:2-15). 

 There have not been many 17th-century burial grounds fully excavated in 

northeastern North America, but, through sites like St. Mary’s City, we are afforded a 

glimpse of what British settler burial practices were like for a community of mixed 

religious background. Timothy Riordan indicates that the increased use of coffins through 
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the 17th century can be seen in the colonial Chesapeake through the archaeology, where 

the use of a coffin becomes almost universal by the end of the century (Riordan 2000:5-

1). Shrouded burials without a coffin only appeared in the early period at the site, roughly 

1634-1667. This demonstrates that the use of coffins was reflecting roughly the same 

timeline as in Britain. The most recent burial, first located in 1992 but not excavated until 

2023 was adjacent to the 1634 fort walls, and was likely buried in a hurry, with no nails 

or soil stains to indicate a coffin, and the positioning of his limbs suggest that he was not 

buried in a shroud (Ruane 2023; Travis Parno, personal communication May 11, 2023).  

At the Second Church site in Hampton, VA, burials were found within the church 

oriented both east-west and north-south, though no interpretation was offered by the 

excavation report for this deviation to Christian burial norms (Holt 1985:84). Based on 

the results in the report, some of the burials had coffins based on the nails found in the 

soil, while others may have been shrouded burials and only the grave shaft was noted. In 

the case of these burials, several fragments of gravestones were identified dating to the 

17th century, and were identified as an imported fossiliferous limestone, indicating that 

they were not carved in North America (Holt 1985:95). It is also noted that while there 

was little decorative hardware from coffins found at the church, some examples made 

from iron were recovered (Holt 1985:95). This church, which dates to 1623/24, reflects 

Protestant burial traditions that would have come to Virginia with the settlers. These 

examples demonstrate that individuals who were buried in the church, who had the funds 

to pay for that privilege, were continuing to reflect the funeral traditions present in Britain 

during this period. These burials were more extravagant than those we see in Puritan 

settlements during the same time, which are documented as simplistic and plain with very 
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few decorations, as noted by primary sources (Sewall 1973). For example, Sewall 

recorded on September 23, 1690, of the death of his child Judith, “On the Coffin is the 

year 1690, made with little nails” (Sewall 1973:267).  

 Coffins were common in the early 17th century in the Netherlands and, while there 

has been minimal excavation on Dutch burial grounds from this period in North America, 

it appears from 19th-century accounts from Albany that coffins were used frequently 

enough to be noted in historical accounts of excavations. Coffins did appear to be more 

frequently used in the Netherlands in the medieval and late-medieval periods in a variety 

of styles. As we saw in Chapter 3, minimal archaeological research has been undertaken 

in Dutch burial sites, but four types of coffins were recorded at the medieval cemetery in 

Reusel, including rectangular coffins, as well as anthropoid, log, and a ladder coffin 

which would have had rungs instead of a bottom (Nater 2016). These styles have not yet 

been recorded in colonial Dutch burial grounds in the study area from the 17th century but 

could indicate styles that were in use. 

Looking at the burials of French settlers, we must first note that there have not 

been many studies of funeral customs of early settlers in Quebec (Desjardins and Duguay 

1992:33). It appears that at the Pointe-À-Callière site, the first burial ground established 

in the early days of Montreal, there was poor preservation in the seven excavated graves 

uncovered but coffins had been used based on the presence of nails and decaying boards 

(Desjardins and Duguay 1992:34). Coffins found in French burial grounds in Europe 

were primarily lead or wood, gaining popularity throughout the late medieval and early 

modern periods. I have not seen any evidence of 17th-century lead coffins being used in 

French or Dutch colonial settlements within the study area, and only in one British site, 
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that of St. Mary’s City, as they were extremely heavy and would have had to be imported 

overseas or had the material shipped over, making them costly and inefficient when wood 

was readily available. The lead sheets for these coffins originated in southwest England 

based on metallurgical analysis, but was likely brought to St. Mary’s City for other 

purposes and later made into the coffins (Travis Parno, personal communication May 11, 

2023). The coffins recorded at Ville-Marie were trapezoidal, with the wider portion at the 

head, narrowing towards the feet. This style was also reflected at Sainte-Marie among the 

Hurons, where one six-sided coffin was identified (Desjardins and Duguay 1992:35).  

It was also noted through historic documents that when the first burial at Pointe-

À-Callière took place, the burial ground was already surrounded by a fence (Desjardins 

and Duguay 1992:32). This is an important feature, as bounding a burial space with a wall 

or fence was common practice in Europe and indicates that this was a planned burial 

space rather than a plot on someone’s property that became the burial ground informally. 

It was purposefully laid out in this way. The report on this excavation compares it to the 

short-lived French Jesuit Mission, Sainte-Marie among the Hurons (Sainte-Marie-au-

pays-des-Hurons), located on Huron-Wendat land near Midland, Ontario (Jury and Jury 

1954). This site was contemporaneous with the Ville-Marie burial ground, dating from 

1639-49, and excavations at this site, which primarily contained the burials of primarily 

Indigenous people, revealed that the majority of these individuals were buried in a coffin 

(Jury and Jury 1954:90-92; Desjardins and Duguay 1992:35). Sainte-Marie will be 

discussed further in Chapter 7. 

 Many of the excavated graves at Ville-Marie were oriented east-west, which is to 

be expected in a standard Christian burial ground. The excavation report notes that at 
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least one burial was oriented with the head to the north rather than west, which they 

speculate could indicate an Indigenous person was buried there (Desjardins and Duguay 

1992:34). They note that many burials of Indigenous people at Sainte-Marie among the 

Hurons were also oriented with the head to the north, while others were buried with the 

head to the south and only one to the east (Hunter 1983 in Desjardins and Duguay 

1992:34). Huron-Wendat tradition shows their burials facing the east, so they could reach 

their Village of the Dead when they arrived in the afterlife, although some souls would be 

reborn rather than settle in the afterlife (Thwaites 1896-1901:207; Jackson 2012:4). This 

demonstrates discrepancy between tradition at the Sainte-Marie among the Hurons site, or 

at least variability.  

Within Ville-Marie, the archaeology suggests that the Indigenous people were 

buried in one section of the site, while the Europeans were buried in another, suggesting 

the reasoning for the change in grave orientation from E/W to N/S. The contemporaneous 

records of burials at Ville Marie identifies 38 individuals, with at least 12 individuals 

recorded as ‘Native’ (Desjardins and Duguay 1992:32). They were recorded with their 

original name, their baptismal name, and mostly noted as ‘sauvage’ in the margin 

(Desjardins and Duguay 1992:33). Their recorded names were Charles Matasagouis, 

Simon Piskault, Mathurin Parisien, Elias Kiouebu, Delphina Quabigaro, Francois 

Touskigich, infant Ouechikinagaunich, Jean Anacaoui, Pierre Makinganattik, Augustin 

Ahoodach, Genevieve Orlircha Otienega, Michel Tonnere (Desjardin and Duguay 

1992:42). Those with information recorded about them in the burial records were from 

the Anishnabeg and Huron-Wendat nations, and all were buried with an officiating 

Catholic priest listed in the records, Catholic burials of Indigenous persons.  
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 Regarding the placement of burial grounds in British, Dutch, and French colonial 

settlements, there are a number of contributing factors to examine. While the 

fortifications of a site were seen to only somewhat affect placement of a burial site in 

British settlements (66.7% of fortified sites had burial grounds inside the walls, Lacy 

2020:100), the fortification of a town is still a variable to be explored with regard to 

French and Dutch sites, as will be discussed below. If Puritan settlements are removed 

from the sample, the majority of which were located in Massachusetts and Connecticut, 

80% of fortified settlements had their burials within the fortifications, but the percentage 

of fortified settlements only rose to 36% from 22.5% (Lacy 2020:100). A random sample 

of 10 sites from the data collected for my previous research showed 50% fortified, 50% 

not fortified, with 80% of burials from fortified settlements inside the walls of the 

settlement, showing more influence on burial positioning from fortifications (Lacy 2020). 

British and Dutch towns in Europe typically had burial grounds near or central to the 

dwelling areas, but in North American sites were just as likely to be in the centre of a 

community as they were outside of it. French sites, however, tended to be more central 

rather than located away from the main living spaces, which could be reflecting the 

Catholic ties that they still held.  

 

5.4 Comparative Analysis of Sites Surveyed 

 The purpose of this statistical analysis is to examine the frequency of sites with 

certain attributes, in order to gain a better understanding of what different groups of 

settlers were doing when establishing their burial landscapes: were Catholics only 
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choosing central locations beside churches, and how did that compare with other groups, 

such as the Dutch Reformed? Were there significant variations within one group, or 

within sites founded by one European country? In order to achieve this goal, the same 

data was collected from each site to ensure standardization of the analysis. Along with the 

site name, location, date founded, and location, I also recorded the religious affiliation, 

whether the settlement was fortified by a palisade / enclosure, if enclosed were the burial 

grounds inside or outside of the walls, whether the site was associated with a church and 

whether the church and burial space were on the same land/property, the distance from 

the potential church, whether the site was centrally located in the community, and the 

GPS coordinates for future reference. This information was collected with regards to the 

burial ground specifically, and the orientation of the grave(s) was not included in the 

statistical analysis, as it is not known for many of the sites. Grave orientation was 

included in site backgrounds as available. These questions were answered with ‘yes’ or 

‘no’ and were entered into an Excel spreadsheet to better visualize the data (Appendix A), 

as well as into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) to run descriptive 

frequency and cross-tabulation analysis. If the data was unknown, it was entered into both 

programs as a missing value.  

 It is not possible to predict all human behaviour through statistical analysis. When 

working with a small dataset such as a handful of sites, statistical analysis on the subset of 

data would be invalid, and descriptive analysis is better suited to these examples. With a 

smaller data set, one cannot make sweeping conclusions. The statistical frequency 

analysis presented in this chapter is meant to give a sense of the trends present in burial 

organization in the 17th century, but in many cases the results are not considered 
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statistically significant. However, a p-value of <0.05 is not the only indicator that a result 

is scientifically significant with the American Statistical Association (ASA) stating that 

“the p-value was never intended to be a substitute for scientific reasoning” (MacDonald 

2016). Additionally, the 10 British settlements selected for this research were chosen to 

represent the variety of religious groups present on the northeastern North American 

landscape by the British settlers. Due to their allowance of religious tolerance, we see far 

more dissenter groups such as Quakers and Puritans moving to North America to found 

settlements, than we do with the Dutch or French, where very little dominant religious 

variability is seen. This results in data regarding the variability in British burial space 

organization being unsurprising. These data will be included to demonstrate differences in 

organization of burial grounds between religious groups and across the British burial 

landscape. However, in terms of identifying variability between British, Dutch, and 

French sites, their variability is already recognized because they were selected to show 

just that. 

I have chosen not to include private family burial grounds / family plots in this 

analysis (Lacy 2017). This research focuses on organized community burial grounds, 

established by a municipality or church for the use of their community, and was not 

restricted to one family. The study of family plots would be a project in itself, and one 

that warrants future research.  
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5.4.1 Results of Comparative Analysis  

 Descriptive analyses were conducted on several different groupings of sites, based 

on association with their founding nations and association with churches, central location, 

and the existence of fortifications. In total, 45 sites were studied between 30 settlements, 

10 each founded by the British, Dutch, and French. There were 18 burial grounds 

recorded in the British settlements, 15 in the Dutch settlements, and 12 in the French 

settlements. 

 The results showed the largest disparity between fortified towns and unfortified 

towns came from the British settlements surveyed, with only 30% (3) of the settlements 

fortified, and 70% (7) of the towns without fortifications. The sites that were fortified, 

Jamestown, the Popham Colony, both founded 1607, and St. Mary’s City, founded in the 

1630s, were early settlements in their regions, suggesting why they were relying on heavy 

fortifications. Out of those three settlements, two had their burials inside the 

fortifications, with only one site, St. Mary’s City, locating their two 17th-century burial 

grounds outside the fortified centre. It is interesting to note that while Popham and 

Jamestown were both founded with backing by the Virginia Company who were 

Anglican, St. Mary’s City was established by the Calvert’s a re-converted Catholic family 

and that the first burials at the settlement were associated with a Catholic priest’s 

residence and the later chapel (Riordan 2000).  

 When one considers that the settlements founded by dissenter groups, particularity 

the Puritans in New England, tended not to fortify their settlements in the traditional 

sense of surrounding a town in a wall or palisade, the majority of the surveyed settlements 

being without fortifications even in the early 17th century makes sense. When we look at 
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settlements in the dataset founded by Anglican and Catholic groups, or in the case of 

Newport, RI, had a non-denominational burial space at its beginning, we an increase to 

50% fortified and 50% not fortified. Within those sites, 67% of the fortified towns had 

burials inside the walls.  

 Looking at the same variable for a different population, the Dutch settlements, we 

see that 60% (6) of the settlements were not fortified and 40% (4) were surrounded by 

fortifications. This is the reversed ratio of fortified to non-fortified that we see in the 

French settlements. While some of the settlements were established decades after the 

initial push from Europe to begin colonizing North America and, while places like New 

Amsterdam and Albany certainly had fortifications due to their strategic locations, other 

settlements that were established for farming may not have felt the need to be surrounded 

by a wall, nor would it have been practical or defensible.  

Fortified French towns account for 60% (6) of the settlements surveyed, with 40% 

(4) unfortified. This survey counts the settlement of Montreal as ‘unfortified’, as the 

fortifications were not constructed until the 1680s, after the burial grounds included in 

this research were opened and closed again (Mappin 1995:21). It is important to also note 

that every one of the French settlements included in this survey were Catholic and/or 

Jesuit, and so the Catholic influence on burial practices is noted. Regarding the placement 

of burials inside or outside of fortifications, the results were not statistically significant, 

with 50% (3) of burial grounds at a fortified settlement placed outside the walls, 33% (2) 

placed inside, and one (1) site unknown for 17%. While the majority of British and Dutch 

sites in this research were not fortified (70% and 60% not fortified), with the French we 

see the inverse, with 60% of French sites fortified, reflecting their tenuous position poised 
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against the British in northeastern North America and the need to provide protection for 

their settlers.  

What these data demonstrate is that, while a smaller sample size, the British 

settlements surveyed reflect the same results as those collected during my previous 

research, also a mixture of primarily Puritan and Anglican sites, where 77.5% (31/43) of 

sites surveyed were not fortified (Lacy 2020:100). In that research, more burial grounds 

associated with fortified sites were found inside the fortifications rather than outside 

(33.3% (3) outside, 66.7% (6) inside). In Figure 5.1, 50% (2) of the fortified sites had 

their burials outside the fortifications and 50% inside. Regardless of the relatively small 

sample size, these results show that fortifications were not a major influence on where the 

British were placing their burials. When we compare against data collected in my 

previous research founded by dominant religious groups only, that value increases to 80% 

of burials in fortified towns found inside the walls, and 20% outside (Lacy 2020).  

This is directly contrasted with the French settlement results, which were 

overwhelmingly fortified, based on the sites surveyed. While the Dutch were more likely 

to establish their burial grounds outside of the walls of the settlement, the French sites 

were close to evenly split (Figure 5.1). This may indicate the fortifications did not play 

into where the burials went, and the space for burials was simply the best one available. 

Prior to the 1650s, there are more fortified sites than not, with the only non-fortified 

British settlements being founded by Puritans, besides the settlement of York, Maine, 

which was predominantly Anglican and founded in the 1630s. No Dutch settlements 

founded prior to 1650 were recorded for this study, and all but one pre-1650 French 
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settlement was fortified5. In terms of settlements founded in the latter half of the 1600s, 

both French sites founded in the 1680s-90s were non-fortified farming communities in 

Nova Scotia. All Dutch settlements recorded were founded after 1650, with 60% fortified, 

as already mentioned.  

Out of the three nations’ settlements examined for this research, the French burial 

grounds were all associated with churches directly, with 11 out of 12 sites recorded as 

having a direct association with a church (1 unknown), 91.7% (Figure 5.2). This result 

was not a surprise, as the French colonizing enterprises in northeast North America were 

overwhelmingly Catholic, and the strong association between the sacred nature of a 

Catholic burial/burial ground and the church was clearly being upheld within their 

settlements. The close association between church and burial space is also reflected in the 

Dutch settlements, where 13 out of 15 (86.7%) burial grounds were directly associated 

with churches. The two outlying burial grounds not associated directly with a church, by 

which I mean geographically adjacent or purposefully nearby the governing church, were 

the pre-1656 burial ground at Fort Orange, now Albany, and the New Utrecht Dutch 

Reformed Church Graveyard, which was established between 1653-64, but the church 

was not constructed until 1700. It is likely that both these burial grounds can be deemed 

Dutch Reformed but were established before their communities had the resources to 

construct a purpose-built church. All the Dutch sites included in this research were 

primarily Dutch Reformed Church, with the exception of one Jewish Cemetery in New 

Amsterdam which was associated with its nearby synagogue and was founded in 1682.  

 
5 Although one could argue that the island location of St. Croix was fortification enough.  
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These data are in direct contrast with the British results, which show that 50% (9) 

of sites were associated with churches, while 44.4% (8) were not, with one unknown 

(5.6%). The British-founded burial grounds present an interesting cross-section of 

religion in the 17th century, as British colonies had a freedom of religion that was not 

permitted to those still living in England at the time. Therefore, we see burial grounds in 

northeast North America established by Anglicans (Protestant), Catholics, Puritans, 

Quakers, and Jewish settlers, which presents much more variety in burial practices than 

we see in either Dutch or French settlements from the same period. In my original study, 

61.5% (24) of sites were not associated with a church, while 38.5% (15) were, 

demonstrating a slightly higher number of sites that were not associated with churches, 

but overall, still not statistically significant results (Lacy 2020:100).  

When broken down based on religious affiliation, it is even more clear the 

religious variation found in the British colonies when compared to the majority Protestant 

Dutch and Catholic French (Figure 5.3). British Protestant and Catholic burial grounds 

surveyed were directly associated with a church 100% of the time, while Puritan sites 

were more likely not to have that connection (71.4% or 5 sites were not associated with a 

church). These results were reflected in my initial research as well, with sites in 

Massachusetts and Connecticut, both settled primarily by Puritans in the early 17th 

century showing 85.7% and 72.7% not having associations with churches, respectively 

(Lacy 2020:100). Meanwhile, Anglican sites in Virginia were 100% associated with 

churches, a result duplicated by this project.   

When looking at whether burial grounds were located in the centre or the edge of 

a community (Figure 5.4), we can see that while British and Dutch sites are slightly more 
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common outside of the centre of town with 55.6% for the British and 53.3% for the 

Dutch, these results are reversed when considering the French. For French burial grounds, 

66.7% (8) burial sites were located in the centre of towns, suggesting that even if the town 

was not fortified, it was more common to see a central church and burial space in a 

French community, even in 17th-century colonial North America, and the maintenance of 

the connection between those two spaces.  

 

5.5 Discussion  

These data have demonstrated that burial grounds in northeastern North American 

colonies were influenced both by traditions brought over from the settlers’ European 

home countries, as well as shaped by new traditions established upon arrival. The latter 

would facilitate their separation from Europe through their death and burial practices, and 

in many cases help them build a new identity. This was especially true of the British 

dissenter communities in North America, where we see a greater variety of religious 

groups represented in the early days of colonization in the northeast, including Catholics, 

Anglicans, Puritans, Jews, and Quakers, all with their own ideas about how to treat their 

places of worship and their dead.  

Dutch settlements established by the VOC in northeast North America showed 

influence over their town design as well as previous settlement patterns from the 

company in addition to Dutch tradition approaching town development with rules 

established by the company (Van Oers 2000:10-11). The burial grounds opened in Dutch 

settlements were primarily, but not all, associated with the Dutch Reformed Church, with 
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the burials directly beside church buildings or within close proximity. This is similar to 

the British Protestant (Anglican) sites surveyed, which retained that close spatial 

relationship between burial and house of worship that dissenter groups often tried to 

separate from. Anglican, Catholic, and Dutch Reformed are very similar in terms of 

spatial organization of burial grounds and churches, as ‘well established’ religious 

practices in Europe. Regarding the Catholic French, of which every French site surveyed 

represented, all burial spaces were associated with a church or chapel, and the majority of 

these were located in the centre of their community, whereas the Dutch and British sites 

were more likely to be away from the centre of town, regardless of religious affiliation. 

This is shown through 8/12 French burial grounds being in the centre of town, while the 

British and Dutch burial grounds lean towards being away from the centre of town, with 

10/18 and 8/15 respectively, being away from the centre of their communities.  

But what do these nations’ approaches to mortuary spaces tell us about their 

settlement development in North America? We know that European countries which were 

establishing settlements in the northeast were concerned with their security, against one 

another and the local Indigenous peoples whose land they were on. The French produced 

more fortified settlements than the Dutch or British, due to the early dates of the 

settlements, but as identified in my previous research with only British settlements, the 

fortification of a town was not as influential to the placement of burial grounds as initially 

hypothesised (Lacy 2020). For this research, more French sites were fortified than not 

(70%), with 44% of burial grounds in these fortified sites were outside, 45% inside, and 

11% unknown. These data suggests that for the British burial grounds surveyed (50/50 

inside or outside), fortifications do not play a role in the placement of burials, and that 
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they do not play much of a role with the French burial placement either. The lack of 

connection between fortifications and internal or external burial grounds is particularly 

interesting, especially when considering the Catholic influence on all aspects of life in 

France in the 17th century, where parish churches and burial sites were “la plupart 

encastrés dans le tissu urbain” (mostly embedded in the urban fabric) (Bertrand 

2017:108). The removal of these spaces from the centre of colonial settlements may 

reflect the lack of an older, established church or consecrated space that was traditionally 

being used, or because fortifying a town meant that there would be less living space 

available and so space had to be prioritized for those who were, in fact, still alive. Despite 

being part of the community in a unique way, the dead do not need the same physical 

protection as the living.  

When we look at Dutch settlements, however, a slight majority of sites were not 

fortified (60%), and of the fortified sites, most burials were placed outside of those 

fortifications (67%).  When we look at the burial grounds of unfortified Dutch sites (6 

sites), 83% (5 sites) are located centrally in the community, which suggests that the 

fortifications did play a role in burial ground placement for Dutch colonies. This also 

speaks to the development of Dutch settlements in North America, as they were moving 

away from the need to establish a fort around their settlement to expanding the settlement 

itself. The burial spaces no longer took up valuable land inside the walls, and so could be 

established closer to home.   

A comparison of British, Dutch, and French settlement fortifications between the 

study sites can be seen in Figure 5.5, which is similar to the rates of burial grounds being 

in the centre of communities, as shown in Figure 5.4. This is an interesting trend to 
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observe, as even though walls surrounding a settlement did not have any sway over the 

burial ground being located within or outside of the walls itself, it does appear to have 

some influence on whether a burial ground is in the centre of the community or not.  

