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Abstract: 
 

West Cemetery, a rural burial ground located in Shelburne, Vermont, contains graves 

dating from approximately 1790 up to the present. My senior honor’s thesis uses the grave 

markers of one rural Vermont farming family, the Tracys, interred at West Cemetery between  

the years 1801 and 1891, as a primary source for historical inquiry. Site visits to the cemetery 

and documentation of the Tracys’ gravestones served as a starting point for researching the 

history of the family and their place within a rural nineteenth century farming community. 

Research about the Tracys included accessing genealogical, vital, land and military records, 

historic maps, census accounts, and family and town histories.  The material culture of the 

headstones was also analyzed in depth and connected to the family’s historical record. This 

thesis is a historical sketch of how one Vermont family lived, and was buried, during the 

nineteenth century in a rural farming town, and how their headstones in West Cemetery can act 

as historical evidence of the cultural attitudes, economic standing and religious beliefs of the 

community. 

 

 

  



2 
 

Table of Contents 

 
Acknowledgments........................................................................................................................... 3 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 4 

Chapter One: ................................................................................................................................... 6 

History and Material Cultural of Common New England Cemeteries and Headstones ............. 6 

Common Cemeteries, and their history, throughout New England......................................... 7 

The Material Culture of the Cemeteries: Symbols, Shapes, Sizes and Epitaphs .................. 19 

Chapter Two: ................................................................................................................................ 27 

Vermont History and Genealogy of the Tracy Family through the nineteenth Century ........... 27 

Chapter Three: .............................................................................................................................. 42 

Field Research Analysis and Interpretations of West Cemetery ............................................... 42 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................................... 65 

Appendix One: Table of Tracy Family Burials at West Cemetery ............................................... 67 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 70 

 

 

 

 

  



3 
 

Acknowledgments 
 

I would like to especially thank my thesis advisor, Dona Brown, for her immense support 

not only during this project, but during the last three years as my Academic Advisor and 

professor of regional New England and Vermont history. I would also like to thank my Thesis 

Committee of Dona Brown, John Crock and Harvey Amani Whitfield for their time in reading 

and attending my thesis defense.  In addition, my thanks and gratitude are extended to the 

following people and organizations whose time, assistance, and experience with archival 

materials, records, and research, was deeply appreciated during the course of my thesis creation: 

 

John Crock, UVM Consulting Archaeology Program  

Julie Eldridge Edwards, Shelburne Farms Archives  

Kate Kenny, UVM Consulting Archaeology 

Barbara Rathburn, Shelburne Museum, Collections and Registration Department  

 

 

Town of Shelburne, Land and Town Records 

Shelburne Farms Archives and Collections, The Inn at Shelburne Farms 

Shelburne Museum Library and Archives  

St. Albans Free Library, St. Albans, Vermont 

Bailey Howe Library, University of Vermont 

The Consulting Archaeology Program, University of Vermont 

Special Collections, Bailey Howe Library, University of Vermont 

 

  



4 
 

Introduction 
 

 During the nineteenth century, a rural agricultural community lived and farmed on the 

western side of Shelburne, Vermont, on land that borders Lake Champlain. Ten to fifteen 

different families settled and worked the land throughout the century, building homes and 

yielding crops for the regional and national markets. They belonged to churches, attended town 

meetings and held official town positions such as postmaster and town representative. What is 

left of this small, yet active, community on the land that they worked is West Cemetery, where 

individuals from the surrounding area were buried over a 100-year period. 

To better understand the historical significance of this rural nineteenth century farming 

community, I conducted research into the lives of one family, the Tracys, to provide insight into 

the farming families who lived in Shelburne during this period. Archival sources including 

genealogy records, historic maps and gazetteers, town and family histories, land records, census 

accounts and military records were all utilized to understand the Tracy’s historic record in 

Shelburne. Historical events and movements of Vermont were also studied to relate the history 

of Shelburne, and the Tracy’s role within that history, to the state. The information gained from 

these documents acted as an example for the interpretation of rural life in nineteenth century 

Shelburne.  

To interpret more about the Tracys’ lives, and possibly discover information not in the 

historic record, the material culture of the family’s headstones was analyzed to understand the 

traditional, or perhaps untraditional, methods of burial practices and expressions of grief during 

the nineteenth century. Headstone shape, stone material, symbol and epitaph were studied on 

each of the Tracy headstones to understand the impact of nineteenth century regional movements 

and to perhaps discover new historical evidence of the rural community in Shelburne. Site visits 
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were made to West Cemetery in July and November of 2016, when all photos were taken and 

observational analyses were conducted. 

Extensive background research was made into the history of common New England 

cemeteries and the material culture of the headstones within these cemetery types. This history of 

cemeteries and gravestone styles of the nineteenth century provides a basis for understanding the 

layout and material culture of West Cemetery, and offers a comparison for the analyzing graves 

within the Shelburne Village Cemetery as well. Site visits to cemeteries in Boston and Plymouth, 

Massachusetts were made in August of 2016 where photos were taken and observational 

examinations were made of headstones for comparison to headstones in West Cemetery.  

