o,

FUNERALS IN EIGHTEENTH CENTURY VIRGINIA

A Research Report by

Thad Tate
Colonial Williamsburg, Inc.
1856



=$ Al
F2 0 -.".\'\
i r R '
of M LT e
FURERALS IN EIGHTFENTH CENTURY VIRGINIA - A y ' ‘u}
sy LF J&
-z ] L
- S
N f}'\-.m,/ $) /‘

Funerals in colonisl Virpginis were tc some extent soeinl as well
ag solemn occasiong, The friends snd relatives of a dead person had often
gathered at his plantation from conslderatle distences, Once they had made
the tedima Journey, t._h'ey might expect to atay several days, The neoessity
of foeding them &uring‘this time meant that a certain amount of feasting bow
cane an expected part of the funeral, Even in cases where people did not
coms from so far off, at least cne meal was in &11 probability provided for
those who were presgent,

Drinking was also quite common at seventeenth century funerals and
may have contimed with pome frequency into the elghteenth, However, there
was an obviocus reaction just prior to 1700 against the hupge amounts of liguor
being consumed at funersls., Some people even began to specify in their wills
that nothing to drink should .‘ne provided, and so the practice masy have modera~
ted gomewhat, There are, hm, other evidences, such ag the three gallons
of wine and nineteen pallons of other spirits provided at the burial of one
John McClanshan in 177/, that drinking was still prevalent at Virginia funer—
alee

The ﬁmerél service for a member of the planter e.lgas or for some
other person of wealth and position customarily was quite elaborate, The
ettendance was usually large, Kesr relatives and a good many more distant
ones; friends and fellow planters; bumbler neighbors from nesr-by ssall farms;
and the sgervants and slaves of the plantation vere all likely to be preasent,
Those closest to the deceased usually ware some indieation of meurning, either
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full mourning clethes or a black ribbon ar aymbend, They might also have
been left mourning rings and mowrning gloves by the will of the dead peraon,
Funerals ugsuslly took place ai homs, and there vaa considerable re—
gistance to the idea of bolding them in chrrch, Idkewlse the church grave-
yards vere largely for the hurial of trensients or persens who lived very
close to the church, A family burying ground in the garden or at some other
convenient location on the plantationm was mach more popular, Hugh Jones!

a (1724) describes these preferences very succinctlylk

The Parishes being of great Extent (some sixty Miles long and
upwards) many dead Corpses cammot be conveyed to the Church
%o be turied: So that it is customery to bury in Gardens or
Greharda, vhere whole Families lye interred together, in s

Spot generelly handsomely enclosed, planted with Evergreens,

and the Graves kept decently: Hence likewise arises the Ocea-

sion of presching Funeral Sermons In Houses, where at Funerals

are assembled a great Congregation of Neighbours and Friends;

and if you insist upon baving the Sermon and Ceremony at Church,

they'll say they will be without it, unlessz performed after

their usual Custom,

As Jopes' deseription indlcatse there was usually s funeral sermon
delivered by the recter of the parish, not too different from modern funer-
al sermons exoept for its greater length, Ths clergyman would aleo read
the Anglican Order fer the Burisl of the Dead as it appears in the English
Prayer Boock of 1662, this being the prayer book in use in the colonies from
that date until ths end of the Revolution, The vestments worn by the clergy-
men would depend wpon whether he wore his ordinsry habit or dressed as he
would have for a servies in the church, If in street attire he would have
worn & long csasock, cincture {sash), gown or black or gray coat, tippet
(long blzck searf), & soft hlack square cap or a black cocked hat, a large

wig, and bands { m soft uhite linen neckeloth with two pendant tabs), Veste
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edfarchzrchhavmldhwemhangedthegwnormtfaralimnmrplioe,
probably at this time one which buttoned up the fromt and was full and long,
Be would have removed the tippet and then probably have pat it back on over
the surpiiee together with a hood, His hst, of course, would be removed,

The one or two contemporary illustrations which are available here
strongly suggest that in the case of a funeral a clergyman would have appeay=
od in ordinary habit rather than wearing a surpiice, The essseck woanld, how=-
ever, certainly stamp him distinetly ss a cleric., 4s §1lustrations of elpghtesnth
century olerical dress we have in our files color slides of s former member of
the staff correstly vested and stending in the pulpit of Bruten Parish, There
are also several contemporary illustrations, mostly English but certainly ap-
plieable, in cur Graphie Arts File, 4 list of these has been compiled and will
be held for use, if needed,

It is probable that the perish clerk might have been present at any
funeral to as.sist the clergyman with responeses, ete,, since he is mpecifical-
1y mentioned as one of the persons to be ineluded in the funeral procession
in several wills, Idke the eclergymen he vore a casasock, bands, and wig,