When broken down by religious affiliation, the groups that had the most sustained 

relationships between church and burials were the Dutch Reformed Church, the French 

Catholic Church, and the British Protestant Church. While Protestant groups were 

dissenters in the eyes of the Catholic Church through the 16th-century Reformation, they 

were well-established by the 17th century as official churches of state. It was the other 

dissenter groups like the Puritans and Quakers that were more likely to change burial 

practices further from what was practiced in Europe. This is where we see meeting houses 

and Friends houses, with groups who followed Calvinist views or similar, who were 

resisting the practices of the Catholic and Protestant Churches in Europe. These 

relationships between places of worship and places of burial within communities 

established by more ‘traditional’ (although at the time Protestantism was still young) 

compared to more zealous religious reformers was expected to be reflected in the data.  

It is clear through this examination of burial landscape patterns in colonial 

settlements, that there were many factors that went into choosing the placement of the 

burial spaces. Association with a church and the centre of town varied between religious 

groups and nationalities, but overall, the results show that settlements with stronger ties to 

traditional European religious practices such as the French Catholics would overall retain 

more traits of their church and burial grounds as seen in Europe, than groups that were 

separating from these older establishments such as the British Puritans or Quaker 

communities. Colonial northeastern North America was also home to many Jewish 



 165 

congregations starting in the mid-late 17th century, although they were not afforded as 

many rights as the majority groups in their communities, and therefore had less influence 

over whether their temples would be adjacent to space available to them for burials.  

Where we have ongoing connection between the community, the church, and the 

burial grounds in some communities, in others these spaces are further disconnected and 

have remained that way to this day. In the following chapter, we will discuss how 

colonial burial spaces, which are typically portrayed as white spaces, were the final 

resting place of many people of colour as well, both free and enslaved. Their burial 

practices often reflected the colonial traditions, in what was deemed acceptable in that 

community, although as was seen during excavations at the African Burying Ground in 

New York City, that was not always the case below the surface.  
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Figure 5.1: Pie charts showing fortified British, Dutch, and French colonial towns, and burial locations within fortified 

towns. The righthand chart shows four burial grounds from three towns, which were fortified, as demonstrated by the 

lefthand chart. 
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Figure 5.2: Table showing site association with churches for British, Dutch, and French settlements. 
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Figure 5.5: Fortifications at the study sites, divided by founding nation. 
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6 Community Archaeology & Burial Landscapes: New Perlican, 

Newfoundland and Labrador 

  

This case study arose from a community initiative. Residents of New Perlican 

wished to better understand their historical burial grounds and associated landscapes, and 

how these might be managed as historic resources. I first began my engagement with 

residents of New Perlican in 2017, prior to my PhD research, when I participated in a 

heritage workshop co-organized by Heritage NL and Memorial University of 

Newfoundland and Labrador, with Dale Jarvis, the now-Director of Heritage NL and Dr. 

Shannon Lewis-Simpson, adjunct professor in MUNL’s Archaeology Department. The 

goal of the workshop was to clear brush and small trees from the overgrown St. Mark’s 

burial ground located on the west side of the harbour. The site, which contains the 

remains of hundreds of former residents, overlooks a harbour punctuated with colourful 

fishing stages, many of which have been rebuilt as an effort by New Perlican to restore 

their historic harbourfront. The workshop was attended by over 40 MUNL undergraduate 

and graduate students and community members including the local group Heritage New 

Perlican, who I subsequently worked closely with to organize field surveys as part of my 

PhD research.  

 The workshop taught the attendees about how to carefully remove brush from a 

historic burial ground without causing damage to the site. My role was to aid in the 

mapping of the gravestones as well as to give a talk about my previous research on 
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historic burial grounds in Newfoundland, and what we can do for their conservation 

moving forward.  

 Subsequent fieldwork at New Perlican was undertaken over two field seasons in 

the spring of 2021 and 20226 (Lacy 2022b; 2023). Fieldwork primarily consisted of 

mapping known historic-period burial grounds dating from the 18th century (possibly 

earlier) to the early 20th century, in order to create georeferenced maps of the spaces and 

gravestones. This information was compiled in GIS and the finished maps were given to 

Heritage New Perlican as a community resource. My goal with this aspect of the 

fieldwork was to map the sites to examine the development of the burial landscape, but 

also to record the gravestones and site boundaries as they are today, for future heritage 

work in the community. New Perlican is an outport community with many historical 

resources, and understanding the breadth of these resources in order to promote them to 

visitors and locals, as well as protect them from ongoing and future developments, was a 

key motivation in my work.  

 New Perlican was chosen as a case study site in Newfoundland and Labrador 

within the wider goals of exploring the development of historic burial landscapes in 

northeastern North American colonial settlements which have seen long or continuous 

periods of occupation since their founding by Europeans. New Perlican was not used in 

my comparative study in Chapter 5 since a 17th-century burial space has yet to be 

confirmed in the community, although one of the burial grounds discussed in this chapter 

 
6 The fieldwork and concurrent research for this community-based project was made possible by research 

grants from The J.R. Smallwood Foundation, the Provincial Archaeology Office (PAO), the Society for 

Historical Archaeology (SHA), and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC). 
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is quite plausibly of that date. The mortuary landscape of the community, however, 

warrants closer examination. Many settlements in the analysis above were selected based 

on their founding nation and for having known burial grounds from the 17th century. Not 

all the sites discussed have been continuously occupied to the present day, with some like 

Saint Croix Island or the Popham Colony only lasting a handful of years before being 

abandoned due to hardship or conflict with rival nations. New Perlican, however, has 

been continuously occupied by European settlers since the arrival of the Hefford family in 

the mid-17th century, and was noted by settlers at the Cupids Plantation since the winter 

of 1619/1620 (Heritage NL 2018), although it is unclear whether settlers from Cupids 

ever lived in New Perlican.  

 

6.1 Community Value in Heritage 

There are many ways to define a ‘community’. A community can refer to a group 

of people who live in the same geographical area, or those tied together by a shared 

interest, cultural background, or belief system, or communities can be “characterized by a 

sense of identification and emotional connection to other members” (Israel et al. 

1998:178; Atalay 2012:90). Members of a community might be interested in their local 

heritage projects, as a source of pride, of income, or a draw for tourism, but generally 

there is shared interest in preserving and protecting local heritage sites, burial grounds 

included. Through archaeology, professionals can engage with their communities, create 

reciprocal sharing of knowledge, and communicate why the protection and preservation 

of tangible heritage is of great value to everyone involved. 
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 For example, the Florida Public Archaeology Network (FPAN) created a program 

called the Cemetery Resource Protection Training (CRPT) program in 2004 in 

partnership with cemetery management, archaeologists, and municipal governments to 

“facilitate the appreciation, value, and stewardship” of historic cemeteries across the state 

(Miller 2015:276). By framing cemeteries as outdoor museums that need to be managed 

and cared for in a similar way to a curated collection, participants learned the importance 

of best practices in gravestone care, cleaning, and conservation. Miller puts it best when 

she states that “the power to preserve is realized by the cemetery stewards, and the results 

are creative and varying. In this way, cemeteries move beyond their designation as 

outdoor museums and could also be rightly called participatory museums” (2015:278). 

This example is greatly encouraging for communities that are already interested in 

preserving their historic burial grounds and an excellent way to educate those who are 

curious about how to get involved, by providing a platform for community engagement 

and creating a dialogue (Simon 2010:187). Through the creation of a standardized 

program for engagement with historic cemeteries, FPAN has been able to run meetings 

and gravestone cleaning days with a similar mission to Florida archaeologist Margo 

Stringfield’s research “promoting local historic cemetery preservation through an 

interdisciplinary approach in education and training, and by fostering an informed 

stewardship base” (Miller 2015:281; Stringfield et al. 2015).  

In Newfoundland, under the banner of Black Cat Cemetery Preservation, I have 

worked with my partner and Heritage NL to create gravestone conservation workshops 

aimed at community members and heritage professionals alike to teach about the value of 

local historic cemeteries and burial grounds, and how best to care for them (Lacy 2021b). 
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Like the CRPT program, but on a much smaller scale, our workshops garnered interest 

from community members who wanted to learn more about these sites, and we received 

very positive feedback on the events. Working directly with communities has helped us 

find the balance between conservation as a field and the needs and wants of the 

community. Our project with the Trinity Historical Society at St. Paul’s Anglican 

Churchyard in Trinity is one such example where we collectively decided to retain some 

of the leaning headstones rather than fulling straightening them all, in order to keep some 

of the heritage character of the churchyard. Through best practices in burial ground 

conservation, including how to safely clean, record, and repair simple upright grave 

markers in historic burial grounds with permission from the site’s managing body, 

communities can easily play a role in the preservation of their heritage.  

 Allison Mickel’s recent publication, “Why Those Who Shovel Are Silent”, 

discusses interviews with community members who were involved with high-profile 

excavations at Petra, Jordan and Çatalhöyük, Turkey, and why the distribution of 

knowledge between archaeologists and locals is unbalanced and often exploitative of 

local labour (2021). What Mickel identified through her interviews is that, while often 

pretending not to have knowledge of the archaeological process, locals who work(ed) on 

these projects were deeply invested in the sites and had their own theories and ideas on 

the use of certain spaces and objects based on their understanding of living in a similar 

environment. This demonstrates that communities already understood the importance of 

protecting and learning about these archaeological sites. While her project only briefly 

touches on the topic of human remains, the overarching message that a local community 

knows as much or more about a historic site and should not be overlooked or excluded 
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from the archaeology, holds true for work in cemeteries and other burial spaces. These 

sites are their heritage, deeply significant to the community and their shared past (Meskell 

2018). When engaged in community archaeology that is forward facing, archaeologists 

don’t need to convince a group to protect their own heritage, as this is something 

communities are already aware of. 

 

7.2.1 Benefits of Collaborative Research 

Collaborative research, or research that takes place with a group or community, 

and not of or about them, is a significant part of creating a decolonized and more holistic 

archaeology in the 21st century. While excavations are an important part of the field, it is 

important that we as archaeologists consider accessible alternatives beyond public 

presentation, such as outreach programs to “help instil a sense of belonging and 

community to the people living in and around [an archaeological project]” (Reynolds 

2014:186). By working directly with community members and leadership, it encourages 

them to be invested in their own heritage, archaeological sites, and understanding of their 

home. These all help to enrich ones’ sense of place, and benefit both the archaeologists 

and the community.  

Burial spaces are significant heritage resources for both heritage professionals and 

their communities. As spaces of interest to a variety of stakeholders, burial grounds are of 

“high symbolic, emotional and cultural value to local communities, as repositories of and 

windows to local and family histories” (Pillatt et al. 2021:2). Through collaborative 

projects between archaeologists and communities, the significance and value of such 
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spaces is brought to the forefront of the conversation. For example, Pillatt et al. (2021) 

describe the ‘Discovering England’s Burial Spaces’ project, also known as DEBS, which 

seeks to educate the British public on the significance of burial spaces and give them the 

tools to record these spaces for future research. This effectively inserts anyone into the 

role of mortuary researcher, participating in fieldwork while developing an understanding 

of the value of such spaces. The DEBS project addresses the lack of standardization in 

community graveyard surveys in the past and has updated Mytum’s (2000) classification 

system for more streamlined usage. The revised system was developed through 

consultation with several community groups undertaking the work, ensuring that the 

system was intuitive to groups who would be less familiar with technical research 

methods of recording (Pillatt et al. 2021:3). The benefit of such programs can be seen 

immediately, as the DEBS recording project allows anyone who is interested to quickly 

learn the system and record burial grounds in their local UK community.   

 Another example relevant to this research is the rescue archaeology of a burial 

ground at S.. Helena Island which was originally created for African individuals who had 

been kidnapped from their homes in the transatlantic slave trade (Pearson and Jeffs 

2016:99). Ships carrying enslaved Africans were liberated by the British Royal Navy 

during the mid-19th century and brought to St. Helena, a stopover on their way home, but 

some 5000 individuals ended up dying there and were buried on the island (Pearson and 

Jeffs 2016:99). As part of the collaborative goals of this CRM project, a series of 

interviews with residents of the island were conducted in order to gain feedback and 

understand local attitudes about the excavation of human remains. The authors note that 

the local responses were “either great curiosity or significant antipathy” (Pearson and 
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Jeffs 2016:99). This project began as part of the construction of an airport on the island, 

which would impact a large area of the Rupert valley, and archaeologists were required to 

mitigate that impact to the African burial ground as part of the excavation. 

 If it had not been for the airport construction on St. Helena, it is likely that these 

burials would have been left undisturbed. The islanders felt that the graves were part of 

their shared heritage, although Pearson and Jeffs report that, through community 

consultations at the beginning of the project, there was “only patchy knowledge of the 

graveyards and little appreciation of who they contained, or of their international rarity 

and significance” (2016:101). This project is an interesting case study for many reasons; 

understanding attitudes towards the dead by the community, measuring perceptions of 

history, and demonstrating the importance of rescue excavations, to name a few. “There 

was a prevailing sense that the dead should be ‘left in peace’; had the excavation been 

purely a research exercise it might have been strongly opposed” (Pearson and Jeffs 

2016:106). As Pearson and Jeffs stated, “exhumation was carried out to enable respectful 

reburial; the information gleaned from the assemblage was a secondary benefit” 

(2016:106). This seems to be a common reaction amongst the public to rescue operations, 

and it is the archaeologist’s job to ensure the public that remains are typically no longer 

exhumed just for the sake of scientific research. The community benefits from a project 

like this by having a say in how their heritage is handled, while also seeing their 

community grow and develop, with “a growing pride in the role that St Helena played in 

the abolition of the slave trade” (Pearson and Jeffs 2016:111). Community input on the 

handling and storage of the exhumed remains has put pressure on the local government to 
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see the remains reinterred rather than stored long-term or displayed, and at the time of the 

paper’s publication, ongoing consultations were being held.  

 It is clear through consultative projects like the St. Helena excavations, using 

community engagement to understand people’s perceptions of the cemetery excavations, 

and the DEBS project which created a streamlined burial ground recording system 

employing direct input and collaboration from various community groups, that 

communities are ready to be, or already are, invested in their local heritage. By 

implementing public archaeology methods into projects and working with the local 

communities, and not just studying them, the results of research projects will have 

meaning and impact beyond just the academic sphere, but to the preservation of local 

heritage and learning for the people involved.  

 

6.2 New Perlican 

 The Town of New Perlican is located on the west side of Trinity Bay, on the 

northwest arm of the Avalon Peninsula, on the island of Newfoundland. It is located 

within the traditional territory of the Beothuk people. Tucked in a picturesque harbour 

between Heart’s Content and Winterton, the British-founded community of New Perlican 

has been home to settlers and their descendants since at least 1675. The harbour is dotted 

with colourful fishing stages and active fishing boats. The community has around 200 

residents according to the 2021 Census of Population (Statistics Canada 2021).  

 According to the 1675 Sir. John Berry Census of Newfoundland, only two 

families resided in New Perlican that year: Edward Howard with four individuals who 
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worked for him, and William Hefford (also spelled Hellford or Halfyard in the census) 

and wife (unnamed) along with 18 men7 (Berry 1675). The Hefford’s property included 

four boats and one fishing stage. The community of Old Perlican, farther north on the 

peninsula, was substantially larger in 1675 with 11 households, two of which included 

children, and housed 124 male fishing servants.  

 While New Perlican was small in the 17th century, it grew into a bustling place 

with several hundred residents. One of the first references to the name ‘Perlican’ can be 

found in a letter by Captain Charles Leigh, dated 1597, where he records that a Basque 

ship was anchored in ‘Parlican’ (Gilbert 2020:1). In his 2001 report of the  archaeology in 

New Perlican, Gilbert writes of a recently recovered will from 1631 which indicates that 

migratory fishers were established in the area, and that by the time of the French attack on 

the English Shore in 1697, there  were a reported “nine houses and stores” in the small 

town (Prowse 1895:232; Gilbert 2020:1). The French military campaign in 

Newfoundland resulted in the destruction of around 36 English settlements including 

Ferryland.  

 The number of known historical burial grounds that remain is quite high, with 

nine burial grounds within the vicinity of the community, and only two still in use today 

(Figure 6.1).  

 
7 Census records provide counts of ‘men’ separate from family members and who were likely fishermen or 

otherwise employed by the family in their enterprises.  
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Figure 6.1: Map of New Perlican, showing the location of the eight identified burial grounds within the community 
(Tapper 2021). 
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6.2.1 Public Archaeology in New Perlican 

I began this part of my PhD project by reconnecting with Heritage New Perlican 

and discussing how I was interested in doing research on their burial grounds. 

Specifically, I wished to explore the development of the burial landscape in their 

community, which had been occupied by European settlers since the 17th century, and 

simultaneously engage with community members to answer any questions residents may 

have. The response I received was overwhelmingly positive. Heritage New Perlican was 

interested in my research proposal and indicated that they were excited to learn more 

about the Bloody Point burial ground site specifically (ClAi-12), and in having copies of 

my research for their community archives. Their interest and dedication in preserving and 

learning more about their historic burial grounds drove my project’s development. As 

demonstrated in this chapter, one of the goals of community archaeology and 

collaborative research is to engage and share information. All data gathered during my 

research will, therefore, be shared with Heritage New Perlican and, by extension, the 

community.  

‘Public’ or ‘community archaeology’ refers to the sub-discipline of archaeology 

that focuses on community engagement, collaboration, and participation. These terms are 

relatively common amongst archaeologists today though are often utilized as ‘buzz 

words’ to indicate the dissemination of research, without additional meaningful 

connections with a community; effectively tokenizing the ‘community’ aspect. Public 

archaeology can specifically mean the presentation of archaeology to the public through 

engagement in the field or museums, while community archaeology instead leans towards 

collaborative and participatory research methods (Atalay 2012; Gould 2016:9). 
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Additionally, this project falls under the ‘public archaeology of death and burial’. This 

sub-discipline is a field of public archaeology which focuses on the community 

connection and engagement with spaces of death and burial, within burial grounds and the 

wider burial landscape. I have chosen to refer to the work as public archaeology rather 

than community archaeology, because although I was in consultation with Heritage New 

Perlican regarding the project and discussed my research with members of the 

community, it is not as collaborative as community archaeology projects are. I presented 

the research to the community and invited anyone interested to attend and asked for their 

feedback on the project.   

The 2021 field season presented some challenges regarding public engagement, as 

I was working with a small team of colleagues (PhD Candidates Ian Petty and Bryn 

Tapper), and Covid-19 protocol established by the university required strict social-

distancing in the field. I made a flyer which was distributed on the Heritage New Perlican 

Facebook page and within the community to let residents know when and where I would 

be conducting fieldwork. During the 2021 field season, only two individuals approached 

me to discuss the history of the sites in a capacity that I could take notes on for the 

project. This low turnout was likely due to the poor weather during a portion of the 

fieldwork, or fears of contracting Covid-19. Through discussion with members of 

Heritage New Perlican I was informed that people are interested in knowing more about 

Bloody Point, and that several individuals are also very interested in learning and/or 

identifying the ‘New Road’ burials, which appear to be associated with local lore. Based 

on a site visit, the New Road burials appear to be ground disturbance due to field clearing, 

potential relict house features, and small mounds of earth, but locals have continued to 
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believe there are gravestones in the area. They are also keen to know the location of the 

original St. Mark’s Church, which used to be adjacent to the cemetery. Part of the 

community consultation for this project has been reiterating the importance of rescue vs. 

research excavation of burial grounds, and how archaeologists would not normally 

excavate those buried at Bloody Point unless they are impacted by development.  

In May 2023, I hosted a community event in conjunction with Heritage New 

Perlican, with an excellent turnout from not only New Perlican but surrounding 

communities of Heart’s Content, Winterton, and Hant’s Harbour. I presented my research 

at the town hall and community centre to an audience of around 25-30 individuals, 

discussed the goals of my own project as well as the importance of protecting and 

preserving local heritage for the future, and went over the maps created from the field 

survey. There were numerous questions from those who attended, primarily about how 

they could record and preserve gravestones in other communities and in New Perlican. I 

was pleased with the level of interest and engagement that the project received.  

 

6.3 Fieldwork 

The first season of fieldwork took place between June 28th and July 2nd, 2021, 

and overall, six burial grounds were surveyed. The sites surveyed were:  

 

- ClAi-4, Hefford Plantation Burial Site; 

- ClAi-11, St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery Municipal Heritage Site;  

- ClAi-12, Bloody Point 2 Burial Site; 
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- ClAi-14, Pinsent’s Garden Burial Site;  

- ClAi-15, Jane Condon’s Grave Municipal Heritage Site; and,  

- ClAi-16, St. Matthew’s United Church Southside Cemetery Municipal 

Heritage Site. 

 

The goal of my fieldwork was to use a total station theodolite (TST) to map the 

boundaries and gravestones of most of the historic burial grounds in New Perlican, so that 

their organization and spatiality could be examined in relation to each other and to the 

community. The use of a TST is a common approach to non-invasive surveying. While it 

does not have the ability to look below the surface like other non-invasive survey 

techniques such as a ground penetrating radar (GPR) — which transmits high-frequency 

radio waves from an antenna and collects measurement of the waves as they bounce back 

to the antenna (Conyers 2004:1) — a total station allows for the accurate mapping and 

recording of the surface of a site, as well as the location of artifacts (such as grave 

markers) in relation to one another.  

All were surveyed using the TST, and photographs were taken of each gravestone 

in all sites except for St. Mark’s, due to the large number of fieldstones used to indicate 

burial places (see Appendix C). The results would provide the community with a geo-

referenced record of the exact location of known grave markers at these sites, many of 

which had never been fully documented or had been documented through crowd-sourced 

databases such as BillionGraves.com (2021) with poor accuracy in terms of geographic 

data. In 2022, we returned to New Perlican to finish up the field survey, which took place 

at ClAi-17, St. Augustine’s Cemetery #1.  
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The survey of these sites was important to the community as it created a record of 

the location and number of grave markers at known heritage sites, which is vital for any 

future development in the area. The recording also provided information to the 

community and anyone visiting who wished to learn more about a particular stone or 

about the sites in general. The numbered maps, created for my project by Bryn Tapper, 

have been sent to Heritage New Perlican for the community archives. I plan to provide 

catalogued photos of the grave markers as well, with photos having been taken of all 

inscribed grave markers. For the larger sites, I did not catalogue each uninscribed 

fieldstone with a photograph, as it would provide little to no additional information and 

given their nature it would be extremely difficult for volunteers or visitors to identify 

individual stones during a visit to these sites. However, by recording their location using 

the TST and taking photos of select fieldstones as representative examples, this project 

will ensure a wider understanding of their presence and visibility on the burial landscape 

of New Perlican specifically and Newfoundland in general.  