This field and records study uses West Cemetery and the material culture of the 

headstones as historical evidence to support and possibly enhance the existing historical record 

on rural nineteenth century Shelburne, Vermont and the community of farmers who lived and 

worked in the western region of town. Since the history of Shelburne has been relatively well 

documented, this study offers an opportunity to explore the idea of how a cemetery can reflect 

history and how the material culture may uncover history through studying the engravings, 

epitaphs and symbols on the family’s headstones.  
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Chapter One: 

History and Material Cultural of Common New England Cemeteries and 

Headstones 
 

 Early New Englanders’ perceptions of cemeteries and the graves within were ones of 

both necessity and caution. New England settlers faced the realities of death on a daily basis and, 

according to John R. Stilgoe in Common Landscapes of America, 1580 – 1845, these Puritans 

saw the cemetery and graves as both, “simply a place of burial,” and “the stopper of Hell”.
1
 The 

necessity of burying the dead was acknowledged, but the cemetery was also a place of 

uncertainty and caution, between “Heaven and the pit.”
2
 Nearly 200 years later in the mid-

nineteenth century, New Englanders embraced a new, less fearful and uncertain approach to 

cemeteries by altering the burial grounds to look more like parks. The rural and garden cemetery 

movement was inspired by new ideas in horticulture, and a growing religious movement that 

emphasized eternal salvation and afterlife as paradise. These changes in New Englanders’ 

perceptions of cemeteries and graves are not only a reflection of changing attitudes towards 

death in the region but also reflect the larger society’s cultural transitions in areas such as 

science, religion and politics. The cemetery and the headstones within began to reflect the culture 

of the society who designed and utilized them.  By looking at both the history of cemeteries 

common throughout New England between the mid-seventeenth and late nineteenth centuries, 

and the history of headstone shapes, symbols and epitaphs, we can discover changes in New 

England society over approximately 300 years. This general New England history will directly 

aid in identification of the material culture of West Cemetery and its significance to the historical 

record of the nineteenth century society of Shelburne, Vermont. 

                                                           
1
John R. Stilgoe,  Common Landscape of America, 1580 to 1845 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1982), 

226, 228. 
2
 Ibid. 
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Common Cemeteries, and their history, throughout New England 

 

The earliest known graveyards throughout New England do not resemble the organized 

and clearly defined cemeteries of the modern centuries. Pioneer or frontier graveyards, which 

appeared in New England in the early seventeenth century when colonists began to explore and 

move inland through the region, were isolated, unorganized and usually located where the death 

of the individual had occurred. Often, pioneer burials were unmarked if colonists had buried their 

deceased outside of a settlement, or before a settlement had been established.
3
 Leaving the grave 

outside of a European settlement was a better solution if the grave was not to be protected or 

maintained under a European authority.
4
 Even early burials made inside of settlements were 

often not well kept as it was Puritan and popular European custom at the time to regard the 

graveyard primarily as a place to bury the dead, not as a place for visiting.
5
  

 Another form of early burial ground identified in New England is the domestic or country 

graveyard. These types of graves were also isolated from villages but more commonly appear in 

clusters as families built secluded houses or settled small neighborhoods away from established 

settlements (Figure 1).
6
 These domestic graveyards often occupied a high point on the land and 

were sometimes enclosed with a low stonewall.
7
 If the graveyard was used for a single family, 

the burials would be located on the edge of their property, possibly bordering a wooded area.
8
 

Rural farming communities would join together and bury their dead in a common location, as 

family ties were close in these rural areas. Frontier graveyards and early domestic or country 

graveyards can sometimes be very similar or interchangeable. However, frontier burials in New 

                                                           
3
David Charles Sloane, The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in American History (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1991), 14. 
4
 Ibid. 

5
 Ibid. 

6
 Ibid., 15. 

7
 Ibid. 

8
 Ibid. 
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England ceased to be created in the early to mid-nineteenth century, as all the New England 

regions were settled at this point. Domestic, family burials continue through the nineteenth and 

in some cases, into the twentieth century.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Meach Island Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont is an example of a cemetery that is both a frontier and 

domestic burial ground, as the island was identified as the first formal burial in Shelburne established as a family 

plot in the late eighteenth century.
9
 

 
 

As New England settlements became larger, colonists established official burial grounds 

within the settlements adjacent to their newly built meeting houses, where church services were 

held and town judicial systems were created. These early church-graveyards were not nearly as 

ordered or elaborately designed as modern day church cemeteries, but they did adhere to some 

aspects of the organized burial systems that had become popular in European tradition. In these 

customs, the dead were buried according to a defined social hierarchy, in which nobles and 

                                                           
9
 "Meech Island (Private), Shelburne, VT - Official Website." The Town of Shelburne, Vermont: Official Website. 