It is elear from the contemporary reeords that Virginians made a
sharp distinetion between the funeral and the burial, much more so than to-
day when the two words are often interchangeable in popular usage, The fu-
neral referred to the gathering of mourners for the sermon and other suitable
memorisls, The bturisl invelved only the aetuesl interment of the body, It
Was moreover possible to seperate these twe parts of the ssrvice by intervals
©of as mach as several weeks, especially if the deceased had requested s more
¢r less private burisl,

There s some indication of the firing of guns at Virginia funerals,
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However, this seems largely to have been a seventeenth~sentury custem,
There was, for instance, & 1655 law in the colony againet the wasting of
pouder at entertsimments, but weddings and funerals were both exempted
from its restrictlons, There is much less evidence of this custom in the
eighteenth oentury; sc it probably should net be included inm any represenw
tatlion of a funmeral of the later celemial period,

Wbere the funeral and the burial were observed at the same time
o where the mrial was not private, some sort of procezsicn from the house
or church te the burying ground took place with a greater or lessar degroe
of ceremony, The following, which describes the funersl of Gol, Jehn Hateh-
ings of Forfelk in 1768, is undoubtedly = rather elaborate processiont

He was yesterday carried to the place of interment by aix

repatable trasflesmen, his pall supperted by six Aldermen,

preceded by a party of the militia with their mmskets elub-

bod, miffled drums, and mourning bamners, and was follewed

by & mmerous offspring, a great mumber of relations, and

a vef'y greal concourse of people of all ranks and degrees,

A much simpler procession would have been that of Mra, Elizaboth
Stith, a wealthy vidow of Isle of Wight County, whose will specified that
she should have "a decent burial, with only my relations and near neighbors
at it; and thet the parson and clark with the four men that besr me to the
grave shall have hat bends and gloves;.,..%

The follewing account by a traveler in Virginia in the 17807s,
Robert Hunter, gives a rather full description of a funeral--and a fairly
elaborate one-~which took place some weeks after the actual burials

This morning I dressed myself in mourning to go to poor

¥r, Hopper's funeral with Mr, George MeCall, It's the
euston in this part of the ecountry to have the funeral
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service performed two or three weeks after the person
is baorled—a very foolish ene in Ky opinion, as it ,
only serves to renew the grief of the rolations, Peow s
Ple vere invited all the vey from Jamss River to 4%
[this apparently occhrred near Tappaharmock/, Mr,
Mathews, the parson who merried them about gix weeks
ago, read the service, As goon as it was over, the
1adies ualked into one room and the gentleman iwnto
snother, where a table was spread with funeral cake
and wine sealed with black, After this follewed a eold
dinner, Neither Mrs, Ritchie nor Mrs, Hopper appear-

Many of the deseriptions of funerals and burials vwhich do survive
are those of extremely elaborate rites, Two of the best accounts, for in-
Btanee, are those of the funerals for Lord Botetourt, the next to last royal
governor, and for Peyton Randolph, the Speaker of the House of Burgesses,
who died attending the Contdnental Gongress at Philsdelphis Wt was return=
ed to Willismsburg for burisl, These were sexceptional; they might well have
been the twe most eeremenicus funerals in the entire history of eolonial
Virgivia, But, as the evidence sbove might suggest, even the death of the
average planter often called for = Pfuneral attended by & large gethering
and merked by a high degree of formal Ceremony,

At the pame time there was & counter-movement in the direetion of
aimpler funerals setting in during the twenty-five years or so hefore the
Americen Revolution, Many plantera whe rossessed both the means and the so-
oial positien to warrant the fullest funeral observancee were stipnlating
by will that they should be interred quietly and without great formality,
These were men such as Thomms lee of Westmoreland County who camplained of
the "indecent mirth® et funerals and asked that bhie turial serviee conaist
of enly the church esremony attended by those relatives and friends who were
maxﬂthatnfunerﬂnemnbspreacheﬂinhisperiahchnrehonmday
other then thet of the burial,
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The specifie instructions of such men, who as Charles Carter of
Cleve seld of bimeelf, "never delighted in funeral pomps,” are s valuable
source of evidence for the type of simple funeral which they desired tut
also for the more prevalent funeral customs which they abhorred, @mite
ecomuonly they sought to introduee one or more of the following modifiea~
tions in the traditional cervemoniest

Lrivgte, Thomas lests Wﬂ on this score is mentioned above, snd Charles
Carter asked that his turfel teke place at night Bnd be kept as private as
pessible, The umal reguest was, like that of Thomas Lee's, that attendance
at the actusl burial be held to relatives and nezr neighbors,

2 |

Hot only wns the sermon
moved to ancther day from the imterment; it was sometimes emitted altogeth-
er, mich in keeping wiith modern Anglican practice, There are mumerous axe
amples of this (6ege, Philip Grymes of Middlesex County who requested "neo
funeral sermon—-prayers only™).