It should be noted that the two contemporary burial grounds, St. Matthew’s United 

Church Cemetery (#2, Figure 6.1) and St. Augustine’s #2 Anglican Church Cemetery (#5, 

Figure 6.1), are still in use today and both sites contain field stones which is often an 

indicator of an earlier site. However, the use of field stones in outport communities, as I 

will discuss in this chapter, should be considered more an indicator of the economic status 

and the lack of access or connection to a professional stone carver than to the age of the 

site. These sites were visited, and photographs of notable stones were taken, but due to 

their modernity, they were not surveyed using the TST. 
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My interest in using a total station for this project was to create an accurate and 

measured plan of each of the burial spaces at New Perlican. Prior to the start of my 

research, Heritage New Perlican had communicated to me that, while there has been great 

interest in the gravestones at the older sites in the community, they did not have a 

catalogue of how many gravestones were present at any of the sites. Unlike the use of 

GPR on uneven terrain that I experienced while conducting my Master’s research at 

Ferryland and Tors Cove, NL, the total station works well on any terrain, as long as you 

are able to level the tripod that the machine sits on (Lacy 2017:107). 

 

6.4 The Sites 

The sites selected for this case study made up the oldest known burial spaces 

within the community of New Perlican (Figure 6.1). In the following sections I will 

outline the background of each of the sites, the surveys carried out, as well as significant 

finds that were recorded.  

 

6.4.1 Hefford Plantation Burial Site 

The most well-known archaeological site in New Perlican, the Hefford Plantation 

is currently located on private property. The plantation site dates to the 17th century, 

based on artifacts recovered by Gilbert and team during excavations from 2001-2009 

(Gilbert 2020). As already stated in this chapter, the Hefford family was one of the first 

documented European settlers in the area, and excavations carried out at the site clearly 

demonstrated the 17th-century occupation through the recovery of over 1100 ceramic 

sherds, a William III halfpenny dating between 1695 and 1698, and multiple clay pipe 
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fragments, as well as architectural features (Gilbert 2020). Gilbert’s excavations 

concluded that the site was the location of William Hefford’s 1670s plantation, and had 

been occupied through to the 21st century. 

The burial ground, which would have been located on the plantation itself as a 

family burial ground, included five gravestones (Figure 6.2). The stone dedicated to 

William and Honor Hefford, who died in 1788 and 1813 respectively, is made from 

imported limestone and is the only inscribed stone surviving at the site. The others are 

fieldstones, and it is unknown if there were once more gravestones on the site which have 

since been removed. The current homeowner kindly allowed us into the property and 

maintains the lawn meticulously so that the fieldstones were easily identified and 

surveyed with the TST. Due to the spacing between stones 2 and 3, and 4 and 5, it is 

possible that there was another row of graves in between the two, but that should only be 

investigated through GPR or another non-invasive surveying technique. Unfortunately, 

because this site is located in a manicured lawn on a property which has seen human 

occupation since at least the late 17th century, very few above-ground features survive to 
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this day. The gravestones and limits of the yard were recorded, but no other features were 

included.   

 

6.4.2 St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery 

 St. Mark’s Cemetery is a unique and historically significant site in New Perlican, 

and one the community is particularly interested in clearing and preserving, as well as 

having the gravestones recorded and mapped. The site is located on Scott’s Hill, on the 

east side of the harbour, situated on a gently sloping roughly rectangular plot of land. The 

Figure 6.2: Map of Hefford Plantation and St. Matthew’s UC Cemetery (Tapper 2021). 
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majority of the gravestones are uninscribed fieldstones, but there are a number of 

inscribed stones recorded as well, made from imported marble.  

 Like many communities in Newfoundland, New Perlican did not have an 

established clergy until the 19th century, and the St. Mark’s Anglican Church was not 

constructed at the site until 1832, or at least was constructed enough to be consecrated as 

a religious site (Jarvis and Matthews 2018:4). According to an 1827 newspaper, Bishop 

John Inglis of Halifax, Nova Scotia, traveled to the area by ship, and visited New Perlican 

(Jarvis and Matthews 2018:3). This newspaper article stated that there were no churches 

in the community at the time, and does not mention the burial ground, although this does 

not mean there were not any, as settlers had been living in the area for nearly 200 years. 

As of 2024, the location of this first church in New Perlican is unknown, though it is 

expected to be near the burial ground based on local oral histories and was destroyed by 

fire in 1886 (Jarvis and Matthews 2018:4-5). The burial ground fell out of use in the 

1890s, when St. Augustine’s Cemetery #1 opened to the south of the new church.  

 Over the course of the TST survey, we recorded a total of 306 potential grave 

markers, doubling the number of markers estimated by Heritage New Perlican. We also 

recorded the location of iron railing fragments which had once surrounded one of the 

plots, and the rough location of vegetation on the site. The rails likely came from one 

plot, which can be seen in a photo taken by Eileen Matthews (Figure 6.3). Based on the 

map (Figures 6.4 and 6.5) one can see that there are rough rows in the east half of the site 

running north/south, and all inscribed headstones faced east, subscribing to Christian 

burial traditions.   
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 Between the volunteer day which I participated in, in 2017, and this survey in 

2021, the municipality of New Perlican negatively impacted the site through the digging 

of a drainage ditch along its eastern extent. As part of the 2021 survey, I recorded the 

impact and reported it to the Provincial Archaeology Office. At least three previously 

recorded fieldstones had been removed from the east extent of the site, with a possible 

fourth missing as well (#’s 1, 2, 4, and potentially 11).   

 

Figure 6.3: St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery iron fencing, photographed between 1965-1970 (used with permission of 
Heritage New Perlican). 
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Figure 6.4: St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery map, overview (Tapper 2021). 
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Figure 6.5: Detailed map of all surveyed grave markers in St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery (Tapper 2021). 
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6.4.3 Bloody Point 2 Burial Ground 

The burial ground at Bloody Point 2 was first surveyed by Shannon Lewis-

Simpson and Maria Lear, with help of graduate students Rita Ujunwa Onah and Elsa 

Simms, on October 31st, 2019. Their survey was “part of a broader, interdisciplinary 

research project between the New Perlican Heritage Committee, Heritage NL, Student 

Life, Folklore, Archaeology, and the Centre for Social Enterprise, School of Business” 

(Lewis-Simpson et al. 2021). The site is situated on a peninsula which extends out of the 

New Perlican harbour area and is to the north of St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery, described 

above. Some excavations were carried out at Bloody Point 1 (ClAi-07) by William 

Gilbert in 2001, which is located north of the burial ground, but the burial ground had not 

been surveyed until 2019 (Gilbert 2003; Lewis-Simpson et al. 2021). The burial ground 

was identified through local knowledge, and was confirmed through the survey, which 

recorded above-ground features in the form of 19 uninscribed fieldstones and one 

inscribed limestone headstone which was largely illegible. A GPR survey also recorded 

several below-surface anomalies which aligned with the rows of headstones (Lewis-

Simpson et al. 2021). The 2019 survey and report concluded that the burial ground likely 

predates the construction of the St. Mark’s Church in 1832 and demonstrates key 

characteristics of early Newfoundland burial grounds with graves aligned roughly in rows 

running NE-SE, facing the ocean. Graves facing the ocean is a major component of such 

sites in the province (Pocius 1986:27; Lacy 2020).  

During the 2021 survey at Bloody Point 2, we identified an additional five 

potential grave markers within the known site area. This greatly contributes to our 

understanding of the use and size of the site. Newly recorded grave markers (20-24) were 
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all fieldstones (Appendix C) and are noted here as ‘potential’ fieldstones not to discount 

them, but to reflect the fact that this research will not be ground-truthing any burials to 

investigate the presence of a grave shaft, human remains, or other funerary fixtures such 

as a coffin. Archaeology is moving away from the unnecessary disturbance of human 

burials out of respect for the people buried there, and for the descendent communities.  

The recorded fieldstones are roughly shaped to be rounded or squared at the top 

and set vertically into the ground so that the visible layers of the stone, the laminations, 

are vertical. This would be an unusual way for a stone to sit naturally on its own, and so 

even if tooling marks are not visible, a stone in line with other fieldstones is likely a grave 

marker. The newly identified fieldstones are close to the others in the rough rows already 

identified in 2019. 

As part of the field survey, we also recorded surface features which characterise 

settler occupation in the immediate area (Figure 6.6 and 6.7). Within meters of the 

identified burial ground area, we recorded a potential garden enclosure to the west, a 

house terrace to the northwest, several field clearance cairns, and two remnant root cellars 

to the north and east.  
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Figure 6.6: Overview map of Bloody Point burial ground and surrounding features (Tapper 2021). 
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Figure 6.7: Detail map of Bloody Point, showing numbered gravestones, nearby features, and 2019 GPR grid (Tapper 
2021). 
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6.4.4 Pinsent’s Garden Burial Site 

The site of Pinsent’s Garden is located at the Pinsent’s Lane Municipal Heritage 

Site on the east side of the harbour, off Route 80. The heritage site includes a small 

laneway which lead to the premises, which was owned by Captain Jacob Pinsent who 

purchased the property in the 1920s, for whom the site is named (Heritage NL 2018). The 

burials located at this site are indicated by two surviving gravestones, made from 

imported limestone, and dedicated to William and Elizabeth Snook, who died in the early 

19th century. Unfortunately, these gravestones are no longer in situ, and have been moved 

behind a shed that is presently on the property, angled towards one another, and had a 

protective wood fence built around them. Due to the solid nature of the fence and the 

confined space we were unable to survey these stones using the TST, and instead took a 

general GPS point for the site and documented the stones with photographs (Figure 6.8).  
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Figure 6.8: Map showing the location of Pinsent’s Garden Burial Site (Tapper 2021). 

 



 198 

6.4.5 Jane Condon’s Grave Site 

Jane Condon’s grave site is a municipal heritage site in New Perlican and has one 

of the earliest dated gravestones in the community, made from imported limestone. This 

site is located to the west of the main area of New Perlican, on the east side of Vitter’s 

Cove at the end of Gut Road. It consists of one limestone gravestone and two fieldstones. 

It is likely that this site was a family burial ground, based on its location away from the 

established burial spaces in the community that were available at the time of Jane’s death 

in 1816.  

Her grave overlooks the harbour and has seen an unfortunate period of restoration. 

The top portion of the gravestone, which had broken into eight pieces at some point in the 

past, were removed from the site and adhered together using an unknown adhesive and 

painted. The top section was then reattached to the base, which remains its natural colour. 

This site was surveyed using the TST and photo documentation (Figure 6.9).  
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Figure 6.9: Map showing the location of Jane Condon’s grave site (Tapper 2021). 
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6.4.6 St. Matthew’s United Church Southside Cemetery 

This site is one of the more recent burial grounds, having been opened in the early 

1900s according to its listing in the Canada’s Historic Places database (2009). As seen in 

Figure 6.2, it is within proximity to the Hefford Plantation burial site. It is the oldest 

United Church (UC) cemetery in the community, and is situated on the east side of the 

harbour on the edge of an eroding cliff. Documenting this cemetery was vital for the 

residents of New Perlican, as it is being negatively impacted by the effects of coastal 

erosion. 

Due to the proximity to the Hefford Plantation burial site, we did not have to use a 

second datum point to survey the UC cemetery.  Grave markers in the cemetery were 

primarily white wooden crosses in various states of decay, some having fallen down some 

time ago and partially buried in the grass. We recorded only 10 stone grave markers, 

which are indicated in Figure 6.2 by triangles. The site is narrow, and only two rows of 

graves are present due to the natural topography and property boundaries which surround 

the site. This cemetery is now closed to further interments, and the St. Matthew’s UC 

Cemetery on Birchan Hill is used instead.  

 

6.4.7 St. Augustine’s #1 Anglican Church Cemetery 

Finally, the survey of St. Augustine’s Cemetery #1 took place in the spring of 

2022 (Figure 7.10). The associated church nearby was constructed in 1886 after St. 

Mark’s burned down and was consecrated later that same year (Jarvis and Matthews 

2018:5-6). Clearing began for the new cemetery in 1892, with the Diocesan Magazine 
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from April 1892 stating that “it is hoped that the word so well begun may be brought to a 

successful termination, and that ere long a neat cemetery may be solemnly set apart by the 

act of Consecration” (Jarvis and Matthews 2018:6). The cemetery opened between 1892 

and 1895 and was used primarily as the Anglican cemetery until 1940 when St. 

Augustine’s Cemetery #2 was opened approximately 600 m southeast from Cemetery #1 

on Beaver Pond Road. It is not known whether burials were still taking place at St. 

Mark’s Cemetery after St. Augustine’s #1 was opened; however, after St. Augustine’s #2 

was opened, individuals were often still buried in #1 for some time.  

 Low vegetation was not an issue for recorded fieldstones at this site, due to its 

ongoing maintenance by the neighbouring goats, who are let into the cemetery to graze 

regularly and clear the ground of all low grass and shrubs, as well as kill alders which 

would do substantial damage to the site (personal communication, Eileen Matthews 

2021). As this site was used in recent memory for burials, it was not deemed vital to 

record the location of all gravestones, as the community was more familiar with the site 

than ones like St. Mark’s. Instead, I focused on recording the fieldstones after discussing 

the site with members of Heritage New Perlican and coming to understand that they did 

not know the number or extent that fieldstones had been used in their cemeteries (Lacy 

2023b). The survey took two days and resulted in the recording of 381 fieldstones. These 

stones were used with regularity throughout the site, and it is clear in figure 6.10 that like 

the more traditional gravestones, fieldstones were also set out in rows.  
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Figure 6.10: Map showing only the fieldstones at St. Augustine’s Cemetery #1 (Tapper 2022). 
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6.5 Results 

 The purpose of this survey was two-fold: first, to record the location of 

gravestones in the historic burial grounds in New Perlican using a total station theodolite; 

and second, to gain a better understanding of the development of the overall burial 

landscape within the community. The maps resulting from the TST survey have been sent 

to Heritage New Perlican for their community archives and as reference material for those 

interested in the gravestones present in their many historic burial grounds. I did not 

conduct formal interviews as part of this project, as it was beyond the scope of the 

research, choosing instead to have organic conversations with residents if they chose to 

approach me. Due to Covid-19 restrictions this did not result in many conversations 

during the 2021 season, but in 2023 I visited the community again to present on the 

previous fieldwork, and engage with community members about the burial grounds. 

There was an excellent turnout for the public talk, and a good level of interest and 

engagement from the community members who attended.   

During the field survey we learned that several of the sites had more potential 

grave markers than previously identified. I say ‘potential’ not in a passive sense, but to 

indicate that without subsurface ground-truthing, we can only make informed 

interpretations based on their context. The majority of the additional potential grave 

markers that were recorded were field stones, demonstrating that the practice of marking 

ones’ graves in outport communities was a necessity, although the access to 

professionally carved gravestones were not economically or geographically available to 

everyone.  
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 The results of the surveys themselves revealed how the various burial grounds 

were arranged within the community of New Perlican but also gave us a better 

understanding of the distinct layout within each space. As seen in Figure 6.11, the burial 

grounds in New Perlican follow a similar pattern to many other communities in 

Newfoundland and beyond, with the earliest burial grounds located close to the centre of 

the community, in this case around the harbour, and the more contemporary sites placed 

further away. This patterning/placement can be partially attributed to changing attitudes 

towards death in the British Isles and North America, leaning away from the memento 

mori towards a softening of death imagery and language through the 18th and into the 19th 

centuries, as well as community growth, and the rise of the rural cemetery movement 

(Pocius 1986:27; Baugher and Veit 2014:12). Such patterned movements in burial spaces 

were not as strict for family burial plots, as their location is dependent on where the 

family chose to live, as discussed below.  
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Figure 6.11: Overview map showing all known burial sites in New Perlican, with town centre and site periods indicated 
by coloured circles (Tapper 2021). 

 Marked with blue circles, sites 6 and 9, the Hefford Plantation burial site and 

Bloody Point burial ground are the oldest known burial places in the community. It is 

possible that the Hefford plantation site was established as a family burial plot on private 

land, but there is no way to know whether the individuals interred there were restricted to 

immediate members of the Hefford family without exhumation and testing. The Hefford 

Plantation has been occupied since the late 17th century by English settlers, some of 

whom are in the Hefford Family, and it is likely that the burial site on the property 

includes burials from that period. The existing inscribed gravestone present dates to the 
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late 18th or early 19th century based on the dates of death, and the uninscribed fieldstones 

are difficult to date. However, with the Hefford Plantation being the oldest known settler 

homestead in the harbour, the burial site being situated on their property meant it was also 

close to the heart of the community at that point in time. Such a placement would have 

been for ease of transportation and to keep the dead close to home, as was more common 

in the 17th century for established burial grounds in larger communities, such as Boston, 

MA, or even London, England, where early modern burial grounds can be found in the 

heart of the cities.  

 Site 9 on the map, the Bloody Point Burial ground (Bloody Point 2) is slightly 

removed from the heart of the modern community. While we do not have exact dates for 

Bloody Point 2, we know based on the imported limestone used for one inscribed 

headstone that the latest dates would be the early 19th century, likely earlier, as limestone 

began to phase out as a popular gravestone material in Newfoundland in favour of marble 

at this point (Pocius 1981). While the site today appears separated from the community, 

based on our survey of the landforms around the burial ground (it was once in the heart of 

a well-exploited and occupied area of New Perlican). Surrounding the graves are a 

potential garden enclosure, house terrace, field cairns, and two remnant root cellars as 

mentioned above. Like many outport communities in the province, New Perlican has seen 

a major population decrease as a result of urbanization and resettlement, with the 

community having 699 residents in 1921, but only 200 in 2021 (Statistics Canada 2021; 

Newfoundland’s Grand Banks 2023). Therefore, the distribution of houses and gardens 

which used to cover the promontory have since been abandoned, along with the burial 

ground. As previously stated, the survey conducted in 2019 by Lewis-Simpson et al. 2021 
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concluded that it is likely that Bloody Point 2 was established prior to the opening of St. 

Mark’s, making it the second-oldest burial ground in the community. 

 St. Mark’s Church (indicated by the yellow dot in Figure 6.11, site 3) was not 

constructed until the 1830s, but that does not necessarily date the associated burial 

ground. Like many communities in Newfoundland, it is likely that the burial site was well 

established prior to the construction of the church itself, only being consecrated when the 

church had been built and clergy were established in the immediate area. Most 

communities in rural Newfoundland did not have permanent clergymen until the 19th 

century, and New Perlican was no different (Pocius 1986:26). As a result, the population 

had to make do with unconsecrated burial spaces for their deceased loved ones. 

St. Mark’s Cemetery, which later became a churchyard, is situated on the side of 

Scott’s Hill overlooking both the community and the harbour and can be seen from 

several points around the area. It is west of the centre of town and on elevated land, as is 

most common of rural Newfoundland burial sites, and saw a long period of use until the 

opening of St. Augustine’s #1 in 1895 (Lacy 2020:101). The location of St. Mark’s 

Cemetery keeps with the idea that earlier burial grounds, namely ones from the 17th and 

18th centuries, were often closer to the community than late 18th- and 19th- century sites. 

This shift in location was due to an increased need for land, as well as fears of exposure 

to disease and the moral issues of being near and looking upon the dead (Baugher and 

Veit 2015:127).  

 Indicated by red dots in Figure 6.11, are two small family burial plots, that of Jane 

Condon, and the Pinsent’s Garden Burial site. Both sites have limestone gravestones that 

date to the early 19th century, three in total, and Jane Condon’s burial site also includes 
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two uninscribed fieldstones. Pinsent’s Garden site is within close proximity to the 

Hefford Plantation site, only a few metres to the north, and both gravestones are dedicated 

to members of the Snook family. Jane Condon’s grave is farther away from the centre of 

town, both historically and presently, located west overlooking Vitter’s Cove. Family 

burial sites were directly associated with the family’s land rather than the communities 

desire to keep the dead close; the location of Jane’s burial site is not unexpected and 

speaks to how the community had grown by the early 19th century. While not reflecting 

the movement of community burial spaces, they were included in the survey to accurately 

represent the evolution of New Perlican’s burial landscape.  

 All New Perlican burial ground sites noted have, until now, been either of 

unknown religious background or Anglican. The St. Mark’s Church was Anglican and 

was followed by the Anglican St. Augustine’s church and cemetery. However, in the 

early 20th century, the St. Matthew’s Southside Cemetery was opened for the United 

Church congregation, indicated by the dark purple dot on Figure 6.11. This site is 

adjacent to the Hefford Plantation on a small wedge of land overlooking the east side of 

the harbour, and as Jarvis and Matthews noted (2018:6), the 1925 book History of 

Methodism indicated that: “The first church in New Perlican was opened in the year 1893, 

and now is used as a day school. The present church was opened in 1914. Before 

Methodism had any church or graveyard in this place, a corpse was carried on horseback 

to Carbonear, fifteen miles distant, for burial”. The cemetery is in the centre of the 

community but is also located on a parcel of land that is not ideal for access and is 

currently being impacted by coastal erosion. This may have been the only burial space 

available at the time, but much less is known about the history of this site.  
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 Around the same time, the Anglican cemetery known as St. Augustine’s Cemetery 

(#1) was opened on Beaver Pond Road in 1895. This site follows the ideals for funerals 

and burials of the period, in that it is located out of town a short distance and partially or 

fully obscured from view. The cemetery is a large rectangular plot with clear boundaries 

and is bounded on all sides by fencing. While the current fencing is recent, it likely 

replaced earlier fences or walls as that was a common feature of 19th-century cemeteries. 

This site replaced St. Mark’s as the primary Anglican burial site in New Perlican and was 

in operation until 1940.  

 Finally, the two pink circles in Figure 6.11 indicate the contemporary burial sites 

within New Perlican. As to be expected, they are the furthest from the centre of the 

community, with St. Augustine’s Cemetery #2 located further southeast than St. 

Augustine’s #1, and St. Matthew’s United Cemetery #2 is approximately 1.4 km to the 

south southwest of the centre of the community. Neither of these sites are immediately 

obvious from the roadway and can be easily missed. These contemporary cemeteries are 

still in use and while they do reflect some older traditions of rural cemeteries such as the 

use of fieldstones which are present in small numbers at both sites, they are far removed 

from the living community spaces.  

 The shift from burial grounds in the heart of a community, easy to access and 

often in clear view of homes and working areas, to the outskirts of the living spaces and 

often obscured from easy view or access, is reflected in the burial landscape of New 

Perlican. North American European-descendant settlers were changing their relationship 

with death and mortality throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, and these changes were 

reflected in rural communities such as New Perlican. Commemoration at the earlier sites 
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is not reflected as clearly on the surface as later ones with elaborate, surviving grave 

markers, and indeed 17th and early 18th-century burial grounds may have had organic 

markers or no markers at all, but the location of these sites in the community is a 

testament to how commemoration was enacted. The dead were still, in a sense, part of the 

community, close to the central hubs of activity and the dwelling areas, if not fully in the 

centre of town. They were in view of everyday life and often visited by loved ones. We 

see this not only in New Perlican, but in burial landscapes along the northeast seaboard 

from the same periods. Even without extant grave markers, the placement of these burial 

spaces in their community is an aspect of their commemoration. 