February 2017. http://www.shelburnevt.org/277/Meech-Island-Private. 
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aristocrats were granted the best burial spots while laymen and peasants were buried in 

undesirable plots.
10

 The church altar was the prime destination for burial, and the higher you 

were on the social class scale, the closer you got to the place of holy sacrament. Communities 

based actual burial locations according to class rank, Stilgoe writes, “Nobles and wealthy 

commoners often were buried beneath the church floor or within the structure’s walls...but lesser 

folk contented themselves with the uncertain outdoors.”
11

  

However, early New England settlers did not strictly follow this constructed social 

hierarchy when it came to burying their dead in the meeting house-churchyard. Still, by choosing 

to construct their burial grounds next to their place of worship, colonists looked to bring 

themselves closer to the protected realm of their church and away from the evils and severities of 

the outside world (Figure 2). To early New England settlers, death was a harsh reality and came 

primarily in the forms of disease and malnutrition in the early years of settlement. The graves of 

the deceased were not usually well maintained.
12

 Meeting houses and their burial grounds were 

often deliberately constructed on unfertile ground, so as not to take up potential agricultural land. 

This made whatever grew at the graveyard “scraggly” with “no ornamental planting attempted”, 

creating an eerie presence in the cemetery.
13

 The colonial Puritan churchyard became both a 

place of practical necessity and also a place of palpable fear for New Englanders. The graves 

acted as a constant reminder of their fragile mortality. Puritan families would often take their 

children to open grave shafts before a burial so the children could observe their eventual fate.
14

 

Death was a constant presence for the Puritans and the church yard kept it nearby.   

 

                                                           
10

 Ibid., 19. 
11

 Stilgoe, John R. Common Landscape of America, 1580 to 1845. New Haven, CT. 1982. 221. 
12

 Ibid., 226. 
13

 Ibid., 227. 
14

 Carmack, Sharon DeBartolo. Your Guide to Cemetery Research. Cincinnati, OH: Betterway Books, 2002. 150. 
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Figure 2. Burial Hill, Plymouth, Massachusetts. Created next to the meeting house, now no longer standing. 
15

 

 
 

 Throughout the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, new ideas in American 

politics, science, economy, and especially religion, were changing the way New Englanders 

viewed death and the cemetery.  After the Revolutionary War, the colonial ways of adhering to 

English burial customs and observing the strict Puritan orthodoxy seemed unacceptable to follow 

in an age of newfound independence. Instead of fearing and merely tolerating the dead and their 

burial place, New Englanders replaced this trepidation with a more peaceful approach to death 

and began to focus less on the deceased passing and more on their life and memory. Puritans 

hoped for eternal salvation in the afterlife, but it was their descendants who began to emphasize 

this faith in the ways in which they buried their dead. This change in focus from fear to hope 

came from the developing religious ideology of Arminianism which focused on atonement, 

salvation and the earned grace of God through personal action and chosen devotion. This 

theology invoked a softer, sentimental religious sensibility the Protestant communities of 

America during and after the first religious Great Awakening. This religious movement that 

                                                           
15

 "Burial Hill Cemetery." Town of Plymouth, Massachusetts . February 2017. http://www.plymouth-

ma.gov/cemetery-and-crematory-management/pages/burial-hill-cemetery. 
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began in the mid-1700s focused on the salvation of a person’s soul and their personal sense of 

devotion. By lessening the fear of death and damnation, and focusing on the deeds of someone’s 

life, evangelical Protestants conveyed a message of salvation and eternal happiness in the 

afterlife that would translate to the way they now buried their dead. 

 In order to communicate this message of hope in eternal redemption, the graveyard 

needed to reflect the ideologies of the changed society and become a space where peaceful 

reflections could occur in a place of beauty. Even the word “graveyard” was commonly replaced 

with the Greek word “cemetery”, meaning sleeping chamber, to create an image of the grave as a 

place of rest before resurrection.
16

  Rural and garden cemeteries were developed out of this need 

for a burial ground that combined the elements of unity, salvation and splendor in the form of 

horticultural and agricultural landscaping.
17

 The picturesque cemetery grounds, which first took 

root in France with the design of the Père-Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, created in 1804, were 

created to invoke a peaceful feeling, even if the cemetery was located in a bustling city.
18

 Large 

and winding pathways were created around the grounds, taking visitors by towering granite and 

marble monuments surrounded by a variety of planted vegetation.
19

 Ponds, fountains and streams 

were also incorporated into the cemetery landscape not only to break up the scenery but also 

encourage visitors to relax and reflect at the water’s edge.
20

 The difference between rural and 

garden cemeteries is the way in which the landscape was originally designed. Rural cemeteries 

attempt to achieve country life, usually in the city, by highlighting the natural features of the 

landscape, such as streams, trees and valleys, and incorporating modest headstones and small 

                                                           
16

 Scott McLaughlin, “Early European or Garden Cemeteries”. PowerPoint, HST 072: Graveyards, Tombs and 

Undertakers. December 29, 2015. 
17

 David Charles Sloane, The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in American History, 74. 
18

 Ibid., 52. 
19

 Ibid., 76. 
20

 Ibid. 
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monuments.
21

 Garden cemeteries emphasize how the natural environment can be improved upon 

by society with great modifications to the land, as well as with the installation of large 

monuments and manmade structures to enhance the scenery.
22

 The first rural cemetery to be 

designed and constructed in the United States was Mount Auburn in Cambridge, Massachusetts 

(Figure 3). The cemetery received national and international praise for its ornate grounds. 