3« ZERestrictioms 3y the pse of mowrming clethes. This was sc come
monly asked that it seems safe to conclude that, even where the funeral re-
meined rather elaberate, there was s general trerd inthe direction of sime
pler mourning observances. To some extent the non-importation agreements
of the pre-Revelutionary era promoted this, sines black ribbon and clothes
probebly bad to be imported; hut 1% wag a movement that was well under way
before 1765,

Charlea Carter's will was very detailed in his instruetions on

mourning, He asked that only his ohildven appear in mourning and thet sny
other relatives shouid wear “Commen Clothes, the men with a bleck Crape on
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their left arm and the women with a black knot on their left side, , ,”
He added, "I do positively forbid the putting of any of my mrvents in
mourning, having always determined within myself as mach as my powver lay,
by setting a proper exemple, to put a stop to the ridiculous custom of in-
volving familys by pompous funerals and mournings, o o°

There are other examples, too, Fhilip Grymes wanted only hie
wife in mourning and only if she so chose, Mrs, Stith in her instructions
for a very simple procession also mentioned that the pallbearers should
have only black hatbands and gloves, And Philip Rootes of King and Queen
County wanted none of his family to go into mourning,

ko
even at lmportant funerals end may have been in reality s long-astanding

This sometimes occurred

practice; for Sir John Randolph who was entombed in the Chapel of the Wren
Building in 1737 had specified that his body should be carried by six poor .
house-keepers of Bruton Pa;-ish'. One of the most interesting requests is
that of Philip Rootes who wanted four of hie Negro slaves as pallbearers,

Any attempt to describe a funersl of & Virginia plantation owner
of the 1760%'s or 1770's mast then really take into account twe diverse chaye—
acteristies, first of all, the traditionally elaborate ceremony attended by
a large mmber of mourners, ut, secondly, the incressing note of simplicity
in the burisl customs of the age, Depending upc%which of these features
recelved the grester emphzilas a funeral scene laid in this time and plaoce
could shew considerable variation in the size of the gathering and in the de=
gree of formality observed and still retein its claim to amthenticity,

The following outline, which follows a middle course between the
divergent trends in eolomizl funeréls, smggests one possible example of a

representative funeral of the period:
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Attepdance. Even if the funeral were represented as a fairly
gimple one, there should probably be a large mamber of peopls present——
and a very varied cross-section of the rural population of Virginia, Be-
gides the members of the family, there might be a mumber of men, obvicus=-
1y wealthy planters and of the same gocial cless as the deceased, with
their wives, As many, or perhaps even more, plainer peocple, representlng
the neighboring amgll farmers, and the alsves of the plantation should al-
so be present. Then the elergyman and his clerk would complete the wourn—
erse

Fellbearerg, Even some of the really lsrge funerals, such as
that of Peyton Randolph mention only six pallbearers. Apperently four or
gix were the usuel mmber in most cases, As sowe of the sbove exsmples
have shown, these men could have ranged all the way from feliow pisnters to
Negro slaves of the deceased,

Mourning dregs. This is one of the details on which the grestest
amount of varistien is possible, The best description which we found is
that of the very simple mourning requested by Charles Carter with all tut the
clozest relatives in ordinary clothes, the men wearing black crape on their
Joft arm snd the women with a black knot on their left gide, Mourning gloves
for the pallbesrers might alsc be depleted. Fuller disoussion of mourning
dress will require consultation with Mrs, Walsh, who is in charge of our
Costuming Department,

Flace of Burisl. There ia no problem here at all, as any attractive
and well-landscapsd plot either in the garden or elsovhere on the plantation
aorvsdalaﬂnnlrﬂgingplamm%hsfamﬂ:.
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a sermon by the clergyman, but almost certalnly he vould read all, or por-
tions of, the turlal service from the English Prayer Book of 1662, His

dress and that of the parish clerk, who also would probakbly be present, weuld
have been as indicated above, If both the faperal and lurial were Weing held,

then there woold have been & procession to the grave, joined by all the peo-

ple present,
If any sizeable mmber of peo-

ple were present, them the fact that the sadness of the occasion wap partly

alleviated by its being in part a social gathering should not be overlocked,
There would perhaps be a spread of food after ihe purial and a good deal of

conversation among the people present.