 At the Newfoundland and Labrador Archaeological Society 2021 Annual General 

Meeting, Dr. Barry Gaulton spoke about the last 30 years of excavation at the Colony of 

Avalon archaeological site at Ferryland, Newfoundland (Gaulton 2021). Among other 

topics, he spoke about the positive community impact of a long-term archaeological 

investigation, through providing jobs and training at the site for numerous residents and 

students, to increasing tourism in the region, to instilling a sense of pride in local heritage 

and in the research being undertaken. Ferryland is a wonderful example of a partnership 

between academics and a community to enrich each other’s work, and to learn and grow 

together through archaeology. My research project in the outport community of New 

Perlican aims to fulfill similar needs, needs that the local heritage society made me aware 

of, including the lack of mapping and documentation of the grave markers in their historic 

burial grounds, and community interest in the location of the old church and identifying 

the potential ‘New Road’ burials, so that they can be recorded. If archaeology doesn’t 

work in collective collaboration with the communities being investigated, then they risk 
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treating the modern community as research subjects rather than a group of invested 

people.  

 Public archaeology of death, while helping the public to understand historic burial 

practices and connect with themes of mortality, can also help people understand the 

difference between rescue and research archaeology. Debates and discussions over the 

collection and repatriation of human remains in museum collections have been ongoing 

for decades, and through contemporary archaeology, we demonstrate that excavation of 

burials for the sake of research only, is no longer considered an ethical practice in North 

America (Hicks 2020). What this chapter has shown, is that death is a universal topic. The 

public is always ready to discuss death, whether that be in a historical context or 

contemporary death through a historical lens. Public archaeology is the tool we can utilize 

to help connect this subdiscipline with the public, and through that outreach, build 

collaborative relationships that benefit both academics and the communities they work 

with. Through collaboration and outreach, the importance of protecting heritage sites is 

taught and strengthened within the public’s mind. If you are involved in heritage, even as 

an occasional volunteer or visitor, you begin to see the value of protecting these sites. 

That sentiment is just as strong for protecting local burial spaces as it is for protecting 

buildings, for it is within these mortuary spaces that we learn so much about who made a 

community what it is today. 
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7 Representation and Visibility in the Burial Ground 

 

This chapter shifts the focus of colonial burial grounds away from the European, 

white settler, and discusses the diverse populations who were buried in the very same 

sites already discussed. An extension on the burial landscape analysis, this portion of the 

research sought to speak to visibility within colonial burial spaces. People of colour 

buried in colonial burial grounds in the 17th and 18th centuries were not as visible as their 

European neighbours, in the written records, the archaeology, or on the surface today. By 

focusing on the graves of Black and Indigenous people in colonial settlements, I hope to 

decentre the settler voice within these sites and help bring awareness to the diversity of 

17th-century communities that is often whitewashed by history. For example, the site of 

Copp’s Hill Burying Ground, and estimated 1000 out of 10,000 burials at the site are of 

Black individuals, but little is known about them and their section of the burial ground 

has only five grave markers remaining (City of Boston n.d.b). This demonstrates the lack 

of visibility of the burials of people of colour to the modern visitor, as well as speaks to 

the lack of preservation and knowledge retention about their burials. Many people simply 

are unaware of the presence of Black burials at this and other sites, while often recorded, 

this knowledge is not readily presented to the public.  

What does ‘visibility’ mean, in the context of colonial burial grounds? It is the 

privilege afforded to your final resting place, the placement of the grave within the larger 

burial ground, the ability to visit and to hold the funeral in the way which honours your 

cultural beliefs, to have a gravestone or mark the grave, and to have those grave markers 
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cared for and stand the test of time. The following chapter is an interpretation of visibility 

from two perspectives: firstly, the visibility of Black or Indigenous peoples in these burial 

grounds when the sites served as active burial spaces, and secondly, the visibility of those 

people today, whether that be through the archaeological record or the gravestones on the 

surface. These two avenues through which to examine burial spaces are essential to better 

understand how Black people and Indigenous people were represented within them. 

Throughout the 17th century, enslaved African and Caribbean people were being 

brought to European settlements in North America against their will to provide labour to 

colonists. The enslavement of Indigenous peoples was a different type of enslavement 

with a different history (Neeganagwedgin 2012; Blackbird 2023). These burial spaces 

also held individuals who were part of these ethnic groups who, although free, had their 

graves treated in the same way. While I will be mentioning burial spaces in this chapter 

that have Indigenous and Black individuals interred within, I do not wish to minimize the 

distinctiveness of these groups.  

It should be noted, before moving further into the chapter, that the concept of race 

and identity has drastically changed from the 17th century to today. Through the 17th 

century, Europeans primarily saw racial divides as ‘Christian vs. non-Christian’, and so 

Black and Indigenous peoples as two separate groups would have been combined in their 

minds as simply ‘non-Christian’ (Gerbner 2018). We see the use of Christianity to 

separate themselves from people of colour in numerous British colonies such as Barbados 

and Jamaica. “As Barbados became a society with a major slave population, Christianity 

became increasingly used as an ethnic indicator, juxtaposed with the word N_” (Gerbner 

2018:42). This led to fears about baptizing enslaved people, as people assumed that with 
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baptism, and conversion to Christianity, that they could no longer then be held as slaves. 

An act passed in 1706 in New York attempted to assuage some of these settler fears titled 

an “Act to Incourage the Baptizing of N_, Indian, and M_ Slaves”, assuring settlers that 

they did not need to free their enslaved staff if they joined the Church (Lepore 2006:184).  

Within the language at the time, ‘servant’ distinguished a hired Christian 

household staff member from ‘slave’, and Christian as a term also separated the settlers 

from the enslaved as a whole (Gerbner 2018:45). Gerbner writes that they “sought to 

distinguish “N_,” who were assumed to be slaves, from ‘Christians’” (2018:46, emphasis 

added). The use of ‘white’ to describe European settlers was first used in the context of 

slavery, to establish the racial divide and bring the discussion away from whether one was 

a Christian or not, to the colour of one’s skin (Gerbner 2018:74). This change can be seen 

across many European colonies in the later 17th to early 18th centuries. The Code Noir, 

established in 1685 in France, “established parameters of the interactions between Black 

and white people within their colonies”, and in these cases Black referred to anyone from 

the African continent, and anyone with Black skin was referred to as African, regardless 

of their actual place of birth (Otele 2023:82-83). The development of ‘whiteness’ as 

opposed to Christians, developed as a result of the slave trade (Gerbner 2018:75).  

By 40% of New Amsterdam’s (New York’s) residents were Black by 1664, and 

by 1750 one in 20 New Englanders were enslaved, making up a sizable portion of the 

population on the northeast coast (Perry 1997:2; Sweet 2003:61). Although a significant 

percentage of the 17th-century population on the northeast coast of North America was 

comprised of people of colour, they are unequally represented in community burial 

grounds. White settlers established the burial ground traditions that we are familiar with 
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today and the inclusion of Black and Indigenous individuals was not permitted or 

segregated and quieted by not being permitted to carry out funerals according to their 

traditions. In the early 17th-century settlements, where evidence above the surface of 

settler burials is often scarce, Black grave and Indigenous graves are next to invisible in 

many sites.  

By the late 17th and early 18th centuries, the act of Christian burial of an enslaved 

person was seen as a symbol of status for settlers to ‘honour’ their slaves who served 

them ‘faithfully’, demonstrating they were worthy of having a proper burial in the eyes of 

that society. Public monuments in the form of gravestones did not accord status to the 

enslaved but to the slavers themselves. Such inscriptions as “Pompey (beloved servant of 

Josias Lyndan)” forever marking the Black body as property, even after death (Sweet 

2003:151). Purchasing monuments for enslaved people was the sign of a ‘good’ slave 

owner. In many sites in New England specifically, the burial ground section segregated 

for Black people were populated on the surface by grave markers which were less visible 

or completely missing today, including field stones (uncarved, irregular stones), wood 

markers, and other objects such as gifts or bottles (Hopkins 2014). Due to the 

impermanence and marginality of these markers, what appears invisible on the landscape 

today may have been more prominent 400 years earlier. Black bodies account for nearly 

one in six burials in Boston’s historic burial grounds prior to the American Revolution 

(Hopkins 2014), and yet by simply looking at the gravestones on the surface today it 

would appear that the community was made up primarily of white settlers of European 

origin. We know through history and archaeology that this simply was not the case, not 

just in the United States but in Canada as well.  
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Alongside the Black residents of colonial settlements were a number of 

Indigenous peoples as well, both free and enslaved. Already present in North America 

when European settlers arrived, Indigenous peoples were forced from their land to make 

way for these new settlements, and many were enslaved against their will or pressured to 

convert to Christianity by missionaries. Their presence in colonial burial spaces should 

not be overlooked. As already discussed, the Maison des Jésuites de Sillery near Quebec 

City had a burial ground within the boundaries of the site, converted by the mission 

specifically for the burial of Indigenous people (Ville de Québec 2021). Indigenous 

people who were buried in conditions like these were not only separated from their own 

traditions but also segregated from the predominately white burial spaces otherwise 

established in the settlements by European settlers. In 1688 Boston, Samuel Sewall 

recorded the death of an Indigenous man who died by suicide, and his burial was ordered 

beside the highway with a stake driven through his grave (Sewall 1973:179; Table 1). 

While it was often deemed that deaths by suicide precluded burial in consecrated ground, 

the addition of a stake through the grave was an added measure in Massachusetts in the 

17th century (Historical Society of Pennsylvania 2009).  

 
Thus, in 1660 in Massachusetts, the Colonial legislature considered a suicide to be 
‘wicked and unnatural’ and thus enacted a law that every suicide victim “Shall be 
denied the privilege of being buried in the common burying place of Christians, 
but shall be buried in some common highway…and a cartload of stones laid upon 
the grave, as a brand of infamy, and as a warning to others to beware of the like 
damnable practices (Historical Society of Pennsylvania 2009).   

 

However, this rule was not upheld for everyone. Sewall also recorded a death by suicide 

on April 4, 1688, writing that “Samuel Marion’s wife hangs herself in the Chamber, 
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fastening a Cord to the Rafter-Joice. Two or three swore she was distracted, and has been 

for some time, and so she was buried in the burying place” (Sewall 1973:163). It is 

evident that preferential treatment was given to the settler woman who was ‘distracted’ or 

suffering from a mental health affliction, regarding the manner and location of her burial, 

when compared to a similar death of an unnamed Indigenous man (Lacy 2021c). The fact 

that the settler who died in this manner was also a woman could also have played into the 

leniency afforded her after death, if they thought she was not in her right mind and 

therefore was not to blame for self-murder. There was no consecrated ground for Puritans 

in 17th-century Boston, but it was likely a comfort of the family for Mrs. Marion’s body 

to be buried in the burying place rather than beside the highway.  

Several decades later, in 1709, Sewall noted the burial of two Indigenous men, 

writing “Mr. Bridgham buried a Carolina Indian Man last Monday; and another the 

Monday before; One about 30. the other 40 years of Age, which he bought not a year 

ago.” (Sewall 1973:614; Table 1). The diary does not mention where these individuals 

were buried or what circumstances caused their deaths, but a settler burying them may 

suggest that the two Indigenous men were enslaved individuals and may have been buried 

in one of Boston’s municipal burial grounds. We cannot make assumptions about how 

these individuals wanted to be buried, with Indigenous traditions or European ones, and 

learning anything about their burials which were not often well documented, is one step 

closer to understanding how they were represented within these spaces. These are two of 

dozens of deaths and burials recorded by Sewall but are only two of a handful of 

examples of Black or Indigenous burials recorded by the diarist.  
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Table 1: Record of Black and Indigenous death and Burial, Sewall diaries (Sewall 1973). All spelling is original to the 
source material and terminology that are considered slurs today have been removed, except for the first letter which 

was required to identify the death records of Black individuals. 

Date Name Details Pg # 

Nov 7, 1680 
none A N--- man and woman murdered themselves. 

47 

Nov 26, 1685 
Mary an Indian 

Mary an Indian, James's S---, was Frozen to death 
upon the neck near Roxbury Gate on Thorsday 

night Nov 38, 85, being fudled 

86 

Dec 12, 1685 
none buried a N--- 

87 

Dec 30, 1685 
none 

An Indian Man is found dead on the Neck with a 

bottle of Rumm between his Legs. 
90 

April 18, 

1688 

Jack, alias Jacob 

N--- 

dies at my Uncle Quinsey's by the oversetting of 
the Cart, he (probably) sitting in it, the Rave [note: 

the upper side-piece of timber on the body of the 

cart] fell on's neck and kill'd him 

165 

Oct 5-6, 1688 
Mis. Anger, 
Thomas, an 

Indian 

Mis. Anger of Cambridge is buried… About 9. 
night, Thomas, an Indian and very usefull Servant 

to Mr. Oliver, hang'd himself in the Brewhouse. (6) 

The Coroner sat on hin, having a Jury, and ordered 
his burial by the highway with a stake through his 

grave. 

179 

Feb 9, 1700 
Will 

Will, formerly Capt. Prentices N---, now living 

with Maylem, a Horse run away with him, threw 
him upon the hard frozen Ground, or Timber, near 

Houchin's corner, and kill'd him; died in a little 

while. 

425 

Dec 25, 1705 
None 

capt. Belchar buried a N--- this day; his Coachman, 
a very good Servant. He was a Bearer to Cousin 

Savages Hagar. 

538 

Jan 8, 1709 
None 

Mr. Bridgham buried a Carolina Indian Man last 
Monday; and another the Monday before; One 

about 30. the other 40 years of Age, which he 

bought not a year ago. 

614 

July 30, 1712 
None 

This day Mr. Wm Pain's N--- Woman cast her self 
from the Top of the house above, 40. feet high. 

695 

Oct 20th, 

1721 
None We met a N--- Funeral 

984 
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7.1 Town Design & Separation of Space 

 A community burial space would not normally be established before the creation 

of a settlement of some kind. The location of burial grounds was therefore part of the 

town design. In North American settlements in the northeast, that placement represented 

the community’s relationship with their religion, their dead, and with each other. This 

research has so far demonstrated that burial grounds in British, Dutch, and French 

colonies were likely physically associated with their church, with 50% of British sites 

associated with churches and 44.4% not (one unknown, 5.6%). We know where British 

settlers were typically establishing burials in early communities in the northeast, and how 

that organization compares to other colonizing nations, as discussed in Chapter 5, but 

what these data reflect is the influence of the majority. The town design by those in 

power, and the religious views and influence of the majority, is what dictated the 

organization of much of the early landscape of burials and communities in 17th-century 

colonial settlements. How do people of colour fit into these designs, from the perspective 

of death and burial?  

 If the burial ground was separated from the living spaces in the majority of cases, 

excluding the Puritans who used theirs as walkways and grazing fields as well, then the 

space for burials of people of colour was further removed. On plantation properties in the 

American south since at least the early 18th century, the burials of enslaved persons were 

kept to the plantations on which they laboured, often in the cover of trees or bushes on the 

edges of the property (Fletcher 2020:131). Burial grounds created in colonial 

communities were established by white settlers and through their right to burial in such 
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spaces, burial site autonomy became constrained for people of colour (Fletcher 

2020:132). The borders between these burial spaces indicated who was worthy of being 

remembered, and who was forgotten (Fletcher 2020:132), as white settlers prioritized 

their burial practices and barely made space for the graves of the enslaved Black and 

Indigenous peoples, as the Europeans did not consider people of colour to be citizens. 

Burials on plantation properties did occur in the north as well, such as at the Schuyler 

Estate in Schuylerville, NY, where some burials were identified north of the main house 

and reinterred in a cemetery during the 19th century (Chris Valosin, personal 

communication, January 5, 2024). Unfortunately, the identities of these individuals are 

unknown. Additional burials took place near the Schuyler family house in Albany at the 

unmarked ‘Schuyler Flatts Burial Ground’ which contained burials from the 18th and 19th 

centuries (New York State Museum 2023). Unmarked burial grounds on the edge of 

properties for enslaved individuals is another project entirely that deserves full attention, 

and it is likely that many such burials have been uncovered by development and not 

investigated further.  

 It should be noted that the use of ‘unmarked’ to describe many of these graves, 

describes their appearance in the present-day, not always how they would have looked 

when first dug and filled. Many graves that appear unmarked today were likely marked 

with biodegradable materials such as a wood post or cross, which has long since degraded 

and perished. Many unmarked graves are the result of time and/or the loss of family 

upkeep or connection to the site, as well as racial implications of lack of funding through 

grants historically not being offered to preserve Black burial grounds, or access to some 

sites such as those on plantations. Kami Fletcher writes that “memory was in the location 
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of the graveyard as well as the location of the individual graves. Slave burials were to be 

remembered in relation to the white family’s cemetery; African Americans were to be 

remembered in relation to whites, i.e., eternally as slaves” (2020:132). This speaks to the 

proximity of some enslaved Black graves near their former enslavers, marked with only 

wood posts without names, and the community memory required to retain access to the 

location of a loved one, were they buried like this. In burial grounds with segregation like 

many settler burial sites were, white graves marked with stone, Black graves with wood, 

“the border signaled who to remember and who to forget” (Fletcher 2020:132).  

 Ross writes that “older Black burial sites [in the north] are often unmarked in the 

region; others are literally buried – covered over by buildings or roads that conceal the 

site – while others still are now parks or playgrounds that hide their former stories”, 

commenting on the erasure of these Black-only spaces as they were established in the 

early colonial years (2018:210). He quotes historian of slavery Ira Berlin, stating that 

burial grounds became the first “truly African-American institution in the Northern 

colonies, and perhaps in mainland North America” (Berlin in Ross 2018:209). Whether 

Black people were being buried in the community burial ground, or establishing their own 

space on the landscape, they were being physically segregated from the white settlers. For 

example, more than 10% of the population of Newport, Rhode Island was enslaved 

during the colonial period, and today there is an African American section segregated 

from the rest of the settler burials in the city’s Common Burying Ground, which was 

established in 1640 (Baugher and Veit 2014:116). 

For many enslaved persons in New England, communities maintained their 

municipal burial ground with segregated areas for people of colour, within a burial site 



 222 

that held European and Black people (Hopkins 2014). Enslaved Black communities in 

North America utilized the last stage of life, death and subsequent funeral, to create 

“African American cultural overlays that transformed the gravesites…into autonomous 

places where the soul was free, leaving the memory unshackled from slavery” (Diane 

Jones in Fletcher 2020:132). While Black people had agency over the burial itself in most 

cases, doing the physical act of burying, where they were allowed to carry out the burial, 

and how they were allowed to gather for the funeral, was often dictated by the colonial 

governments. Black funerals, both of those enslaved and emancipated, would have been a 

common sight in communities like New Amsterdam and Boston, with Samuel Sewall 

recording on 20 October 1712 that he “met a N--- Funeral” on the streets of Boston 

(Sewall 1973:984). In more rural areas, Black people were often buried in potter’s fields 

or on the land of their enslavers, and funerals would have been less visible than in the 

urban centres (Ross 2018:211). Funerals were used as a social occasion and a focal point 

of community life, which allowed Black people in an often predominantly white North 

American settlement to reclaim their identity and traditions, create community, and 

solidify ties to their ancestors and homeland, all of which we see represented in the ways 

Black people were buried in their own sacred spaces, by members of their own 

community (Howard University 2009:82). Their funerals probably involved dancing, 

drumming, and songs from their home countries and cultures, based on historical 

accounts as noted by the New York African Burial Ground Project, sharing funeral 

characteristics with their African homelands, and their dead were buried in shrouds, street 

clothes, or coffins of various levels of decoration (2009:82-86, 96-98; Medford 2004). As 

stated in the project’s history report, burial customs across Africa and the Caribbean were 
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influenced by religious beliefs, including Catholic, Islamic, or traditional beliefs 

(Medford 2004:175). While 90% of the dead at the African Burial Ground in NYC were 

buried in coffins and laid out in the Christian east-west configuration, they contained 

elements of their traditional burial practices as well, including adorning the bodies with 

strings of beads and including shells in the grave fill, a metaphor for water (Medford 

2004:184).  

 

7.2 Visibility in the 17th and 18th Centuries 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Boston Town Records dating to 1723 explicitly 

states rules for the funerals of people of colour. While the note in the margin of the 

records reads ‘N_ Funerals’, the actual text indicates the rules apply to Black, Indigenous, 

and mixed-race individuals, demonstrating that colonial governance considered them all 

‘others’ in the society, separate from the (white) European settler. This imposition of 

funeral rules was enacted in order to constrain when Black residents could hold funerals 

as well as how they conducted their funerals, and reduce the visibility for people of colour 

within the city of Boston. This act interfered with the creation of community among the 

Black residents of Boston, and the opportunity to disrupt the colonial power balance 

through their traditional funeral practices. Burials were a way to reaffirm personhood in a 

society that deemed people of colour lesser than, and the colonial government sought to 

take that away. While Black individuals were to be buried in the ‘nearest’ burial grounds 

to where they died or were carried from, they were not given the same access to that 

space as the European settlers. The document entry reads as follows, with original 
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spellings used and derogatory language removed. An image of the original text can be 

found below (Figure 7.1).  

 

“Whereas great numbers of Indians, N_ & M_ have of late 

accustomed themselves to attend the Burial of Indians N_ & M_, which 

practise is of [I/J O/&] tendancy and may be of great inconveniency to the 

Town if not prevented. 

for Remedy Whereof 

Ordered that all Indians, N_, and M_ Shal be Buryed halfe an hour 

before Sunset at the least and at the nearest burying place (where n_ are 

usually buryed) from the place they shal be carried, through the most direct 

lands or streets that lead thereto. 

And no Indian N_ or M_ Shal be Buryed on the Lords Day, Except 

in Extraordinary Cases, leave being first had and obtained from two or more 

of the Selectmen, and that one Toll only and but once tolled for the Buryall 

of any Indian, N_ or M_, on pain of Twenty Shillings for every breach of 

this order. To be paid by the Master or owner of any Indian N_ or M_ in 

contempt of this Order.  

The like Sum of Twenty Shillings –  

And Every grave digger or Sexton that shal break ~ upon this Order 

Shall forfit and pay the Sum of four Shillings for every offence being those 

of Convict, before any one of His Majesties Justices of the Peace for said 

Country.” (Boston Town Papers 1723:427). 
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It should be noted that in this document the board, the ‘Selectmen’, which 

governed Boston from the 17th century until 1822 (Boston Public Library 2023), 

addressed the funerals and burials of all people of colour in Boston but states that 

violations of the new rules were to be paid by the ‘Master or owner’ of said person. 

The Selectmen also indicate that the grave digger or sexton would be fined as well. 