Famous authors such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and a young Emily Dickinson visited and praised 

the cemetery. Dickinson wrote to her friend, “It seems as if nature had formed the spot with a 

distinct idea in view of its being a resting place for her children, where wearied & disappointed 

they might stretch themselves beneath the spreading cypress & close their eyes calmly as to a 

nights repose or flowers at set of sun."
23

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 3. Mount Auburn Cemetery, Cambridge, MA. First established rural-garden cemetery in the United States in 

1831.
24

  

                                                           
21

 McLaughlin, Scott. “Rural and Garden Park Cemeteries”. PowerPoint, HST 072: Graveyards, Tombs and 

Undertakers. December 30, 2015. 
22

Ibid. 
23

 Emily Dickenson, "Letters of Emily Dickinson: 1830-1886 ." Internet Archive, Library of Congress. November 

2009. Accessed February 2017. https://archive.org/details/lettersofemilydi00dick. 
24

 "Mount Auburn Cemetery: A New American Landscape." National Parks Service. Accessed February 2017. 

https://www.nps.gov/nr/TwHP/wwwlps/lessons/84mountauburn/84mountauburn.htm. 
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As this new cemetery movement swept across New England and the United States, it 

inspired towns like St. Johnsbury, Vermont, to upgrade their own town cemetery to the new 

garden design.
25

 The Old Burial Ground of St. Johnsbury had fallen under neglect and the town’s 

Cemetery Association wanted to establish a more “modern burial ground for their growing 

population.”
26

 Landscaping and planting was completed in 1853 and the cemetery was named 

Mt. Pleasant Cemetery.
27

 This opening of a new town cemetery led to the removal of graves 

from the Old Burial Ground into Mt. Pleasant Cemetery starting in the late 1850s.  However, 

many of the bodies were not transferred, and would later be encountered during construction 

projects, and would have to be removed by archaeological excavations conducted from 1994 to 

2000.
28

 

The elaborate grounds of rural and garden cemeteries like Mount Auburn and Mt. 

Pleasant were maintained by a new set of employees called cemetery grounds keepers, in charge 

of taking care of all the monuments, plants, waterways and roads on the property. However, as 

the country’s population grew and cities expanded in the mid-nineteenth century, these 

picturesque cemeteries began to take up too much room, time and money for these workers to 

control.  

 By the mid-nineteenth century, the elaborate plantings, curving roads and walkways with 

colossal monuments on every side became less of the sublime paradise that rural and garden 

cemeteries were created to be, and more of an uncontrolled chaos for both the grounds keepers 

and the visitors. The designers of the cemeteries had never considered how these ornate grounds 

                                                           
25

 Kathleen M. Kenny, James B. Peterson, Ph.D., John G. Crock, Ph.D., Geoffrey A. Mandel, and Chris K. Slesar, 

Life and Death in the Northeast Kingdom: Archaeology and History at the Old Burial Ground in St. Johnsbury, 

Vermont, Ca. 1790 - 1853. Report no. 303 (Consulting Archaeology Program, University of Vermont), 24. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 Ibid. 
28

 Ibid., 1 
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would be maintained if people kept paying for and building more and more largescale graves and 

monuments with elaborate gardens to match. As the cemeteries filled up quickly with grand 

grave plots and decorative plants, the grounds keepers found they could not maintain all the 

vegetation and monuments on the property. And as the cemetery became overcrowded with 

gardens and graves, it also became overcrowded with tourists and mourners. There was also the 

issue of high costs, both for the grounds people to maintain the cemetery, and for the common 

people to buy plots and monuments for graves. This congested combination of people, manmade 

monuments, altered landscape and unaffordable expenses took away from the original idea of the 

rural or garden cemetery. Instead of inspiring relaxation and private reflection, the cemeteries 

now invoked the ideas of chaos and disorder.  

 In an attempt to bring a sense of order and stability to the overcrowded and costly 

cemetery, a new design was created in the mid to later-half of the nineteenth century. The lawn 

park cemetery idea was first drafted and executed by Adolph Strauch, a German-born 

horticulturist who redesigned Spring Grove Cemetery in Cincinnati, Ohio in 1855 to maximize 

the grounds area while also providing a scenic space.
29

 Strauch thinned out the vegetation to 

allow for more space and light and planted low flowerbeds and bushes.
30

 He eliminated overly 

large structures such as tall monuments and obstructive fences, and hid larger out buildings with 

plantings.
31

 Graves were arranged in organized plots and rows to allow for future burials and 

give visitors easier access.
32

 The result of this redesign transformed the way cemeteries were 

organized across the country. The simple and spacious design of the lawn park cemetery, with its 

open lawn space and expansive views replicated a pastoral landscape, giving visitors a chance to 

                                                           
29

 David Charles Sloane, The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in American History, 99. 
30

 Ibid., 100. 
31

 Ibid. 
32

 Ibid. 
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experience rustic beauty without the overcrowding that commonly occurred in rural and garden 

cemeteries.  

Instead of promoting the sublime and ornate, the lawn park cemetery offered beauty 

through simplicity and accessibility, an idea and design that was popular all through the United 

States, including New England. Lakeview Cemetery in Burlington, Vermont, was remodeled in 

the late nineteenth century with the lawn park cemetery design (Figure 4). The cemetery was still 

organized with winding roads and walkways, but the plots were neatly arranged in rows with few 

monuments and ornamental plantings so as not to obstruct the view of the lake.  The lawn park 

cemetery design reflected the changed attitudes toward death in the late nineteenth century. The 

adult life span had increased and infant mortality had dropped exponentially, while the diseased  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Lake View Cemetery, Burlington, Vermont. Layout shows the winding roads, but organized plots.
33

 

  

                                                           
33

 "Lakeview Cemetery." Burlington Parks, Recreation & Waterfront. Accessed February 2017. 

https://enjoyburlington.com/venue/lakeview-cemetery/. 
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and dying where being cared for by doctors in hospitals.
34

  Americans were becoming less 

concerned with and less connected to death; lawn park cemeteries offered a space that both 

logically worked for the growing population and fit well with the changing attitudes towards 

death. 

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, another cemetery model was introduced in 

California by Hubert Eaton when he founded and began constructing Forest Lawn Memorial 

Park, in 1906, in Los Angles. His new idea for the cemetery was to eliminate headstones and 

monuments completely and instead have flat carved stones embedded into the lawn, giving the 

visitors expansive views of the property.
35

 His goal was to make the cemetery look and feel more 

like a park and disconnect it as much as possible from death. In Forest Lawn, he built sculptural 

structures as artistic and “historical” attractions: a replica of the Statue of David, a mosaic titled 

The Birth of Liberty showcasing events in early American history, and a full scale replica of 

Boston’s Old North Church.
36

 These structures were placed in specific sections where the 

deceased could then be buried according to their religious, patriotic or professional values.
37

 The 

centerpiece of Forest Lawn is the Great Mausoleum, built in the 1920s to serve as a place for 

crypt burial and to house some of Eaton’s religious statuary copies such as Michelangelo’s La 

Pietà and Moses.
38

  

Forest Lawn’s sweeping views and sculptural attractions inspired a movement of 

memorial park cemetery construction, particularly in the Western, Midwestern and Southern 

United States.
39

 Because of the large number of established rural and lawn park cemeteries in the 

                                                           
34

 Scott McLaughlin, “Lawn Park Cemetery”. PowerPoint, HST 072: Graveyards, Tombs and Undertakers. January 

3, 2016. 
35

 Sharon DeBartolo Carmack, Your Guide to Cemetery Research, (Cincinnati, OH.  2002), 87. 
36

 David Charles Sloane, The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in American History, 170. 
37

 Ibid. 
38

 Ibid., 169. 
39

 Ibid., 180. 
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North, there was not as much demand for memorial parks. However, by the 1940s, memorial 

parks had begun to appear in the New England region. Sharon Memorial Park in Sharon, 

Massachusetts, was first founded in 1945 as a Jewish memorial cemetery (Figure 5).
40

 The layout 

of the cemetery is the same as Forest Lawn but on a smaller scale, with open lawns and flat  

 

Figure 5. Sharon Memorial Park, Sharon, Massachusetts. Example of a religious memorial park in New England.
41

 

 
 

polished grave markers.
42

 By creating this spacious, constant landscape, memorial park 

cemeteries separate the mournful atmosphere from burials and replace it with a kind of serene 

atmosphere usually associated with parks, and a uniformity unseen before in public cemeteries.  

Similar to but even more uniform and organized, are veterans’ cemeteries.  The graves of 

the deceased soldiers, as well as any plantings, are usually aligned in perfect, symmetrical rows. 

The cemeteries are usually sparse with few or no ornate plantings or decorations, except for flags 

or medals on individual stones.  The graves themselves are typically all of similar shape, size and 

material, emphasizing the uniformity of the grounds. Veterans’ cemeteries were first conceived 

of in the United States after the Civil War as a place to remember and honor the service of the 

                                                           
40

 "Sharon Memorial Park." Sharon Memorial Park. Accessed February 2017. http://www.sharonmemorial.com/. 
41

 Ibid. 
42

 Ibid. 
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approximate 620,000 men who died during the war.
43

 Congress enacted legislation that 

authorized the purchase of land for these national military cemeteries in July of 1862.
44

 That 

same year, fourteen national cemeteries were founded; today the United States has 135 

designated national veterans’ cemeteries. Individual states also have established their own 

veterans’ cemeteries.  These cemeteries follow the requirements of the Department of Veterans 

Affairs, but are solely run and maintained by the state and may have residency requirements for 

their burials.
45

 In Vermont, the Vermont Veterans’ Memorial Cemetery in Randolph is a state-

run veterans’ cemetery, with the same uniformity found in the landscape and headstones as in 

other state and national cemeteries (Figure 6). The homogeneity found in veterans’ graves 

references the sense of unity found among soldiers on the fields of battle. The uniformity and 

perfect symmetry of graves found in veterans cemeteries demands that attention and respect be 

paid to the sacrifices of the deceased. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. View of the Entrance to Veteran’s Memorial Cemetery, Randolph, Vermont. 