The rules seem to be addressing the burial of enslaved people with the mention of 

ownership, although we know that the population of free citizens in Boston was 

diverse and contained people from varying ethnicities. It is likely that these rules 

applied to the funerals and burials of all people of colour, free or enslaved, in an 

effort to reduce their visibility to the European residents of the city.  
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Figure 7.1: Scan of Boston Town Papers showing laws for the funerals of people of colour (Boston Town Papers 
1723:427) 
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Sweet writes that an earlier order in Boston saw Black funeral processions 

ordered to “stope wending their way all over town and take the most direct route to 

the grave”, a tradition that reflects accounts from West African funerals that would 

wind through a village before the burial (Sweet 2003:334). This is echoed in the 

1723 orders above, stating “they shal be carried, through the most direct lands or 

streets that lead thereto [the grave]” (Boston Town Papers 1723:427). The traditions 

of preparing the dead for the grave in a way that tied Black residents of Boston to 

their heritage in West Africa or the West Indies was being erased through law, seen 

as a disruption to the settlers with whom they shared as space, a deliberate attempt 

at reclamation of their identity, power, and community.  

Upon the death of Samuel Sewall’s servant in 1729, a newspaper described 

his funeral procession as being made up of “about 150 Blacks, and about 50 

Whites…”, a gathering which would have included most of the city’s Black 

population (Sweet 2003:333). The same laws that prohibited the winding of streets 

also helped to reduce the ability of Black people in the city of gather in one of the 

only ways allowed to them, to mourn and bury their dead. The laws prohibited large 

gatherings of people of colour for funerals, restricted the time of day they could 

hold funerals, and prescribed the straightest path to the burial grounds, reducing 

their time on the streets. These acts contributed to the reduced visibility of Black 

funerals within the burial landscape of Boston, as well as their visibility within the 

burial grounds themselves, both at the burial and afterwards, as Black burials were 

segregated to the back or the sides of the city’s burial sites. At Copp’s Hill, for 

example, the burial area for Black residents is located in the northwest corner of the 
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site, over the crest of the hill and away from the prominent roadway of Hull Street 

to the south (City of Boston n.d.b; The Historical Marker Database 2023).  

Colonial laws constricting the movement of Black funerals and burials in the 

late 17th to early 18th centuries could also be interpreted as making the Black people 

more visible, in order to monitor them. The Common Council in New York City 

saw Black funeral practices as an opportunity for them to gather and plot uprisings 

against their enslavers, and passed “a law requiring that slaves be buried in the 

daylight” (Lepore 2006:227). With a large portion of the population made up of 

Black, enslaved people, the white settlers grew fearful of Black gatherings, and by 

1731, the Common Council had banned funeral gatherings of more than 12 

mourners (Lepore 2006:227). Settler fears over Black uprising fueled much of the 

funeral and burial reform laws that governed their movements. In Virginia in the 

late 17th century new rules were enacted to ban “self-organized ‘ffuneralls for Dead 

N_’ because enslavers worried that these ceremonies were occasions for enslaved 

people to gather from several plantations to plan resistance” (Sharples 2020:34). 

Through similar laws enacted throughout the colonial world, by constricting the 

movement of enslaved people, they were made more visible so as to be more 

closely monitored. Their ability to move freely and gather was reduced, impacting 

their day to day lives as well as their funeral practices, as seen in Boston, New 

York, and Virginia. However, this did not make their burials more visible, once the 

funeral was complete.  

When comparing Black and Indigenous graves to those of settlers, it is 

obvious that those in sites with “so-called ‘perpetual care” are the ones still present 
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on the landscape today, while the graves of Black and Indigenous people were often 

priced out of these sites, and/or left unmarked for their own protection by their 

community (Stimeling and Linscheid 2023:24-25). In the Appalachian region, 

Black and Indigenous burial grounds are often purposefully hidden from public 

view, demonstrating their desire to control who had access to these sacred spaces 

(Stimeling and Linscheid 2023). A burial is a way of showing perhaps not 

ownership, but presence within a wider landscape, a mark that your people have 

been there for a long period of time. “Black, white, and brown people engaged the 

dead to procure financial resources and make land claims” (Brown 2008:11). By 

destroying a burial ground, as the Israeli settlers are doing in Gaza in 2023/24 (and 

for decades before across Palestine), it is showing not only disrespect to the peoples 

who laid those burials, but as an act of colonial erasure.  

 It is clear that the burials of marginalized peoples are difficult to see on the 17th-

century landscape, both contemporarily and archaeologically, due to segregation and 

mistreatment when they were alive, and settler laws that often dictated where people of 

colour were allowed to bury their dead in (or out of) the community. Even more difficult, 

it seems, is to identify their burials within settlements that are now part of Canada. While 

some of the sites in the primary analysis for this dissertation are located in Canada, the 

discussion of Black people in colonial Canadian burial grounds is a difficult one. Many 

Canadian settlements do not have records or have not seen the same level of research 

conducted on their early 17th-century occupations as those in the USA such as Boston or 

New York City. As a result, speaking to the location and visibility of people of colour 

within Canadian burial landscapes is that much more difficult. While we know that Black 
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people have been present and living in colonial Canada since the 17th century, both free 

and enslaved, finding evidence of them has been nearly impossible without extensive 

excavation (ex. The African Burial Ground, NYC).  

 

7.2.1 Black Burials in Colonial Spaces 

There is minimal information available on what happened to the bodies of Black 

people in 17th-century colonial settlements, and what information we have comes from a 

combination of archaeological data when available, and historical documents. When 

enslaved, individuals were often given new names like ‘Nanny’, erasing a tangible link 

through naming conventions to their African or Caribbean country or origin or heritage. 

While difficult to ‘see’ on the burial landscape, Black people were often buried in 

colonial burial grounds, or, as in the case of New Amsterdam, were able to establish a 

burial ground for their own community, once the city had decided they were not 

permitted in their burial sites any longer. In this section, I will discuss several sites where 

Black burials are present within the colonial burial landscape, and the visibility of those 

burials in the 17th century and 21st century.  

 

7.2.1.1 The African Burial Ground, New York City (1690s or 1712 – 1794) 

The African Burial Ground is well known in North America as an example of a 

Black burial space that was covered over and had its descendent community fight for its 

protection and commemoration. Unable to bury within the city’s burial grounds, Black 

residents established their own space, which eventually covered at least five acres of land 
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north of New York’s palisade, and still saw their funeral services and practices restricted, 

with enslaved individuals having to obtain a written pass to travel over a mile from their 

homes for a funeral (National Park Service 2022).  

Before the establishment of the African Burial Ground, enslaved Black people 

were likely buried on the private land of New York Governor Peter Stuyvesant, who had 

his own chapel which he encouraged his enslaved staff to attend, making it likely for 

them to have been buried there as enslavers were responsible for the burial of their 

enslaved people (Pitts 2009:126). Black residents were likely also buried at the first 

communal burial ground, the Old Burying Ground, here the only charge was for “opening 

the ground”, however as discussed in Chapter 4, there is no longer any evidence of this 

burial site on the surface (Jackson 1950:15; Pitts 2009:126). If there were Black burials at 

this site, unfortunately we have no way to know what the site looked like when their 

burials were taking place, if these individuals had markers, or if they were in a separate 

section of the site before it was closed.  

Trinity Churchyard in New York City, today famous as the resting place of 

Alexander Hamilton and members of his family, banned the burial of Black people at the 

site in 1697, contributing to the creation of the African Burial Ground beyond the walls of 

the city (Lepore 2006: 226; Howard University 2009:40). It is the largest and oldest 

African burial space to have been excavated in North America (Perry 1997:2). In order to 

populate the land north of the settlement, free Black residents were permitted to settle in 

the area. Drawn to the prospect of freedom and their own land, multiple enslaved Black 

people requested their freedom to join those already settled in the area. This request was 

partially granted, giving them ‘half-freedom’, where they would have the same rights as 
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other free residents of New Amsterdam but that their children would be returned to 

enslavement to the GWC or Dutch West India Company (Pitts 2009:125). Half-free Black 

residents received grants of land and were used as a buffer between the Indigenous people 

and the European residents of New Amsterdam (Moore 1995:11; Pitts 2009:125).  

 In the early 18th century, the site appears to have been used as a pottery dump for 

nearby manufacturers, as well as a dump for animal bones and household refuse, helping 

to contribute to its obscurement from the public eye (Cheek 2009:125). The excavation 

report for the site states that, even in the 19th century, the area was inexpensive to live in 

due to its distance from the city centre, and so resulted in young Black and white families 

moving there from the early part of the century (Fitts and Cheek 2009:36). It was also 

determined that, in the first half of the 19th century, 12% - 22% of the inhabitants of the 

area were of African descent, while the Black population of New York City at this time 

was around 10% (Rosenwaike 1972:18-24; Fitts and Cheek 2009:37). It is clear that even 

though they were the minority, Black people including free families still inhabited the 

area where their ancestors buried their dead.  

During the excavation of the site, which was in the marginal space between the 

city and the rest of New York, burials were found to contain elements which indicated 

African burial traditions, such as placing objects of significance on top of the graves, 

forms of ephemeral markers such as stones, glass bottles, or other personal tokens (Perry 

1997; Satchel 1997; Hopkins 2014:111; National Parks Service 2021). Some of the 

excavated burials showed evidence of body modification that would have been common 

in their home countries, such as filed teeth, and were buried with shells beside their ears 

and strings of beads, objects you would not find in a Christian burial of the same period 
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(Sweet 2003:334). Dental modification was common among African countries in the 17th 

and 18th centuries but was rare or absent in the Americas during the same period, whether 

by Europeans or Indigenous peoples (Statistical Research, Inc. 2009:92). It has been 

calculated that around 7% of the excavated burials at the African Burial Ground had 

shells, coins, pipes, and other objects of significance buried with them, some of which 

may not have been preserved (Perry and Woodruff 2009:349; Statistical Research, Inc 

2009:114). While elements such as burial goods or body modifications were present in 

many of the burials, Black bodies were also buried to reflect Christian traditions, facing 

east in wood coffins with ornamental hobnails (Sweet 2003:334).  

Today, the site is commemorated by the African Burial Ground National 

Monument, a highly visible representation of the burials that used to be located at the site. 

Until the preliminary excavations of the site that revealed human remains in 1991, there 

was no surviving surface evidence that a burial ground was present. After the excavation 

was complete, the 419 bodies exhumed here were reinterred with all grave goods on the 

site, marked by the monument. This gave the Black burial ground visibility in the 

landscape once again, something it had not had for many years.  

 

7.2.1.2 God’s Little Acre, Newport, RI (late 1600s – 1990) 

 Like many other colonial burial grounds, Newport, RI’s ‘Common Burial Ground’ 

had a segregated section in the north of the site for Black burials. This space was 

physically separate from the rest of the burials, demonstrating a physical representation of 

their othering within the burial landscape. While there are just under 8000 known settler 
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burials in the Common Burial Ground, there are an estimated 500 to 1000 Black bodies 

buried in the ‘little acre’ (Siber 2020). Unfortunately, this number comes from the 1903 

survey and while it is the only surviving map of the site, it is incomplete (Kimball 

2021:3). There were approximately 300 surviving gravestones dating back to the 18th 

century recorded in a 1903 survey, however at least 70 have been lost since that time, 

leaving just over 200 today (Siber 2020). It does not appear that any gravestones from the 

17th century have survived to date but, as the burial ground itself was opened in 1665, it is 

logical to assume there are also 17th-century Black burials.  

 The 1696 Heritage Group, a consulting firm from Rhode Island, “dedicated to 

helping persons and institutions of color to increase their knowledge and access to the 

light of truth of their unique American heritage”, writes of the importance of African 

customs in funeral and burial rituals for the community, with much of their Black 

population coming from Ghana, where large funerals were the custom (1696 Heritage 

Group 2020; 2023). It was a way to say goodbye, for their soul to join the ancestors, and 

involved a procession through the city with dancing and singing, organized by an African 

undertaker or funeral director (1696 Heritage Group 2020). A later record kept by 

Reverend Ezra Stiles in 1770 stated that “A N… Burying, the Chh. Bell toll’d (all our 

Bells sometimes toll for N…), a procession of Two Hundred Men, & one hund. & thirty 

Wom. N…” (Stiles 1901:52; 1696 Heritage Group 2020). This space, while separated 

from the European settler burials, was also within the heart of the community, and was 

visibly central to their lives. Unlike Boston, it does not appear that Newport limited or 

banned these elaborate burial practices, which allowed the Black residents to carry their 

traditional practices with them.  
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Marc Howard Ross writes, “a visible presence on the public landscape is a crucial 

way that collective memories are built, preserved, and transmitted” (Ross 2018:234). He 

goes on to demonstrate that presence itself is only one aspect of keeping collective 

memories alive, and that they must be sustained over time through ceremony and “ritual 

expression” (Ross 2018:234). The God’s Little Acre site allowed for all aspects of 

collective mortuary memory to thrive in Newport, with a site that, although segregated 

from the rest of the burial landscape, was still part of it, and played host to hundreds of 

funerals honouring traditions from a multitude of African ancestry of the Black residents. 

Unlike other sites in the region, it has remained relatively in the public eye, despite being 

left unkept in the 1980s, and since then being taken over for grass clearing and gravestone 

restoration (Siber 2018). 

 

7.2.1.3 Copp’s Hill Burying Ground, Boston, MA (1659 – 1850s) 

 The burial ground at Copp’s Hill, a former farm site at the north end of the city of 

Boston, is home to an estimated 10,000 bodies. Although the site houses many 

gravestones, its northwest corner is relatively sparce. This is where many Black residents 

of Boston were buried, at least 1000, and yet there are only gravestones for five 

individuals (City of Boston n.d.b). These people, Prince Hall (1746-1807), Sarah Ritchie 

(?-1769), Mary Hammond Augustus (1724-1759), Robert Ball (1699-1774), and Martha 

Ball (nee King, 1683-1765), are the only names visible on the surface at Copp’s Hill, 

although burial records from at least the 18th century record at least 1000 other free and 
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enslaved Black people interred at the site (City of Boston n.d.b; The Historical Marker 

Database 2023).  

 Burial records for the Old North Church, adjacent to Copp’s Hill dating from 1733 

through the 19th century are held at the Massachusetts Historical Society, and document 

the names, death dates, and societal status as free or enslaved, for all Black people buried. 

Entries such as “February 22, Joyly, Joseph, 1740, a n… of John Gibbs’ and “September 

27, Humphries, Deborah, 1747/48, n… of a free n…” fill the records, are likely some of 

the only records of the Black people who lived in Boston during this period (Old North 

Church Records 1733-1774:1). The Old North Church does not have surviving records of 

Black burials prior to 1733, but they were likely being buried there since the site opened 

in 1659. The lack of gravestones could be due to individuals not being able to afford 

stone grave markers and/or having wooden markers which have since rotted away, or else 

there were no descendants left to tend to the graves as gentrification pushed many Black 

residents out of the city’s north end, but both result in a lack of Black burials on the 

modern landscape and the historic one. Journalist and native Bostonian Dart Adams says 

it best when he wrote for Boston Magazine “It was the start of a pattern that in many 

ways has lasted until today, a pattern of the erasure of Blacks in Boston, from entire 

neighbourhoods and from history itself” (Adams 2022).  

 

7.2.1.4 Garrison Graveyard, Annapolis Royal, NS (~1630 – 1940) 

 At the far northeast corner of the Garrison Graveyard at Fort Anne, opened around 

1630 in the heart of Annapolis Royal, are two lone gravestones dedicated to Jane Godfrey 
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(nee Fortune) and Isaac Godfrey, who died in 1886 and 1880 respectively. These are the 

only two gravestones at the site known to be dedicated to Black individuals, and it has 

long been suspected that other Black people were interred near their graves. Jane’s 

mother, Rose Fortune, was a colourful local character known for operating a baggage-

handling service, among other enterprises. Her parents seem to have arrived in Annapolis 

Royal by 1783, having come from New York after the American Revolutionary War, 

evacuating the USA as free Black people and Loyalists (Armstrong 1924). Burial records 

for the adjacent St. Luke’s Parish show her having been buried at the Garrison Graveyard 

after her death in 1864, but the location of her gravestone is unknown, like so many 

others in her community. 

 The non-profit group Mapannapolis and Boreas Heritage Consulting are currently 

working with a committee of Annapolis County residents who are hoping to identify the 

graves of Black Loyalists and their descendants buried at the site through ground 

penetrating radar (GPR). It must be noted that GPR alone cannot distinguish the graves of 

Black Loyalists from the graves of other settlers. Additional research and potential 

excavations would be required to confirm cultural identity, if possible. When visiting the 

site in Oct 2022, Parks Canada staff and local historians indicated that a tree on the edge 

of the site was once used to whip enslaved people, which would add insult to their 

segregated burial location (Brenda Thompson, personal communication via email, July 5, 

2023). Whether this tree is still alive today or not is unclear, but the proximity to the 

burial area is significant in the story of the Black dead in Annapolis Royal.  

In the fall of 2022, a preliminary GPR survey was conducted by Boreas Heritage 

in collaboration with the descendent community in Annapolis County, to identify the 
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Black Loyalist burials at the site based on the known gravestones to Black residents. 

Information on this currently unpublished preliminary survey data was provided to me by 

Heather LeBlanc of Mapannapolis. According to this survey, Boreas is confident that they 

are looking at representations of presently unmarked burials through the grave shafts in 

these locations, near the gravestones of Jane and Isaac (Boreas Heritage 2023).  

Of significance, the 2022 GPR survey did not identify any anomalies or grave 

shafts in direct association with the gravestones of Janes and Isaac Godfrey. The grave 

shafts identified were nearby, but not in line with the stones. Were their gravestones 

relocated or reset at some point, and if so, where did they originally stand? Curiously, 

there were anomalies surrounding the gravestones in a square shape, suggesting to Boreas 

Heritage and Mapannapolis that the gravestones had been reset within the location of a 

former blockhouse, from the latter half of the 18th century. It appears that the gravestones 

were reset in the centre of these structural remains at 130cm below ground surface, with 

the stones angled to follow the orientation of the structure (Boreas Heritage 2023).  

Oral tradition in the Black community of Annapolis County indicates that Black 

Loyalists were buried in this northeast portion of the Garrison Graveyard since their 

arrival in at least the 18th century. This site is an excellent example of community and 

archaeology working together to bring Black burials in a colonial site back into the public 

eye, and will eventually lead to interpretation at the site that will increase their visibility 

to the public.   
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7.2.2 Indigenous Burials in Colonial Spaces 

Like the burials of Black individuals, there is little data on the burials of 

Indigenous peoples in 17th-century colonial burial grounds. In this section, I’ll discuss 

several sites in Quebec where Indigenous people were known to have been buried outside 

of their ancestral cultural traditions, whether that be through force or through the adoption 

of European Christian ideals. As with the burials of Black people, the names on a 

gravestone are often not indicative of the cultural background of a person, as many 

enslaved people were given or forced to adopt new names. As we make ethical advances 

in archaeology, there are fewer excavations of Indigenous graves taking place in an effort 

towards reconciliation, and as a result, the data discussed in this section was gathered 

from past excavations and historical documentation.  

 

7.2.2.1 Maison des Jesuites de Sillery, Quebec City, QC (1637 – 1687) 

 This Jesuit Missionary, as already discussed in Chapter 4, was established outside 

of Quebec City in 1637 with the purpose of converting Indigenous peoples to 

Christianity. The N’dakina, Wabanaki Dawland Confederacy, Innu of Nitassinan, and 

Wendake-Niowentsio have claims to this region according to NativeLand.ca (Native 

Land Digital 2023). Indigenous peoples were living in the area when the Jesuits began to 

build their mission, and one of the first parts of the site to be established was the burial 

ground for Indigenous people whom the Jesuits had converted. It is not clear under what 

circumstances these people converted, whether it was by their own free will or through 

pressure from the Jesuits, but in either case, colonial pressure and impression played a 
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role in the changes of faith in the region, and therefore in the alteration of burial traditions 

for those interred in the burial ground. It is likely that their graves were only marked with 

wooden crosses, which have since been replaced with contemporary wooden crosses, and 

according to the 3D reconstructed timeline of the site created by Ville de Quebec (City of 

Quebec 2023), the burial ground disappeared at the surface level after the partial 

destruction of the 3rd Maison at the site in the 1750s. The adjacent church was not 

demolished until 1824.  

 Several excavations have taken place in the 19th and 20th centuries, including a 

preliminary excavation in 1869 to locate the chapel’s foundation and the burial of Father 

Enemond Masse who was buried there in 1646. His body was located within the chapel 

and reburied below a newly erected marble monument, which is present on the site today 

(Légaré and Labrecque 2007). The 3D reconstruction shows an additional burial ground 

on a ridgeline overlooking the site from the northwest, first identified after a rockslide in 

1854 uncovered remains in the bank (Légaré and Labrecque 2007; City of Quebec 2023). 

Excavations were carried by a team from Quebec in 1959-60 with several burials 

uncovered, and it was suspected that this burial ground outside of the confined mission 

space would have been for unbaptized Indigenous peoples (Légaré and Labrecque 

2007:9). It is not clear if excavations were undertaken on the burial ground adjacent to the 

church at some point, but geophysical surveys conducted using GPR in 2007 identified 

several anomalies in this area which suggest burials (Richer-LaFlèche et al 2007:67).   

 This site represents the direct and early impact of colonialism on the Indigenous 

populations of Quebec during the 17th century. Whether the Indigenous peoples converted 

of their own free will or not, the intent of the missionaries was to “convert and settle” the 
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local people (Destination Québec Cite 2023). By burying them in a Christian, European 

tradition, adjacent to a church in an east-west orientation, the missionaries were 

demonstrating that even in death, these people were Christian. Their graves appear on the 

landscape as Christian burials, not Indigenous, and this directly contributes to the erasure 

of Indigenous peoples and their claim to their native lands. Today, visitors can see the 

location of the burials, beside a monument which stands in the centre of the outlined 

church foundation. The Indigenous peoples’ graves almost appear as an afterthought on 

the contemporary site, with a large monument to the Jesuit father buried in the church.  

 

7.2.2.2 Fort Ville-Marie Cemetery, Montreal, QC (1634 – 1654) 

Much like the Jesuit Mission at Sillery, the Fort Ville-Marie which became the 

modern city of Montreal was originally established as a Catholic missionary. 

Archaeological excavations at the site were carried out in 1989, informed by historic 

records kept by the church. Through these records, we know that of the 40 people buried 

at the site between 1643-1654, 12 were Indigenous people from the Anishnabeg and 

Huron-Wendat nations (Desjardin and Duguay 1992:32; Pointe-à-Callière nd; Pothier in 

press). Based on the placement of burials within the consecrated Catholic burial ground, it 

is highly likely that these Indigenous individuals had been baptized as Catholics before 

death. While the burial ground was not visible on the modern surface for many years, it 

was marked on historic maps and so the location had been suspected prior to the 

excavations. The excavated graves are now part of the permanent exhibit at the Pointe-à-

Callière museum, to show visitors what the grave shafts and excavation looked like.  
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A portion of the graves at this site were oriented north-south rather than the 

traditional east-west of Christian burials. Louise Pothier, Curator and Chief Archaeologist 

at Pointe-à-Callière, wrote in a recent article that there were two factors that lead the 

excavation team to believe these were Indigenous and not French graves: the first being 

shovel-shaped incisors, while acknowledging that this biological feature is not exclusive 

to Indigenous peoples, and the second being a number of grave goods including 

Indigenous pottery sherds, a bear’s tooth, and a terracotta pipe with an owl effigy (Pothier 

in press). This is similar to another mission cemetery at Sainte-Marie-aux-Hurons in 

Ontario, where numerous objects were found as grave goods in the Indigenous burials at 

the site, tolerated by the 17th-century missionaries as there is no doctrinal edict against 

grave goods in Catholicism, although it is not typically customary (Pothier in press). An 

excellent example of a settler colonial grave with grave goods is the burial of Captain 

Gabriel Archer at Jamestown, VA, who was buried with part of a captain’s leading staff 

and a silver reliquary containing human bones, a characteristically Catholic object 

(Jamestown Rediscovery 2021). It is clear in the treatment of the burial of these 

Indigenous individuals at Ville Marie that those who converted to Christianity were still 

retaining some of their customs when burying the dead, through the inclusion of cultural 

objects with the bodies, even when they were being interred in a Christian burial site.  

 This site is interesting in that Indigenous people were buried with the settlers, but 

their burials were, as with many Black burials during the period at other sites, segregated 

to their own section. The burial orientation was changed, possibly to differentiate their 

burials from the settlers, a practice also noted at the Sainte-Marie-aux-Hurons site 

(Pothier in press). The Indigenous bodies were buried in consecrated ground but were still 
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othered in death. It would be difficult to tell if or how their graves were marked at the 

time of burial, potentially with a wood cross, but due to the excavation and recognition of 

the site, their presence is visible on the landscape once again.  

 

7.2.2.3 St. Paul’s Anglican Churchyard, Trinity, NL (~1730 – 1888) 

 Although not included in my survey study, it would be remiss not to mention the 

St. Paul’s Anglican Churchyard in Trinity, NL. The community of Trinity has been 

occupied by settlers since the 17th century and was once the hub of trade for the region. 

The first church at the site was constructed in 1730, although the site may have been used 

for burials prior to construction. A second church was built to replace it on the same site 

in 1820, which was again replaced with the current building in 1892. Although not dating 

to the 17th century, church burial records mention one Beothuk individual, named ‘John 

August’, was interred at the churchyard on Oct 29, 1788. The entry on his burial record in 

the St. Paul’s burial records from 1788 stated that he was “(a Native Indian of this Island) 

& servant to Jeffrey and Street”, a local business (St. Paul’s Church 1788:48; Cole 2000) 

(Figure 7.2).  

 

 

Figure 7.2: Excerpt from St. Paul's Anglican Church burial records, 1788, recording the death of John August, a 
Beothuk man St. Paul’s Church 1788:48). 
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According to local oral history, the naming convention for enslaved Beothuk 

people like John, captured and taken from his family as a young child, was to give them 

an English first name and the month of their capture as their last name, hence ‘August’. 

His original name was not recorded, and he had a tough, short life, being displayed as a 

sideshow attraction in England before being brought home to Newfoundland, likely as an 

enslaved labourer, dying at the age of 24 (Cole 2000). Because he was buried in the 

churchyard, he was likely baptised as an Anglican at one point in his life. However, today 

there is no knowledge about the location of his grave within the site. The original site of 

the church was slightly to the south of its current location and given that John died in 

1788 before the construction of the second church, it is possible that his grave was 

disturbed in that construction, although graves to the north of a church is a less popular 

location than south or east (Rodwell 2012:305). It is also possible that he was buried on 

the periphery of the site, with or without a grave marker, segregated from the rest of the 

settler graves as was common in other sites with minority people.  

 While working at St. Paul’s Churchyard doing gravestone conservation in 2022 

and 2023, I did not come across any records or indication on the surviving gravestones of 

John’s grave. Locals told me that there are one or two other Beothuk people buried at the 

site, including someone called ‘boy June’, but I have been unable to find any historic 

documentation pertains to their existence. Given the poor visibility of John’s burial place 

on the modern landscape, perhaps that is not surprising.  
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7.3 Puritan Diaries as Documents of Death and Burial 

By using primary sources in the form of personal diaries, the following analysis 

will examine how two individuals, Samuel Sewall and Joshua Hempstead, experienced 

and wrote about death and burial in the context of their Puritan beliefs. The first-person 

narrative provides valuable insight into how Europeans in the late 17th to early 18th 

centuries were experiencing and remembering burial services for their European, Black, 

and Indigenous neighbours. This analysis aims to look beyond the white settler narrative 

within 17th- and 18th-century burial spaces in New England, commenting on how we can 

use clearly biased views recorded by the most privileged individuals, white European 

men, to gain a better understanding of how visible people of colour were within their 

spaces.  

Through the examination of who was visible within colonial burial grounds, and 

who was interacting and engaging with these spaces on a regular basis, we are able to 

better understand how burial landscapes were formed by and for white settlers, although 

they were not the only ones using these spaces. What is clear to archaeologists today is 

that while the populations of these colonial settlements were racially diverse, historically 

these spaces have been whitewashed to silence the voices of Black and Indigenous 

peoples who also resided in these communities. As Ana Schwartz writes in her book 

Unmoored: The Search for Sincerity in Colonial America, Puritan settlers attempted to 

use sincerity in their writing to form social cohesion and encourage idealistic behaviour 

(Schwartz 2023). These writers were recording their experiences from their place in the 

world, and as Puritans they were recording it faithfully in an effort towards the societal 



 246 

sincerity required of them. Of course, all records hold bias, and through examination of 

records we can better inform and influence archaeological and historical interpretations of 

these spaces. The bias of writers in any period reflects their own lived experiences and 

what they deem important, from where they view and act in the world, but their writing is 

no more truthful or sincere than any other text. It reflects a singular person’s views and 

experience within their society, influenced by their social status, religious beliefs, race, 

and innumerable other factors. In the case of the authors examined in the remainder of 

this chapter, their view was that of white men from the Puritan faith. The benefit of 

looking at these documents while considering the societal and religious lenses with which 

it was written is vital to interpreting burial spaces and understanding how people of 

colour existed within those spaces, and how they were visible to the settler majority at the 

time.  

Puritans were concerned about death, as their position in the afterlives were 

predetermined, and this seems to have instilled a great fear into many people. They also 

did not view burial spaces as sacred, religious spaces, but a place for contemplation on 

one’s own mortality, and this is reflected in how they write about funerals and burials. 

How they wrote about the deaths of people of colour, if at all, also reflects how they 

viewed Black and Indigenous people within the community, which is what this section 

seeks to examine. How were the deaths and burials of people of colour written about 

contemporaneously, when compared to settlers’ burials recorded by the same author? 

All text quoted directly from primary sources will retain original spelling from the 

period to maintain the authenticity or sincerity of the text. Derogatory terminology which 

was common during the 17th and 18th centuries has been removed from in-text quotations 
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and from the whole quotations as included in Tables 1 and 2. I have chosen to retain the 

first letter of such words (e.g., X--) as their usage was instrumental in identifying funeral 

and burial mentions of Black or Indigenous individuals. Historic spellings of words that 

include ‘y’ in place of ‘th’ have also been retained in direct quotations (e.g., ‘yt’ instead 

of ‘that’, and ‘ye’ instead of ‘the’). This letter is the ‘thorn’, an Old English / Old Norse 

rune which was carried into Middle English and was pronounced as a ‘th’.   

 

7.3.1 Samuel Sewall’s Diary  

Historical archaeology has the benefit of primary sources and first-hand accounts, 

and one of the best examples from 17th-century Boston comes from the renowned judge 

and diarist, Samuel Sewall. Sewall documented his life and work regularly from 1674 – 

1729, one year before he died (Sewall 1973). Well-known for his role in the Salem witch 

trials, which he later regretted and apologized for, Sewall was a well-known figure in 

Boston during the turn of the 18th century who wrote about the minutiae of his life and 

the Boston community around them, including funerals of people he knew and those he 

attended. His diaries provide a record of numerous deaths and funeral proceedings, giving 

researchers insight into changing Puritan funerary and burial practices at the time. Among 

these records are sparce mentions of people of colour and Indigenous people, primarily as 

enslaved persons, and the occasional record of their deaths. We must remember that by 

looking at a personal record, we are reading the opinion of a single person reflecting their 

views, anxieties, and hopes through the written word, and they do not speak for all of 

society. In the case of this example, it is the opinion of one elderly white Puritan man. 
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 From 1674 to 1699, there were approximately 127 mentions of death and burial, 

including Black and Indigenous peoples’ deaths, recorded by Sewall. I categorized 

according to: 1) records of a death and burial with no additional details (e.g., May 8, 

1676, Mrs. Wharton dyes: buried Wednesday afternoon); 2) records of death and burial 

with some detail (e.g., Dec 19, 1685, Father John Odlin is buried in the First burying 

place) or; 3) Black or Indigenous death and burial mentioned in any regard (e.g., “Dec 12, 

1685, [Peter Butler buried a n_”) (Sewall 1973:16;87-88). These categories were used to 

take a closer look at how a Puritan was describing deaths and burials of his fellow settlers 

as well as people that he may have viewed as ‘other’. There are, of course, likely Black or 

Indigenous peoples who were not explicitly identified as such who were mentioned in this 

record, but to research every name for their cultural and racial background is beyond the 

scope of this project.  

In some cases, for individuals of importance to the community or to his family, 

Sewall recorded what funeral favours were given, such as gloves or rings, who the pall 

bearers were, and other details about the funeral itself. These more detailed entries reflect 

his relationship to the individual, but as Sewall was also a prominent figure in Boston 

society, it also may reflect the importance of the individual he was writing about.  

Only six entries prior to 1700 include Black and Indigenous records of death 

and/or burial not related to violence with settlers, and there are an additional five records 

from 1700 to 1729. There are additional records in Sewall’s diary discussing attacks from 

or on Indigenous peoples that resulted in deaths on both sides. These deaths are recorded 

in Table 1 above. It is evident in these records that Sewall recorded fewer deaths of Black 

or Indigenous people in Boston, and on only one account does he mention a Black funeral 
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(Sewall 1973: 984). While he recorded these deaths and burials with equally little 

information as he did for the majority of the deaths of the European settlers, he recorded 

far fewer deaths of people of colour over the same period. By 1720, approximately 12% 

of Boston’s population were enslaved, about 1500 people, with enslaved persons making 

up between 10-12% of the city’s population through the early 18th century (City of 

Boston Archaeology n.d.). The percentage of Black or Indigenous death and burial 

recorded by Sewall was 8.8%, 6/127 examples before 1700, which is not representative of 

the number of people of colour in the city at the time.  

 What these records reveal is the visibility, or lack thereof, of Black and 

Indigenous people in the European settler society that was Puritan Boston in the 17th 

century. Through the late 17th century to 1708, there were 400 Black residents in Boston, 

increasing to 1374 in 1742, one third of all the Black residents of Massachusetts (Hayden 

1992:34). In 1708, there were only 33 free Black residents recorded in Boston (Hayden 

1992:34). While Sewall was known to have helped multiple Black people in courts of law 

to negotiate better arrangements with their enslavers, and delivered Boston’s first public 

anti-slavery treatise, it was not until the 18th century that slave owners felt social pressure 

to provide their slaves with a burial (Hayden 1992:34; Sweet 2003:60, 157), and as a 

result the visibility of Black burials was significantly less in the 17th century than it 

would later become. The burial landscape that Sewall recorded in Boston was extensive, 

but primarily consisted of the society that he was a part of, one that considered Black 

people lesser than, and Indigenous enslaved people “unruly and dangerous” (Sweet 

2003:60). It should also be noted that white settlers of lower socio/economic status were 
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also poorly represented in the burial landscape, with large, ornate gravestones being 

unobtainable for many.  

 These records of burials also give us unique insight into how Puritans were 

adapting their views and practices regarding death and burial in the late 17th century, a 

time when Puritanism was in the decline and the Anglican Church was moving into 

Massachusetts, much to the dismay of some of Boston’s residents, Sewall included. For 

most people, Sewall simply recorded that they ‘were buried’, but for others, likely people 

he knew, he recorded additional details about the funeral procession and burial itself. 

Overall, Sewall’s diary provides rich insight into the life of a Puritan settler in Boston, 

and his personal relationship and understanding of death and burial within his 

community. He recorded a significant number of burials in the late 17th century, including 

a handful of Black and Indigenous individuals. For people of colour, he rarely mentioned 

their place of burial with the exception of the one man who was buried at a crossroads as 

punishment for dying by suicide. There are many reasons why he could have chosen to 

omit the location of those burials, from Puritan seriousness about burials to simply 

overlooking details of the lives of people of colour around him. It is impossible to tell 

what someone in history was thinking, but by looking at their personal records, insights 

can be gained into how someone interpreted different situations.  

 

7.3.2 Joshua Hempstead’s Diary  

The diary of Joshua Hempstead, a gravestone letterer among many other jobs, 

lived in New London, Connecticut in the early 18th century. His diary is one of the best 
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resources for the period, documenting his life from 1711 to 1758, stopping shortly before 

his death (Hempstead 1901). Through his role as a letterer, primarily for stones carved by 

his brother-in-law’s uncle, John Hartshorne, his unique perspective as someone involved 

in burial ritual provides valuable insight (Hempstead 1901; Tucker 1995). It should be 

noted that like most well-off settler families in New England in the 17th and 18th 

centuries, Hempstead owned enslaved Black people, and benefited from the labour of 

indentured Indigenous people as well. He recorded on September 10, 1713, that “Josiah 

Topping came to [his] house & Signed over an Indian to me as p Indenture I to sell him 

for wt I can & to pay my self” (Hempstead 1901:26; Newell 2015:223). It is not a surprise 

to find this type of documentation amongst his personal records. 

From the start of Hempstead’s diary in 1711 to 1728, there are approximately 130 

burials recorded. These burials were broken down the same way for recording purposes, 

burials with no details (e.g., November 24, 1711, “Bathshua Fox was Buried who died 

yesterday”), burials with some details (e.g., January 31, 1714/15, “I was at home & made 

Mary Ingrems Coffin & then at funeral”), and indications of Black or Indigenous death 

and burial (e.g., May 1, 1713, “Mary Jackley daughter of Hager Wright (a free [Black 

woman]) was buried who died last night”) (Hempstead 1901:4, 22, 42). In many 

instances, Hempstead documented his construction of coffins for many members of his 

community. He typically built a coffin the night before or day of, as one of his many jobs 

in New London, and then attended the funeral. Unlike Sewall, whose records are earlier 

and come from a larger city centre, Hempstead did not write about the exchange of rings 

or gloves but did show more knowledge about the individuals being buried. On March 28, 

1719, he wrote that “Sarah Waller was Buried Died wth a cancer on Thursday. She was 
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an old Maid about 60 or 70 years. Daughter of Matthew Waller one of ye first Settlers in 

this Town” (Hempstead 1901:86). These records suggest that Hempstead likely had a 

close relationship to many of the deceased funerals he attended, having known the 

individuals or families personally due to the small size of the community.  

The estimated enslaved population of Connecticut in 1710 was 750, rising to 1490 

enslaved people in 1730 (Hinks nd). While no early population data for New London 

itself is available, by 1756, the settlement’s overall population had risen to 3171 

(CT.GOV 2023). Of the 130 deaths noted in the diary between 1711 and 1728, there were 

12 deaths and/or burials of Black or Indigenous individuals recorded by Hempstead. 

These deaths are recorded in Table 2. As Hempstead did record the names of many 

individuals, his records allow for future research on the location of their burials and their 

history in the area. This is significant for the burials of Black people that he mentioned, 

which greatly contributes to our understanding of their lives in colonial settlements. His 

records also show the racism that free Black people faced living in colonial New London. 

In 1716/17, Hempstead wrote that he “entered a caution” against the sale of land to 

Robert Jacklin, Hagar Wright’s second husband, and the town later “voted that this town 

do utterly oppose and protest against Robert Jacklin a n… man’s buying any land in this 

town” (Hempstead 1901:64; Schuch 2022).  

The aforementioned Mary Jackley was the daughter of Hagar (or Hager) Wright, 

born in the West Indies, and William Wright, an Algonquin Anishinaabe man. A 

European settler by the name of James Rogers who enslaved her “promised Hagar 

freedom once she turned thirty-six” and because William wished to marry her, he agreed 

to be indentured to Rogers for six years to secure her freedom (di Bonaventure 2014:18). 



 253 

The couple were freed in 1691, but in 1697 William was imprisoned in Hartford “not for 

burning the meeting-house, which is not proven against him…but for his averred 

determination not to submit to the law regarding servile labor on the first day of the 

week” (Bolles and William 1904:187; Connecticut State Library ND:4). Hagar, whose 

name was likely given to her by a slave trader or Rogers, is mentioned in multiple court 

cases concerning debts, and two attempts by the Rogers family to re-enslave her and one 

of her children, as stated by the New London Land Records (Wikitree 2023). Because 

information about these individuals’ names was recorded in Hempstead’s diary as well as 

other contemporaneous documents, more details about their lives can be brought to light, 

providing a richer picture of what life was like for Black people in New London. This 

demonstrates the value of examining historical documentation as well as the physical 

landscape of the burial ground together.  

One may also note Hempstead’s own fears towards his health and wellbeing in 

these records. He wrote on December 8, 1717, that “Richard Chistoprs [Black] man 

Quash was buried died with this distemper yt I have” (Hempstead 1901:71). Did he 

record Quash’s name, be it his real name or a name he was given while enslaved, because 

he simply knew the man’s name, or because his death of a similar illness struck a chord of 

fear? Due to the smaller size of the community, knowing peoples’ names was likely a lot 

easier than in Boston, and the majority of these people would have been buried in New 

London’s ‘Ye Antientest Burial Ground’, which opened in 1653. A vote had been cast by 

the town in the next year to protect the land, stating “it shall bee for the Common Buriall 

place, and never be impropiated by any” (Blake 1897:37). This became the common 
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burial ground for all people, not just white settlers in the community, although the Black 

settlers buried there are not as evident on the surface today, with only a handful of  

gravestones attributed to Black residents present.  

 

Table 2: Record of Black and Indigenous death and burial, Hempstead diaries (Hempstead 1901). All spelling is 
original to the source material and terminology that are considered slurs today have been removed, except for the first 

letter which was required to identify the death records of Black individuals. 

 

  

Date Name Details Pg # 

Jan 22, 

1711/12 
a Moheag Indian 

I was helping Clemt Damiels Pick up ye ye mill & 

Lay her down all day. A Moheag Indian buried yt 
Died att Samll Roger's. 

7 

Friday, Dec 5, 

1712 
Ashan 

Chistopher Stubbins his Indian man named ashan 

was buried who died Last night - Sich less yn a 
week 

18 

May 1, 1713 Mary Jackley 
Mary Jackley daughter of Hager Wright (a free N--

) was buried who dided last night) 
22 

Nov 22, 1713 Andrew N-- Andrew buried. Very cold. 30 

Dec 8, 1717 Quash 
Richard Christoprs N-- man Quash was buried died 
with this distemper yt I have 

71 

Dec 25, 1717 Nanny 
old Nanny Jno Coits n-- woman was buried in ye 

evening 
71 

Feb 24, 
1717/18 

Mr Jonathan 
Prenttis 

Mr Jonathan Prenttis a N-- Man Murdered himself 
with a Pistol Shot under ye Chun un to his head 

73 

Oct 1, 1721 
Robt Jacklin's 

child 
Robt Jacklin a free N-- had a Child buried 114 

July 27, 1722 none 

Richd Douglass hath lost a New N-- Woman & 

Thos Prenttis a n-- Child & a Indian Woman yt 

lived at Mr Winthrops dead & buried. 

123 

March 25, 
1726 

Reta Madm Winthrops N-- Woman Reta buried. 167 

June 28, 1726 none 
I was at home al day Cutting gr stones &c. a N-- 

Woman of Capt Stars buried. 
171 

Aug 8, 1728 none 
a N-- Child of Dorcas Judge Chistophers Servt 
buried last night. 

201 
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7.3.3 Discussion 

The visibility of Black and Indigenous peoples at a variety of colonial burial 

grounds through the 17th and 18th century was, and still is, relatively poor. Black 

individuals were forced to bury their dead at the edges of community burial grounds, and 

in some cities were eventually banned from even that. Boston, New York, and other 

colonial settlements enacted strict rules on the burials of Black, Indigenous, and mixed-

race people, removing their ability to gather in community for funerals, or hold large, 

winding, processions that honoured homeland traditions continuing in the colonial 

context. Eventually in many cities, people of colour were forbidden from being buried in 

the churchyards and had to find space for their own burials, such as the African Burial 

Ground in New York City. Even there, where burials appeared Christian from the surface, 

evidence was uncovered through excavation of African and Caribbean heritage through 

grave goods and body modifications. These examples demonstrate that even when the 

colonial environment was forcing the erasure of Black burial traditions and practices, they 

were still finding ways to incorporate their culture in honour of the dead.  

 Indigenous peoples were often subjected to similar mandates in the colonial 

government, with the 1720s law from Boston including them together with Black people. 

In these examples, free Indigenous people that were baptized were buried in consecrated 

ground set aside for them, as a mark in the landscape by the settlers. Whether the people 

had converted of their own free will, by force, or through assimilation and loss of cultural 

identity as likely happened with John August in Trinity, from the surface, their burials 

appeared Christian. Like some exhumed Black burials, however, many exhumed 
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Indigenous burials from the early colonial period also showed signs of retention of their 

own cultural beliefs through the use of grave goods and offerings placed with the bodies.  

 Many of these individuals were likely buried in graves that were unmarked, 

marked with a wooden marker, or a small fieldstone, due to inaccessible prices of more 

formal gravestones, but that did not mean they were any less loved and cared for by their 

families and communities. Free individuals with means may have ordered a gravestone, 

as we see in Newport, RI, or an enslaver might purchase a gravestone for the deceased 

enslaved person to publicly show how ‘good’ of a person he was, and how much power 

he had as a wealthy slave-holder. In many cases, these sites or sections of burial grounds 

stand nearly empty today, a fraction of the markers present than there may have once 

been. While the visibility of people of colour in the colonial burial landscape historically 

was not high, through the historical and archaeological records, and the tireless work of 

community groups and descendent communities, that visibility is increasing.  

The two diaries examined were both written by white men in English Puritan 

settlements in New England, and there are differences in the way that death and burial 

were remarked upon. They provide insight as to how difficult it is to say much about 

anyone’s funeral and burial but the elite dead in a particular town. While Sewall attended 

many funerals, much of these activities were carried out through his role as a high-status 

public figure in late 17th-century Boston society. In many cases he recorded the pall 

bearers or funeral rings or gloves given out to the attendees, but in most cases, he only 

mentioned the individual being buried with no other details. He rarely mentioned the 

names of enslaved people that died around him or their burials in the community. 