 
  

                                                           
43

 Sharon DeBartolo Carmack, Your Guide to Cemetery Research, 68. 
44

 Ibid.  
45

 Ibid., 71. 
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The Material Culture of the Cemeteries: Symbols, Shapes, Sizes and Epitaphs 
 

 With each landscape change that occurred in the cemetery throughout New England’s 

history, not only did the property layout change to reflect society’s shifting perceptions of death, 

but the headstone shapes, sizes, symbols, and epitaphs were also drastically changed. Each 

stylistic change had a period of popularity that lasted from a few years to several decades.  One 

of the first gravestone styles to become popularized in the New England region appeared in the 

early seventeenth century in frontier, domestic and churchyard cemeteries. The headstone shape 

used most commonly during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was a slab with straight 

sides and an indented, rounded top, representing the portal that all Puritans must pass through to 

enter heaven.
46

 These headstones were made of whatever materials could be found and carved 

near the settlements: sandstone and slate were the materials primarily used. The first popularly 

used symbol on these headstones was the death’s head. Puritans used the death’s head as a 

striking reminder of their mortality.
47

 The heads came in a variety of shapes and designs, some 

resembling skulls while others looked more liked hollowed faces. Some of the heads were carved 

with wings or ornate decoration surrounding them, alluding to the soul’s elevation to heaven 

after death (Figure 7). Other representations of the death’s head symbol are carved as full-bodied 

figures, interacting in scenes with people or objects. A common death’s head figure scene is a 

full skeleton interacting with a man, representing father time, both either turning an hourglass or 

snuffing a flickering candle (Figure 8). The scene signifies a person’s fragile mortality and short 

time on earth. Other symbols used commonly in this period which further display this early, 

                                                           
46

 John R Stilgoe, Common Landscape of America, 1580 to 1845, 228. 
47

 James F. Deetz and Edwin S. Dethlefson. “Death’s Head, Cherub, Urn and Willow.” Natural History. Vol. 76. 

1967.  
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direct approach to death are coffins, clocks, scythes, imps or demons, wilting flowers and 

shovels or spades.
48

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Grave rubbing of Mary Norton’s tombstone, Edgartown, MA, 1781. Depicts death’s head with wings.
49

 

 

 
Figure 8. Grave of Rebeca Garrish, Boston, MA. Depicts death and father time with hourglass and dying candle. 

                                                           
48

 Sharon DeBartolo Carmack, Your Guide to Cemetery Research, 218. 
49

 Edmund Vincent Gillon, Jr. Early New England Gravestone Rubbings, (New York, NY: Dover Publications, 

1966) Plate 6. 



21 
 

Epitaphs carved into headstones during this time also reflect that same perception. A 

common epitaph used throughout New England during this time references death’s inevitability 

and the shortness of life (note “v” is read as “u”): “Behovld and See, For as I am Soe shalt Thov 

Bee, Bvt as Thov Art, Soe Once Was I, Bee Svre os This, That Thov Mvst Dye.”
50

  Symbols and 

epitaphs such as these embodied the fearful views New Englanders had about death and how 

they confronted this fear directly in headstone design and symbolism from the early seventeenth 

through the late eighteenth centuries.  

With the decline of the strict Puritan religious practices in the late eighteenth century, 

also came the decline of the death’s head symbol. Replacing the iconic yet frightful image was 

an allusion to the soul’s flight to heaven in the form of a cherub or winged effigy (Figure 9). 

With new emphasis on spiritual salvation and redemption after the first Great Awakening in the 

mid-eighteenth century; individual graves begin to reflect this shift in religious ideology the 

same way cemeteries had at the time. Symbols that represented resurrection or heavenly bodies 

became very prevalent in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Trumpets, harps, 

winged faces, cherubs and angels all became very popular, as well as natural symbols such as 

grapes, vines, shells and clovers; this iconography invoked religious imagery related to Christ 

and the resurrection.
51

  

                                                           
50

 Thomas C. Mann and Jannet Greene. Over Their Dead Bodies: Yankee Epitaphs and History  (Brattleboro, VT: 

The Stephen Greene Press, 1962) 6. 
51

 Sharon DeBartolo Carmack, Your Guide to Cemetery Research. 217-220. 



22 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Grave of Rhoda Smith, Plymton, MA, 1777. Example of deceased’s effigy with wings. 
 

 

The epitaph writing during this period also reflects a transition to a softer approach to 

death. These passages still alluded to the fragility of mortality (as epitaphs had done in decades 

before), but now there was far more emphasis on the person’s soul and their good deeds done in 

life that would lead to their salvation in death. The use of “In Memory” and “Memento Mori”, 

meaning “remember you to must die” in Latin, at the top of the headstone also becomes 

popularized during this time, instead of the stark and straight forward “Here lies” that had been 

used during the past century. Two epitaphs from Vermont stand as excellent examples of this 

transition in headstone writing. In Vernon, Vermont, a gravestone passage reads “In Memory of 

Mr. Amos Tute...Were I so Tall to Reach the Pole, Or Grasp the Ocean with my Span, I must be 

mesuer’d by me Soul, The Mind’s the Standard of the Man.”
52

 And the original headstone of 

General Ethan Allen, in Burlington, Vermont, once read, “The Corporeal Part of Ethan Allen 
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rests beneath this stone...His spirit tried the mercies of his God, In whom he believed and 

strongly trusted.”
53

 Both passages stress the importance of the soul and assert that a person’s 

actions in life will be the true measure of their salvation in death. These subtle transitions in 

headstone art and writing during the early part of the nineteenth century reflect New England 

society’s gradual shift away from fearful Puritan based views of death into a more reflective 

view of death, the cemetery and the graves within. 