Hempstead, also a busy member of his community who would eventually be appointed 
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Justice of the Peace for New London in 1727 (Hempstead 1901:184), also did not record 

much detail for most of the burials he noted and/or attended. For the most part, he took 

note of the names of the deceased, including several Black or Indigenous individuals, and 

included familial ties if he knew them. This distinction could be due to Hempstead living 

in a smaller community or through his job as a gravestone letterer, but his attention to 

detail allows researchers to better trace the lives of Black and Indigenous people who 

lived in New London at the time, such as Mary Wright’s family as already discussed. 

Unfortunately, enslaved Black people often had names assigned by their enslavers 

recorded in such documents, making it more difficult to trace them.  

Both men attended or were directly involved in over 100 burials over a relatively 

short period of time, 26 years for Sewall and 17 years for Hempstead. The closeness of 

the Puritan community to its burial practices and spaces, even though they did not deem 

them religiously important, is also evident in the diaries, as are the changing burial 

practices through the late 17th and into the 18th centuries. They may not be telling the truth 

of what happened to a fault, but they reflect how the individual experienced it and 

recorded it.  

Both Sewall and Hempstead’s diaries make it clear that, for European settlers in 

the 17th to 18th centuries in New England, the burial space and burial practices were 

something that they primarily thought about for their own people. While we know 

through historic records and accounts that community burial spaces like those in New 

London and Boston house the remains of white and Black people from this period, for the 

settlers living then, this was not the visible part of the burial landscape which they 
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interacted with. By the early 18th century, large, extravagant funerals were banned, 

specifically targeting the traditions of Black residents in colonial cities (Sweet 2003:334).  
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8 Discussion and Conclusions 

8.1 Discussion  

 There were a variety of competing powers in northeastern North America during 

the 17th century: the Indigenous peoples who resided on these lands for thousands of 

years, the British, Dutch, and French sailors and colonists who looked for land to 

establish their forts and settlements, and the Catholic, Anglican and Reformed churches in 

the Netherlands, England, and France. The settlements were also home to Black African 

and Caribbean people who had been torn from their homes and enslaved in the colonies. 

This dissertation has examined the development of burial grounds in 17th-century settler 

communities through the lens of these powerful influences, shed light on the visibility of 

people of colour within those burial spaces both contemporaneously and today, and 

presented a local case study of the development of burial landscapes within a community 

which has seen continuous settler occupation since the late 17th century. 

 The research was approached through the lens of landscape theory, with a focus in 

taskscape theory, to explore the way in which a burial space was used by the community, 

and the types of tasks which lend themselves to constructing that landscape. There are 

numerous activities which contribute to the building of a burial landscape, from small 

tasks which take place at individual graves to larger events that can be seen and 

experienced by many citizens, all can be considered as “an act of remembrance” (Ingold 

1993:152). We can start with the choosing of the grave location within the burial ground, 

implying close familiarity with the burial landscape. While the concept of prestigious 

locations for burial was rejected during the Reformation, certain areas of the burial 
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grounds such as those closer to the entrance and most easily visible sections, were 

preferred and reserved for important figures, while the graves of Black residents were 

carried out in a far corner. Next, the opening of the grave itself, where one or two grave 

diggers would have carried their shovels to the site, the clink of metal on rock 

reverberating off nearby buildings or deadened by trees. They might have been smoking 

clay pipes (it was the 17th century after all) and have taken a moment to break off the end 

of their pipe, dropping it on the ground to be found in the future. If a gravestone was to be 

installed, it would have to be carved, typically by a professional mason. If in the southern 

colonies of what is today the United States, the stone may have been imported from 

quarries as far away as several states for carving, or the family may have ordered a pre-

cut stone all the way from Europe, as we see in Newfoundland during the 18th century 

with limestone gravestones being imported from the British Isles, or the limestone ledger 

at Jamestown from the 17th century which was made from a European stone (Pocius 

1981; Jamestown Rediscovery 2024). These activities expand the landscape to include 

quarries and carvers far displaced from the burial ground itself, weaving their tasks 

together into the broader experience of the burial landscape.  

 Other activities that contribute to burial taskscapes and those experiencing it 

include death and dying itself, preparation in the home of the deceased, and the funeral 

procession. The individual would have been carried in a communal coffin and buried in a 

shroud, or buried in their own coffin, which was typically made by a local carpenter. The 

acts of preparing the wood and constructing the coffin extend the activities associated 

with the burial landscape further, overlapping with many other everyday practices and 

tasks a community participated in. The deceased, after a service dependent on faith (or no 
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service at all), would be lowered into the grave shaft, and the grave diggers would slowly 

fill in the grave with the dirt they already removed, the hollow clunk of dirt clods falling 

on the wood coffin rising to the ears of the mourners.  

Settler burial grounds in northeastern North America reflect both the traditions of 

the peoples who founded them, formed by years of practice and religious influence in 

Europe, and new practices and traditions adapted by the settlers in their new colonies. 

What was established in the 17th century is reflected in how we as a settler society today 

in the 21st century, understand and deal with our own mortality. This is especially true in 

New England, where the Puritan foothold was strong, and Puritan values are still present.  

 Landscape was also considered when examining burial ground organization. 

Burial grounds can be considered within two distinct spatial divisions: inside the burial 

ground, meaning the burials and gravestones themselves which make up the space; and 

the burial ground’s location in the community and the wider landscape. There were many 

aspects of burial traditions in Europe that made their way over to North America and with 

no reason to change them, can be seen in both European and North American burial 

ground organizations in the northeast. Other practices, such as the specific location of 

burial grounds in communities, radically changed in instances where religious groups 

such as Quakers or Puritans formed a significant percentage of the population. One major 

event that impacted burial traditions across Europe was the Protestant Reformation, 

creating an upheaval in religious practices around worship, church architectural styles, 

access to religious spaces such as monasteries, and burial tradition. As a result of the 

Protestant Reformation in Europe, unconsecrated burial grounds began to be favoured by 

more extreme groups of Protestants like the Puritans, who gained their foothold in 
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Massachusetts and Connecticut, severing ties between the physical space of the burial 

ground, and a church building, which they did not recognize as necessary, instead 

favouring a meeting house for services and municipal meetings among other activities.  

 While many aspects of Christian burial traditions remained the same — including 

burial inside a church being more revered than outside, the closer one was to the altar 

space the better (though not for the Quakers and Puritans), and similarities in coffin 

construction in post-medieval European burials compared to those in North America — 

some aspects were altered. In British burials in northeastern North America, for instance, 

it is more likely to see a coffin than not, as coffin-making and the availability of a coffin 

became more affordable throughout the 17th century. British burial grounds in this region 

also exhibit changes as the result of the Reformation, as well as the allowance for any 

religious faith to be practiced in British colonies, even if it was not allowed in England. 

As a result, we see Puritan burial grounds established separate from their meeting houses, 

with few marked graves in early years, and gravestones without iconography appearing in 

the mid-late 17th century, followed by grinning death’s heads and memento mori 

symbology that New England is famous for today. Quaker burial grounds near their 

Friends Meeting Houses often had no grave markers at all, while Anglican churchyards 

were still being established adjacent to churches and were consecrated grounds. 

Catholicism, although deeply unpopular with the Crown and Anglican Church in 

England, was also practiced in the British colonies of North America, albeit less 

frequently, in places like St. Mary’s City or Ferryland. Anglican and Catholic burial 

practices look similar in terms of organization and placement within a community, as was 

demonstrated through the survey presented in Chapter 5.  
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 Dutch religious practices saw great upheaval in the 16th century due to the 

Reformation, which resulted in the formation of the Dutch Republic with the rise of 

Protestantism. With these reformations, came changes to the beliefs surrounding the 

funeral, burial, and afterlife. The new country was decidedly Protestant, with the Dutch 

Reformed Church (de Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk) founded in 1571. Becoming the 

official religion of the Netherlands after the Catholic Church was dismantled, and the 

Dutch Reformed Church was the only major church seen in the Dutch Colonies in North 

America. Burial practices in Dutch colonies still reflect Christian traditions adapted from 

the late medieval period through the post-medieval period (as did much of the rest of 

Europe’s burials). A practice found in the Netherlands, due to their lack of space, was the 

burial of multiple layers of individuals in the burial ground, packed tightly together and 

covered with additional soil before more bodies were put into the ground. Even though 

this practice was not required in North American colonies due to the expanse of lands that 

could be utilized for burials, it persisted throughout the 17th century, with one record of 

exhumations in Beverwyck (today Albany) being stacked several layers deep. Due to the 

Reformation, Dutch Protestants changed their funerary practice from elaborate to simple, 

in line with their beliefs, and no longer spoke prayers or eulogies over the graves 

(Mathijssen and Venhorst 2019). Dutch settlements in the northeast saw burial grounds 

established adjacent to or very close to their churches, with almost no examples recorded 

that were not directly associated with a church. The exceptions were those established 

before a church was built, or for Jewish burial grounds in New Amsterdam.  

 Unlike that seen in British settlements, or the Dutch colonies, French settlements 

in North America were officially Catholic. While the Protestant Reformation did affect 
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French religion, the Catholic Church largely retained its power in France throughout the 

post medieval period, and Protestants were not recognized as equal citizens until 1789 

(Harvard Divinity School 2023). Therefore, burial practices in France continued to reflect 

the traditions of the Catholic Church, with importance placed on burials close to altars 

and within consecrated ground. Churches and burial grounds were often the heart of the 

community, located close to the living and working spaces, and even ossuaries were 

utilized as part of burial practice up to and including the 17th century, although not in 

northeastern North America. Catholic graveyards in France were directly associated with 

the churches, whether or not they were adjacent to the physical structure. The 

Reformation did not impact French burial practices as much as it did in England or the 

Netherlands, countries which ultimately altered their national religion in the long run as a 

result, with the establishment of the Anglican Church and the Dutch Reformed Church, 

respectively. However, there was still an impact on burial practices in France, as 

Huguenots struggled to find a place to bury their dead in what remained a largely 

Catholic country. The burials of dissenter groups, suicide victims, or unbaptized infants 

were not allowed within the consecrated grounds. The same traditions are visible in 

French settlements in northeastern North America, although these eventually shifted with 

the development of the Acadian region in Maine, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick, and 

Quebecois culture in Quebec.  

Charnel houses or ossuaries, which are not a part of this study in terms of 

communal burial practices, are still a practice of note. Less well studied than those on 

mainland Europe, the British did employ the use of charnel houses from the 13th century 

CE through the late-medieval period, but these structures saw destruction after the 
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Dissolution of the Monasteries (Farrow 2023). They should be noted, however, as a place 

of collective or communal memory, after the interred individual was removed from the 

grave and the bones added to this communal space. The same communal memory is at 

play at sites without grave markers as well, where one does not know where individuals 

are buried. While the loss of individuality through the reuse of burial plots and secondary 

interments was once part of the commemorative process (Farrow 2023:171), colonies in 

northeastern North America forget this aspect of burial all together, moving towards the 

concept of a ‘forever’ grave.  

 Settlements in northeastern North America, considered a land of uncertainty to 

Europeans, came with the threat of attack, from other European settler groups as well as 

Indigenous groups who were rightly upset that the colonizers had taken their land and 

resources. Many European settlements were established with some form of fortification, 

from blockhouses on the edges of a town to ditches and palisades made from earth and 

wood to later stone walls in many communities as they expanded and the need for 

protection grew. The fortifications of 17th-century French settlements were seen more 

prominently in the survey data collected for this project, with 60% of sites being 

surrounded by a fortifications, while only 40% of Dutch settlements and 30% of British 

settlements were fortified. For the British sites, this is likely reflecting the heavy presence 

of Puritan settlements in the British sites selected. A randomly selected sample from my 

previous research sites showed a breakdown of 50% fortified and 50% not fortified (Lacy 

2017; 2020). However, the results also demonstrated that fortifications did not play as 

large a role in the placement of burial grounds as originally hypothesized. For French 

settlements, 50 % of burial grounds at fortified sites were outside, 33% inside, and 17% 
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unknown. The data for British settlements were 50/50, and Dutch fortified settlements 

saw 67% of burial grounds outside, 33% inside. These data represent a relatively small 

number of sites, so results should be recognized as not statistically significant or 

representative of the entire colonial world. Differences represent one or two sites varying 

from the surrounding settlements, a snapshot of the wider burial landscape, but one that 

requires further research. Considering the influence of Catholic faith in French 

settlements and in burial ground development, it is interesting to see relatively similar 

numbers of burial grounds outside the heart of the community compared to inside. It 

should be noted that the number of sites surveyed, 45, is relatively small, and any 

deviations should be interpreted with a high degree of caution.  

 One factor that heavily influences the location of a burial ground is a church, and 

furthermore a community’s relationship with the church and specific faiths that held 

power at the time of a burial ground’s inception. Protestant beliefs were not all that 

dissimilar from Catholic in terms of a churchyard or graveyard within proximity to the 

building where worship was held. Even when a church had not been constructed, as was 

the case in Beverwyck prior to 1652, we see internments taking place near the warehouse 

where services were held. This practice ceased as soon as a proper church was 

constructed in what became Albany, and subsequent burials were carried out inside and 

around that property. Of the sites surveyed, French burial grounds were all directly 

adjacent to churches (91.7%, 1 unknown), with Dutch sites having 86.7% associated with 

their churches. This was to be expected and includes the Dutch Jewish site which was still 

closely associated with its synagogue. These numbers stand out compared to the British 

sites, wherein only 50% were associated with a church, 44.4% not with a church, and 1 
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unknown (5.6%). A random sample of 10 sites taken from my Master’s data represent a 

similar result, with 60% of those sites not associated with a church, and 40% associated 

with a church (Lacy 2017; 2020). Both datasets show the impact of Puritan sites on the 

burial landscape of the northeast coast. When sites founded by dissenting groups are 

removed from the British sites selected for this project, we see 75% of sites associated 

with churches (6 sites), 12% not associated with a church (1 site, non-denominational 

burial ground in Newport, RI), and 13% unknown (1 site, St. Mary’s City fort burials).  

There were ongoing connections between the community, the church, and the 

burial space in many settlements, but in others we see disruptions to that norm, with new 

ideas being displayed through a society’s burial practices. These evolving traditions allow 

us to gain a better understanding of how people were living and how they were buried. 

No matter who they were, having a good death was of value, and being placed within 

consecrated ground remained an important consideration for the burials of the Dutch, 

French, and Catholic and Anglican British, and the deaths of those who did not fit the 

societal factors of acceptability, such as unbaptized infants in many cases, were not able 

to be buried within these same grounds. In some communities, such as Newport, Rhode 

Island, burial grounds were open to everyone, and religious freedom was practiced freely; 

yet, even in these places we still see a hierarchy of how people are buried within a space, 

with the ‘high value’ locations being reserved for the rich, the prominent, and the white. 

While Black or Indigenous burials were technically allowed to occupy the same burial 

grounds as the white settlers, they were not afforded the same options in their burial 

space, continuing the cycle of racism in the burial landscape.  
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All of this tells us that the colonists in 17th-century northeastern North America 

were creating their own traditions, driven by the freedom afforded by being in a new 

place, on a new continent, while also reflecting the traditions they brought with them 

from their home countries. We see Dutch Reformed Churches established across New 

Netherland, creating a foothold for the relatively new church in North America, while still 

constructing churches with graveyards around them which reflects older Catholic 

traditions that the protestant practices were adapted from. French sites show a connection 

to the Catholic practices of France, while British settlements boasted a variety of burial 

ground organizations and configurations with relation to their places of worship, due to 

some allowed freedom of religion for Christian faiths. While previous research has 

discussed how burial grounds in northeastern North America reflected their European 

traditions, what this tells us is that burial spaces do reflect the traditions carried over from 

Europe by settlers; however, they were not bound by those rules as new traditions were 

being created as settlements expanded and aged.  

Additional avenues of research resulting from this project could be greatly 

expanded in the future. Within this dissertation, I sought to examine the development of 

burial landscapes in northeast North America, but what has that really told us? It has 

informed our understanding of where burial grounds were situated in colonial settlements, 

reflecting a society’s relationship with their religion while also providing a glimpse into 

settlers’ relationships with their own mortality. How can we use this information moving 

forward? As future research on these topics is conducted and new evidence is revealed 

through archaeology and archives, further connections between burial practices and 

commemoration may come to light. The topic of commemoration within a singular town 
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vs a comparison between wider spread communities will allow us greater insight into how 

it was to live and die in the 17th century.  

 As I have proposed in previous work (Lacy 2017; 2020), these datasets can be 

used by researchers looking to locate burial grounds within colonial settlements. While 

the data will not tell you specifically where a burial ground might be, overarching trends 

seen from different colonizing nations can be applied when studying the organization of 

settlements. For instance, a Dutch settlement is more likely to have the burial ground 

situated outside of the fortifications, while a French settlement is more likely to have 

them inside, but both tend to keep their burial spaces adjacent to churches. This speaks to 

a united religious faith which continued to be present (and mandatory) in their colonies, 

reflecting how burials would be carried out. The research has also demonstrated aspects 

of burial practices that were brought over from Europe, such as one example of an early 

Dutch burial ground with stacked coffins which was also present in Albany, providing 

insight into further research or urban archaeological recovery projects.  

 The British data collected as part of this project was an expansion on my earlier 

research in the northeast (2017) and provided as comparison against the French and 

Dutch settlements. Moving forward, these datasets demonstrate the diversity present in 

burial practices in British settlements, while also showing the extent to which practices 

continued to be based off earlier Catholic burial practices, yet altered to fit the newly 

formed ideals of various religious groups. In terms of Jewish burial practices, they do not 

reflect Catholic tradition, but their own practices transferred to North America. The study 

of early Jewish burial sites in North America should be expanded upon as the research 
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presented in this dissertation does not adequately cover their background or history in the 

colonies. The same can be said for other minority religious groups in the colonies. 

Expanding on the number of settlements surveyed for the purpose of comparison 

may also add value to this type of research. Increasing the sample size of this study would 

allow us to look for wider-reaching trends in the data that may not have been as visible in 

the smaller sample size presented within the scope of this project, such as the number of 

sites associated with churches in the northeast which would allow us to see the influence 

of different religious groups on a larger scale. Additionally, further primary-source 

analysis could shed light on how people in these 17th-century colonies were experiencing 

mortality, dealing with death, and performing their burial practices under unfamiliar 

conditions. While I have explored these themes within this project, they would benefit 

from more targeted research relating to socio-political background and religious 

frameworks, such as the influence of Puritan practices on the burial landscape.  

The results of this work demonstrated that the burial spaces in the community 

moved outward over 400 years of settler occupation, with the oldest burial grounds being 

close to the homes and harbour, with each new burial ground being opened farther and 

farther from the lived parts of the settlements, typically opened on the outskirts only to be 

surrounded again as the town expanded. Today the open cemeteries in New Perlican are 

obscured from daily life and are not visible from the major roads or any homes. This 

reflects the changing attitudes towards death through the 18th-20th centuries, with growing 

concern over the harm of viewing morbid subjects on a daily basis, and being close to 

graves. While much of this stemmed from overcrowding of burial spaces in city centres 
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like New York or London, the sentiments of these changes were clearly reflected in the 

case study, a rural outport community in eastern Newfoundland and Labrador.  

In terms of community archaeology, while it is evident that the global pandemic 

affected the engagement levels, the community of New Perlican was interested in the 

work being done. I had more success through online engagement over Facebook posts, 

blog posts, and email conversations, and there was a good turnout from the residents of 

New Perlican and the surrounding outports for the end-of-project public talk. Comments 

and discussion from all avenues of communication with the community members helped 

shape how I approached the project, and what data I was able to compile to give back to 

Heritage New Perlican for local, public access. There are no set metrics for measuring the 

success of a public archaeology project, and it is clear that this aspect of the project was 

hindered by both by a public health crisis and the weather. Nevertheless, the engagement 

both online and at the community presentation was good, considering the small size of the 

population of New Perlican. In future work of this nature, scheduling more formal 

interviews in an indoor setting would have been more accessible and manageable, and 

would likely contribute additional background information on the burial spaces.  

The research in New Perlican provided maps of the burial sites to the community 

to help protect them from future development. An expansion of this research could 

include further mapping of the gravestones and recording of inscriptions at the 

contemporary open cemeteries, in order to compare the organization of gravestones at 

those sites to the more historic sites. This would expand our understanding of material 

culture use in New Perlican’s burial landscape, particularly with the use of uninscribed 

field stones in a rural community. Comparative studies could be conducted in other 
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communities with similar backgrounds in the Trinity Bay area, to see whether a similar 

history of burial landscape development is present. 

 Burial spaces in colonial settlements were not only places for white settlers to be 

buried but were often the final resting place for people from a variety of backgrounds and 

ethnicities, including enslaved and free African, Caribbean, and Indigenous people. While 

some sites, like Trinity Churchyard in New York, banned the burial of Black people in 

1697, most of the sites surveyed contained the graves of people from a variety of 

backgrounds. As discussed in Chapter 7, there are many 17th-century sites recognized as 

being the burial place of people of colour, although there are limited written records about 

their burials or funeral practices. In most of these sites, such as the Newport, RI burial 

ground, people of colour were allowed to be buried within the boundaries of the site but 

were typically segregated to their own section away from the more prominent graves or 

high-traffic visiting areas, physically separated from the European settlers’ graves. In 

Copp’s Hill Burying Ground, Boston, the section reserved for Black burials was over the 

hill in one corner of the site, an area that has very few gravestones visible today, 

unrepresentative of the hundreds of people buried there. Sites like this may have had 

ephemeral grave markers made of biodegradable materials, which broke down and lead to 

what appears on the surface as an unmarked grave. This leads to spaces being 

underrepresented on the burial landscape today, and an unrepresentative interpretation of 

the use of the space upon first glance. This resulted in another layer of their identity being 

pushed from the view of the white settler, removing Black residents’ ability to gather, as 

well as to express their cultural identity through the funeral practices. This made their 

movements easier to monitor by settler governments, but reduced their ability to practice 
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traditional funerals, removing that aspect of their cultural identity from public view. What 

was left were unmarked and/or segregated burials on the edge of municipal burial 

grounds, or on the outskirts of communities, a constant reminder to those enslaved or 

living free that Black and Indigenous people in these cities and towns were not part of the 

community.  

Black funerals, a way to express cultural ties and to gather within their 

community, often included elements of West African tradition such as winding through 

town with the coffin, shaking rattles, and singing in the streets (Sweet 2003:334). Burials 

exhumed during the archaeological excavations of the African Burial Ground showed 

evidence of body modifications and ornamentation, culturally significant to the 

homelands of those buried, and while the arrangement of the bodies at the site appeared 

Christian, the people buried there came from a very different background (Sweet 

2003:334; Lepore 2006:228).  

Even in the 17th century, the burials of people of colour were included in colonial 

burial spaces but did not possess the same visibility as the burials of white people. This 

included the funeral itself, with less bells being rung for Black burials, and funeral 

processions being banned or limited in some place such as Boston, where records state 

that in 1723 Black people should be buried just before sunset, a deliberate marginalization 

in life and in death (Boston Town Records 1650-1710:427). There are few surviving 

gravestones of Black individuals in colonial burial spaces, and it is likely that originally 

their graves were marked with wood which has long since deteriorated, a small stone 

which has been removed, or were left unmarked. It was not just the burials of Black 

people that were less obvious within the burial landscape, but their physicality in terms of 
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language as well. African and Caribbean names were changed, and enslavers’ last names 

were added, making it extremely difficult to trace ancestry for enslaved or freed Black 

people in northeastern North American colonies. With the limited number of surviving 

grave markers in the 21st century, it is even more difficult to know who these people 

were. Those who had gravestones, were often indicated as the ‘beloved servant’ or named 

for their enslaver’s family, enacting ownership of their body even in death. There are 

instances of Black gravestone carvers such as Pompe Stevens who ensured his 

community retained familial ties through his epitaphs that were otherwise severed by 

enslavement (Hopkins 2014:110), but this was not the norm and the majority of the 

graves of enslaved people are unmarked today. Hopkins writes that Pompe Stevens was 

trained as a stone carver, and his work is the only reason the name of his brother, Cuffe 

Gibbs, or the familial connection, survives to this day (Hopkins 2014:110). The 

significant work reads “This Stone was / cut by Pompe / Stevens in Memo / ry of his 

brother / Cuffe Gibbs who / died Dec 27th. 1768 / Ages 40 Years.” (Leibman 2008). Other 

surviving gravestones have statements such as ‘A Native of Africa’ to denote their 

background (Hopkins 2014:111). 

In many cases today, the visibility of 17th- and early 18th-century burial grounds in 

colonial settlements is clear. They are seen as part of the historical celebration of the 

‘founders’ of a settlement, glorifying the settler narrative, and sweeping aside less 

savoury aspects such as the brutality of slavery or the stealing of Indigenous lands. The 

Freedom Trail in Boston includes the three 17th-century burial grounds at King’s Chapel, 

Copp’s Hill, and the Granary, as stops on the route, highlighting famous Bostonians 

buried there. While some of the signage mentions people of colour buried in the sites, it 
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does not cover the extent to which they were and are a part of the burial landscape. 

Hopkins writes that “more than 6000 black Bostonians were buried in the city’s historic 

graveyards before the American Revolution, accounting for 1 in every 6 burials, and prior 

to 1704 the death records were not separated by race” (2014:111). Study of Black burial 

spaces and Indigenous burial spaces within colonial contexts has received more attention 

in recent times. In Chapter 7, I examined multiple burial grounds such as the African 

Burial Ground in New York City, God’s Little Acre in Newport, RI, the Garrison 

Graveyard in Annapolis Royal, NS,  and Indigenous burials in sites such as St. Paul’s 

Anglican Churchyard in Trinity NL, and the Maison des Jesuites de Sillery in Quebec 

City, QC, among others, in order to discuss how visible the burials of Black people were 

to the rest of the communities. Their graves were likely marked with wooden markers or 

stone if it could be afforded, which resulted in many Black burial spaces today having 

little to no above-ground visibility without background research or signage.  

Although the graves of people of colour made up sizable portions of burial space 

interments, their visibility on the contemporaneous landscape was relatively poor. Under 

many laws such as those in Boston in the 1720s, Indigenous people were categorized 

together with Black people in terms of racial discrimination, not given the same burial 

opportunities as their European neighbours. There are few known primary source 

documents that describe the funerals or burials of Black or Indigenous people in North 

America in the 17th century, and what we do have is typically from the view of white, 

middle-aged men, such as Judge Samuel Sewall or Joshua Hempstead. These diaries were 

included in the study to examine period descriptions of burials, noting the bias that they 

also held. Neither diary recorded much information about the people of colour noted, 
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making it difficult to know anything additional about them. Hempstead’s diary did 

mention the names of Black individuals who were buried in New London, making some 

further research possible. Overall, the diaries provided limited insight into how 17th- and 

early 18th-century settlers interacted with funerals and burials as a whole and represent the 

lack of visibility of the Black people and Indigenous people who shared those same 

spaces. This evidence, though a primary source, is mediated through a settler lens, and 

there is not much documentation from Black or Indigenous individuals from the period 

which has survived. Black lives from the 17th and 18th centuries live on through the 

archaeology, oral histories, and descendant communities, and accounts of their lives 

should not only be taken from the documents of their oppressors.  

With more attention being drawn to people of colour in early colonial settlements, 

the visibility of the space they took up while alive and after death is increasing. Black 

people and Indigenous people made up a significant portion of the populations of these 

settlements in the 17th-century, and my research has demonstrated how their burials were 

both included and excluded in colonial burial grounds. The graves of Black residents, 

both free and enslaved, were typically permitted to be included in the community burial 

grounds as they were first established but segregated to a corner or far reach of the site. 

This demonstrated that even in death, there was a societal divide between the European 

settlers and the Black residents that could not be bridged after death, and was displayed 

on the burial landscape through deliberate placement of the graves and visibility on the 

landscape. It is evident that the burials of Black residents were not invisible in the 

colonial burial landscape during the 17th and 18th centuries, with gravestones or wood 

markers to indicate the graves, and colourful and vibrant funeral processions winding 
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through the city streets. In the 21st-century, the visibility of these graves has not entirely 

disappeared from the surface, but faded greatly with the degradation of wood markers and 

deliberate lack of care for minority burial spaces by the current governments.  

One thing that is clear between all colonizing nations in North America is the lack 

of visibility of Black and Indigenous individuals within the public burial grounds. While 

some sites had segregated spaces in the municipal burial ground for Black and Indigenous 

bodies to occupy, others were buried in unmarked potter’s fields or forced to bury their 

dead outside of the communities. Additional research is required to understand the whole 

picture of Black and Indigenous burials in the early 17th century within these colonial 

spaces, as during these periods of early colonization, their funeral practices restricted, and 

burials hardly visible, in the historical records or on the surface. Black or Indigenous 

burials are notoriously difficult to locate in contemporaneous literature, and thus piecing 

together aspects of how they held funerals and burials is often challenging. Surviving 

documentation of their burial practices is typically presented through the eyes of a white, 

usually male, chronicler and as a result the portrayal of minority group burial activities is 

presented with inherent prejudice and privilege. Further research into records from the 

17th and early 18th centuries, such as the Boston Town Records at the Boston Public 

Library Archives may provide further information on how free and enslaved Black and 

Indigenous peoples were living in colonial settlements, what rights they had in life and 

death, and how these rights translated to their burials. It is well known that colonial burial 

grounds were not used exclusively by white, European settlers; therefore, additional 

research is required to investigate the ways in which people of colour also moved through 
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and used the same spaces, implementing traditions from their homelands or those of their 

ancestors.    

 In contributing to burial research in North America, this dissertation has furthered 

our understanding of the development of spaces deliberately set aside for the burial of 

community members. Continuing my previous research on British settlement and burial 

organization (2017), this dissertation has demonstrated the similarities and differences in 

French and Dutch burial organization in a way not previously investigated. These data 

present a unique analysis of spatial organization, comparing the built burial landscapes in 

each settlement to one another, and discussing connection to religious and social factors 

that play into their treatment of the dead, as well as traditions from their home nations in 

Europe. The study has told us that while there were strong traditions carried over with the 

settlers, people also had to make adaptations to suit the types of settlements they were 

constructing in North America.  

 

8.2 Conclusions  

The research discussed in this dissertation examines several themes at an 

international, national, and local context. First, how existing burial practices in colonizing 

European nations translated into North American contexts. English, Dutch, and French 

burial grounds were surveyed and compared against one another to look for similarities or 

differences in not only the burial practices that they cultivated in North American soil, but 

also how they transplanted older burial traditions and burial ground organization over 

from Europe. On a local scale, the case study community of New Perlican in 
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Newfoundland and Labrador was selected in order to delve deeper into how the burial 

landscape of a single settlement evolved over 400 years of continuous settler occupation. 

In addition, this research examined how people of colour, primarily Black people and 

Indigenous peoples, experienced access to burial spaces in the 17th century, and the 

visibility of their graves both contemporaneously and in the present-day. While people of 

colour made up a sizeable portion of the population in northeastern North America during 

the 17th century, their presence in colonial burial grounds is not discussed to the same 

degree as white settlers’, which ultimately is a continued form of erasure of their 

experience in North America. It should be reiterated that the burial grounds established by 

settlers were on Indigenous territories, then and today; land that should be returned to its 

people.  

These studies, combined throughout the dissertation, provides a view from broad 

to narrow, of the establishment and evolution of early burial traditions in the colonial 

northeast. Beyond the background data of European burial practices, this research 

presents a large-scale survey of settlements established in the 17th century where 

European settlements had never stood before. Next, a closer look at a single settlement 

which has seen settler occupation for nearly 400 years, and how these wider trends are 

reflected within that populus. Finally, an examination of the visibility of people of colour, 

Black and Indigenous, within these colonial burial spaces, a population who was more 

prevalent than written history alludes. Together, we have gained a better understanding of 

the establishment and growth within the burial landscape of northeastern North America, 

setting up the landscape used to this day. Whether looking at a large-scale landscape of 

burials between communities or the graves within a singular town or burial ground, what 
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is reflected in their choices is the need to remember loved ones. A gravestone placed at 

the head of a child who died in Boston is decided upon with the same care as a 

community deciding to set land aside in their first stages of development so their 

population will have somewhere close by to bury and visit the dead. It is all an act of 

commemoration, illustrated in different ways, yes, but to the same end of honouring and 

remembering the dead. 

The organization of the burial landscape of colonial North America remains an 

understudied aspect of mortuary archaeology. Burials from the 17th century are often 

difficult to identify/locate due to the dearth of surviving grave markers, the number of 

sites impacted by development or continued use over time, and a lack of surviving 

documentation. However, this type of research is still worth pursuing as burial traditions 

can tell us about how colonial settlements were formed. Throughout this research, I have 

examined the organization of burial spaces within 17th-century settlements founded by the 

British, Dutch, and French in northeast North America, identifying the ways in which 

these colonizing nations established their settlements with regards to spaces for living and 

dying. As with my earlier research (2017; 2020), I’ve shed light on the stereotypical idea 

that a church was always in the centre of a community, with the graveyard surrounding it. 

While that may be true for some communities, and certainly we saw a greater number of 

French settlements with a central church and graveyard, British and Dutch burial sites 

were only slightly more likely to be outside the centre of town. Therefore, the results, 

though limited in sample size and therefore tenuous, may indicate that a central location 

did not matter as much to the British or Dutch as it did the French. In terms of church 

association with burial spaces, this connection was primarily retained by most sites in the 
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study, specifically those where there was a continued religious practice with ties to 

Protestantism or Catholicism. French settlements were Catholic, as was the nation of 

France at the time, and all but one site (unknown) was associated with a church. This is 

reflected with the Dutch Reformed Church as well, as the national religion of the 

Netherlands in the 17th century was Dutch Reformed (Protestant) after the Reformation, 

with 13/15 sites adjacent to a church; the outlying burial grounds predate the construction 

of churches in their communities. This information provides insight into the extent which 

religion played in the everyday lives of the settlers in these communities, and how it 

influenced how their body and grave would be established and cared for after death.  

Finally, the community-based research developed with Heritage New Perlican to 

record the historic burial grounds in their community, in order to aid in site preservation 

against future development, was a wonderful opportunity. It allowed me to explore the 

development of burial grounds in a relatively remote settlement in eastern Newfoundland, 

and demonstrated that even in rural environments, the overarching trends in burial ground 

development and feelings towards mortality are like that seen in larger city centres.  

The preliminary study on the visibility of minority groups such as Black and 

Indigenous peoples in settler burial grounds sought to continue the ongoing conversation 

on how these burial spaces were not only for white settlers. Through this research, I was 

able to gain a better understanding of not only how diverse these burial grounds truly 

were, but how little we really know about who was buried there. I strongly believe that 

future research is needed in this area of study, in tandem with consultation with 

descendent communities, to bring better awareness to how Black and Indigenous peoples 

lived and died in colonial settlements, and how their funerals and burials were treated.  
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This project sought to further the discussion on the development of burial grounds 

during the 17th century, as established by major players in the colonization of North 

America, the British, Dutch, and French. With every settlement studied, we gain a fuller 

understanding of how settlers dealt with mortality, how they clung to old traditions and 

created new ones, and who was allowed to be represented within those spaces. Our 

relationship with the dead has evolved greatly since the 17th century, but those early 

burial traditions laid down by European settlers 400 years ago set the course for how we 

treat the dead today. By inspecting and comparing burial landscapes, we can see why 

different communities dealt with their dead in certain ways, and how they chose to 

honour and remember those who came before them.  

 

-la thèse est terminée- 
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Appendix A – Database of British, Dutch, and French sites for 

Comparative Analysis  
 

Orange indicates that a variable is unknown, and appears as ‘missing’ in the statistical 
analysis.  
 

Site Name 
Town 

Name 

Founding 

Nation 

Religious 

Affiliation 

Date burying 

ground 

established 

Fortified 

Town 

(y/n) 

Burials 

inside 

fortification 

Associated 

with 

Church 

(y/n) 

Distance 

from 

Church 

(m) 

Centrally 

Located 

(y/n) 

King's 

Chapel 

Burying 

Ground 

Boston, MA England Puritan 

1630 no no no 
230m 

(then 0) 
yes 

Coppy's 

Hill 

Burying 

Ground 

1659 no no no 
124m (not 

originally) 
no (north) 

Granary 

Burying 

Ground 

1660 no no no adjacent yes 

Ye 
Antientist 

Burial 

Ground 

New 

London, CT 
England Puritan 1645 - 1652/3? no no yes >20m yes 

St. Mary's 

Fort Burials 
St. Mary's 

City, 

Maryland 

England 

Unknown, 

possibly 

Catholic 

1634 yes no unknown unknown no 

St. Mary's 

City 

Catholic and 

Protestant 
Late 1630s yes no yes 0 no 

Jamestown 
Jamestown, 

Virginia 
England Protestant 1607 yes yes yes 0 yes 

The 

Common 

Burial 

Ground 

Newport, 

Rhode 
Island 

England 

  
  

  

Non-

denominational 
1665 no no no 

382m from 

Great 

Friends 

Quaker 

Meeting 

House, 

1699 

no (north) 

Touro 

Synagogue 

Cemetery 

Jewish 1677 no no 

no (yes 

100 years 

later) 

272m 

southwest 

of 

synagogue, 

1760s.  

yes 

Quaker 
Meeting 

House 

Burials 

Quaker pre-1675 no no yes 0 yes 

Clifton 

Burying 

Ground 

Quaker 1675 no no no 

1000m 

south 

southeast 

of Great 

Friends 

Meeting 

House, 

1699 

no (south) 

The 

Chapell 

Popham 

Colony, 

Maine 

England Protestant 1607 yes yes yes 0 yes 

Burial 

Ground of 

the First 

Settlers 

Old Town, 

Newbury, 

MA 

England Puritan 1635 no no no 530m no 
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Old Town 

Cemetery 
Puritan 1650-70? no no no  428m no 

Second 

Church, St. 

John's 

Episcopal Hampton, 

VA 
England 

Protestant 1623/4 no no yes 0 no 

Third 

Church, St. 

John's 

Episcopal  

Protestant 1667 no no yes 0 no 

The Old 

Anglican 

Graveyard 

York, ME England Protestant 

1636 (chapel 

built - personal 

communication 

Emerson 

Baker) 

no no yes 0 no 

New Haven 

Green 

New Haven, 

CT 
England Puritan 1638 no no yes 0- >100m yes 

Old Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 
Graveyard 

Sleepy 

Hollow, NY 
Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 
(Protestant) 

Graveyard 

mid-17th C, 

church built 
1697-1702 

no no yes 0 no (north) 

First 
Community 

Burial 

Ground 

New 

Amsterdam, 

NY 

Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

pre-1656 when 
land was 

cleared for 

homes 

yes yes yes 200m 
no 

(northwest) 

Second 

Dutch 

Reformed 

burial 

ground 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1690s yes no yes 0 no (west) 

First 

Shearith 

Israel 

Graveyard / 

Chattam 

Square 

Cemetery  

Jewish 1682 yes no yes 
0 (not built 

until 1728) 
no 

St. Mark's 

In-The-

Bowery 

Churchyard 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1660 yes no yes 

0 

(expansion 

117m 

northeast) 

no 

Fort 

Orange 

Burial 

Ground  
Albany 

(Fort 

Orange 

/Benewyck) 

NY 

Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

pre-1656 yes no no 

Approx. 
70m NE of 

Fort 

Orange, 

located in 

the 

patroon's 

garden 

no 

1st Dutch 

Reform 

Church and 

Graveyard 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1656 yes yes yes 0 yes 

Old Dutch 

Church 

burial 

ground 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1658 yes yes yes 
187 m NW 

of church 
yes 

Flatbush 

Dutch 

Reform 

Church 

Flatbush, 

NY 
Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1654 no n yes 0 yes 

Flatlands 
Dutch 

Reform 

Church 

Flatlands, 

NY 
Netherlands 

Dutch 
Reformed 

Church 

1654 no n yes 0 yes 

New 

Utrecht 

Reformed 

Dutch 

Church 

Graveyard 

New 

Utrecht, NY 
Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1653/64, 

original church 

built 1700 

no no no 0 yes 
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Old Dutch 

Church and 

Graveyard 

Kingston / 

Wiltwyck, 

NY 

Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1650s or 1660s yes 
no, then yes 

later 
yes 0 n (south) 

New 

Richmond 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

Port 

Richmond, 

NY 

Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1665 or 1690s no no yes 0 yes 

First 

Reformed 

Dutch 

Church of 

Hackensack 

Hackensack, 

NJ 
Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1650's-60's no no yes 0 yes 

Old Bergen 

Church and 

Churchyard 

Jersey City 

(formerly 

Bergen), NJ 

Netherlands 

Dutch 

Reformed 

Church 

1660 (land set 

aside) 
yes no yes 0- >100m no 

St. Luke's 

Anglican. 

Churchyard 

Placentia, 

NL 
France Catholic 

(pre-1600, 

Basque) 
yes no yes 0 yes 

Garrison 

Graveyard 

Annapolis 

Royal, NS 
France 

Probably 

Catholic 
1630~ yes no yes 

>200m 
from old 

chapel, 

>30m 

from new 

church 

yes 

Côte de la 

Montagne 

Cemetery 

Quebec 

City, QC 
France Catholic, Jesuit 1608 yes yes Unknown 

150m east 

of church 
yes 

St. Croix 

Island 

St. Croix 

Island, ME 
France Catholic 1604 no no yes 

unknown, 

less than 

50m 

yes 

Maison des 

Jesuites de 

Sillery 

Maison des 

Jesuites de 

Sillery, QC 

France Catholic, Jesuit 1637 yes Unknown yes 

0 (burials 

to 

southwest 

of church) 

yes 

Sainte-

Famille 

Cemetery 

Falmouth, 

NS 

(formerly 

Pisiquid) 

France 
Catholic 

(likely) 
1696 no no yes Unknown yes?  

Fort 

Pentagoet 

Cemetery 

Pentagoet, 

ME 
France 

Catholic 

(likely) 

Fort 

established 

1629, used 
through 1670 

yes no yes 

unknown, 

less than 

100m 

no (west) 

St. Charles 

des Mines 

burial site 

Grand Pre, 

NS 
France Catholic 1680s  no no yes 135m yes 

Fort Trois-

Rivieres 

Trois-

Rivieres, 

QC 

France 
Catholic 

(likely) 
1634 Yes Yes Yes 0 no (west) 

Fort Ville-

Marie 

Cemetery 
Montreal, 

QC 
France 

Catholic 

(likely) 
1642 no no yes 

unknown, 

less than 

50m 

no (north) 

Hotel Dieu 

Cemetery 
Catholic  1654 no no yes 0 yes 

The 3rd 

Cemetery 
Catholic 1660 no no yes unknown no (south) 
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Appendix B – Maps of Study Area Sites  
 

All maps created by map created by Euan Patrick Wallace, 2024. 

British Sites 

 
Overview of British sites used in this study. 
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Map 1: Burial grounds at Fort St. George, ME and Old Burying Ground, York, ME. 
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Map 2: Burial grounds at Newbury, and Boston, MA. The location of the first meeting 

house in Boston is also marked.   
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Map 3: Burial grounds in Newport, RI. 
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Map 4: Burial grounds in New Haven and New London, CT.  
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Map 5: Burial grounds in St. Mary’s City, MD.  
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Map 6: Burial grounds in Jamestown and Hampton, VA.  

 
 
 
 

Dutch Sites 
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Overview of the Dutch sites used in this study.  
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Map 1: Burial grounds in New York City, Flatbush, Flatlands, Port Richmond, and New 

Utrecht, NY, and Jersey City, NJ.  
 



 334 

 
Map 2: Burial grounds in Hackensack, NJ and Sleepy Hollow, NY.  
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Map 3: Burial ground in Kingston, NY. 
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Map 4: Burial grounds in Albany, NY.  
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French Sites 

 
Overview of the French sites used in this study. 
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Map 1: Burial grounds in Montreal, QC.  
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Map 2: Burial grounds in Quebec City and Trois Rivieres, QC.  
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Map 3: Burial grounds in Pentagoet and Saint Croix Island, ME, and Grand Pre, 

Annapolis Royal, and Falmouth, NS. 
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Burial ground at Placentia, NL.  

 
 
 

 



 342 

Appendix C – Selected Gravestone Photos from New Perlican 

Surveys  
 
Hefford Plantation Burial Site (all stones) 

 

 
Hefford Plantation stone 1 
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Hefford Plantation stone 2 

 

 
Hefford Plantation stone 3 
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Hefford Plantation stone 4 

 

 
Hefford Plantation stone 5 
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St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery (select stones out of 306 total) 

 
St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery stone 12. footstone to stone 13. 

 

 
St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery stone 13 
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St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery stone 39 

 

 
St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery stone 48 
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St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery stone 70 

 

 
St. Mark’s Anglican Cemetery stone 137 
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Bloody Point Burial Ground (select stones out of 24 stones) 

 
Bloody Point Burial Ground stone 1 

 

 
Bloody Point Burial Ground stone 8 
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Bloody Point Burial Ground stone 17 
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Bloody Point Burial Ground stone 19 
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Pinsent’s Garden Burial Site (all stones)  

 
Pinsent’s Garden Burial Site stone 1 

 
Pinsent’s Garden Burial Site stone 2 
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Jane Condon’s Grave Site (all stones) 

 
Jane Condon’s Grave Site stone 1 
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Jane Condon’s Grave Site stone 2 

 
 

 
Jane Condon’s Grave Site stone 3 
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St. Matthew’s United Church Southside Cemetery (select stones) 

 
St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 1 

 

 
St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 2  
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S St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 4 

 

 
St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 5 
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St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 18 

 
 

 
St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 19 
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St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery Marker 20, representative of all other wood 

crosses at the site. 

 
St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 21 
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St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 22 

 

 
St. Matthew’s UC Southside Cemetery stone 27 