Another example of this more sentimental attitude towards death during the early to mid-

nineteenth century are some of the burial practices of this period. The archaeological excavation 

of the Old Burial Ground in St Johnsbury, Vermont, used circa 1790 to 1853, discovered several 

burial items that reflected the way in which the deceased body was tended to before interment.
54

 

Preserved hair was found in several of the graves with either wire brass or wooden combs 

holding the hair in place.
55

 The hair had been carefully prepared for burial, with one woman’s 

hair being “...braided using three sections of hair in a traditional braid. The braid was then pulled 

up along the back of the head and the ends tucked under the braid.”
56

 The wire brass comb had 

been used to hold her hair to the head.
57

 There was also evidence of a very fine black threaded 

hair net over the women’s head. 
58

This attention to hairstyle on the part of those who buried the 

women’s body may be a sign of the need to commemorate the women’s memory and may also 

be a sign that the body was on viewing for friends and family. 
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Personal thought even went into the arrangement of bodies within the casket, with some 

arms being found folded over the chest or pelvis, or hands found intertwined at the waist.
59

 These 

arrangements could relate to religious practices, but could also be related to creating a more 

restful appearance for viewing purposes. The caskets themselves also reflected the livings’ 

personal attachment to the deceased, as casket fragments were found on several of the burials 

with initials and ages nailed in to the wood.
60

  Fragments of glass were also found on seven 

burials, indicating a possible viewing window for mourners to look into the casket before 

interment took place.
61

 These elaborate modifications to the casket show how mourners wished 

to commemorate the loss of their friends and family. Personal sentiment and memorialization 

were becoming more emphasized in burial practices into the nineteenth century.  

 With the gradual transition into focusing on eternal salvation and personal loss came new 

symbols and imagery, epitaphs, carving styles, and materials. Rationality and sensibility played 

an important role in the popular use of the urn and willow symbol design, which began to be 

used in the 1790s but was widely used during the early 1800s (Figure 10). The urn represented 

the death of the physical body while the willow represented the earthly sorrow that would be felt 

by the deceased loved ones.
62

  

The tablet style headstone became popular in the earlier half of the nineteenth century, 

representing a more simplistic and classic cut. However, the size and shape of the headstone also 

took on larger, more elaborate forms of monuments, such as obelisks, pedestals and base affixed 

structures.
63

 Due to technological advances in mining, new materials were able to be used in 
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carving these headstones. The advent of the railroad made access to these new materials more 

available to New England. Marble and granite became incredibility popular; unfortunately 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Grave of Hannah Upton, West Cemetery, Shelburne, VT. 

 

marble headstones that were erected over 100 years ago are now badly eroded due to 

weathering.
64

 There was still an emphasis on the salvation and resurrection of the soul, which 

inspired more complex symbols to be utilized during the nineteenth century. Hands pointing 

upward to the sky or clasping another hand, wilting roses and lilies, open books or Bibles, 

wreaths, anchors doves, lambs, weeping women, and broken columns are only a handful of 

symbols that became prevalent on headstones during this time (Figure 11). As New England 

society developed a more hopeful outlook on death these symbols became increasingly elaborate. 

New Englanders were now preserving the grave as a place to admire and appreciate for its 

connections to eternal salvation and the memory of their loved ones. 
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Figure 11. Hawley F Morehouse Headstone, West Cemetery. Shelburne, Vermont. 
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Chapter Two: 

Vermont History and Genealogy of the Tracy Family through the nineteenth 

Century 
 

Shelburne, like other towns created in Vermont, was made by a New Hampshire land grant, 

signed into being by the English Governor Benning Wentworth of the New Hampshire colony. 

Officially signed on August 18, 1763, (the same day as the town of St. George, Vermont), 

Wentworth named the town after William Petty, the Earl of Shelburne.
65

 Petty was President of 

the Board of Trade and Plantations, and Wentworth hoped that by naming the town after the 

Earl, he would take heat off of himself for producing too many land permits in the name of King 

George III, while pocketing all the profits.
66

 These Hampshire grants had given Wentworth 

control over 3 million acres of land in the colonies and sent him into a dispute over property with 

the New York colony and its governor, Cadwallader Colden.
67

 To settle the land dispute, King 

George declared in 1764 that the boundary line of these two colonies was to be the western 

banks of the Connecticut River.
68

 However, this proclamation failed to either “recognize or 

invalidate” the grants made by Wentworth in the territory that is now known as Vermont, 

creating more confusion and conflict in the region, especially for the inhabitants living there.
69

 

The town of Shelburne was one of these unrecognized land grants, but its undefined status did 

not discourage people from settling the land, so that by the time the first U.S. census was taken 

in 1790, 389 people were residing in Shelburne.
70
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The earliest known settlers of Shelburne were two German men named Thomas Logan and 

John Potter, who each settled two separate points in Shelburne (now locally known as Logan’s 

and Potter’s Points) in approximately 1768 (Figure 12).
71

An early town story, cited in historian 

Abby Hemenway’s Historical Gazetter in 1886, states that the two settlers were timber 

tradesmen on their way back from Quebec and hired two guards to protect them through the 

Indian settlements.
72

 The guards betrayed and killed the men for their money, reportedly burying 

the settlers on Bloody Island, off Bloody Point located near the “S. Line” of Canada.
73

 I cannot 

fully verify this story with historic accounts from the time period, or identify the location of 

Bloody Island near the border of Quebec and Vermont. The story does however remain 

interesting town folklore connected to Logan’s and Potter’s Points. The 1763 Hampshire Land 

grant mentions Potter but does not list Logan as a landowner, so it does appear that at least Potter  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. The point, Shelburne, VT. Known locally as Potter’s Point, where John Potter may have first settled in 

the 1760s.
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may be an early settler.
75

 Trading commodities such as timber, and especially fur in the 

northeastern region of Vermont, along Lake Champlain, was not uncommon given the access to 

the French city of Quebec, which Samuel De Champlain had established as a fur trading post 

over 150 years earlier.
76

 

Another early settler of Shelburne was Moses Pierson, who purchased one thousand acres of 

land in the southwestern part of town in the early 1770s.
77

 His block house was the site of the 

Battle of Shelburne which took place on March 12, 1778, during the Revolutionary War.
78

 

English soldiers from Quebec, with their Native American allies, attacked the Piersons in their 

home and fought with Continental soldiers who had come to the aid of the family.
79

 

Approximately ten families had settled in Shelburne before the war but moved away because of 

the violence along Lake Champlain.
80

 People began to move back into the area again by the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. After Vermont gained statehood in March of 1791, 

population increased annually by 8% each year.
81

  This increase came from a migration of 

settlers from outside states looking for large quantities of available, fertile land for settlement 

and farming.
82

 Some of the first families who came to Shelburne seeking these opportunities 

were the Barbers, Smiths, Comstocks, Hollabirds, Meaches, and Tracys. I will be studying the 

Tracy family lineage in Shelburne, to understand the lifestyle of a typical nineteenth century 
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rural farming family and the transitions they underwent due to economic and cultural changes in 

Vermont during this period.  

The first Tracys settled in Shelburne in 1800. The family included Hezekiah Tracy, his wife 

Eunice and their children.
83

 Their journey to Vermont from Connecticut appears to be a typical 

migration pattern for this time period. For example, Ethen Allen moved from Cornwall, 

Connecticut to Bennington, Vermont before the start of the Revolutionary War, seeking 

opportunity in the land grants of the northern frontier.
84

 Ethan Allen’s relocation to Vermont can 

be tracked by following his moves to a variety of Connecticut and Massachusetts towns and his 

participation in failed economic pursuits in these places, such as an ironworks and a lead mine.
85

  

Hezekiah and Eunice Tracy’s migration from their original home in Norwich, Connecticut, 

where they were married in a Congregational Church in 1769, can be tracked by the births of 

their children.
86

  Between the years of 1770 and 1794, Vermont vital records confirm that at least 

twelve of the Tracy’s children were born in Pawlet, Vermont, indicating that the couple moved 

to Pawlet shortly after their marriage.
87

 I was unable to confirm the birthplaces of two children, 

Ephriam, born 1776, and Diademia, born 1796. The Vermont Families of 1791 publication 

records the birthplaces of both children in Williamstown, Massachusetts, but a search of 

Massachusetts Vital records did not confirm their birth records.
88

 The book also recorded Isaac 
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Tracy’s birthplace as Tarrytown, New York, 1770, and Lydia’s as Williamstown, 1779, however 

Vermont vital records confirm their births in Pawlet in those years.
89

   

Hezekiah’s military service locates him in Connecticut, beginning in January, 1777, as a 

Second Lieutenant for the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War.
90

  However, after 

serving two years in the Connecticut regiment, he was issued his pay by the Connecticut Militia 

in May, 1779 (only two months before Lydia’s birth in Pawlet) and he began his new service in 

the Vermont Company of Captain Zadok Everist, regiment of Colonel Ira Allen.
91

 After 

completing his service in 1782, Hezekiah and Eunice continued to live in Pawlet, Vermont, as 

indicated by the births of seven children between 1783 and 1794. Their move to Shelburne, 

Vermont is confirmed by both a land deed of sale, from Aaron Rowley to Hezekiah Tracy, on 

June 23
rd

, 1800 and by the Federal Census of the same year.
92

 Hezekiah purchased the northern 

half of plot 17, and according the original town land plot map, that would put his new home just 

southwest of Potter’s Point.
93

 Eunice Tracy’s death and burial in Shelburne in 1808 also 

confirms their move to the town.
94

 In 1807, a year before Eunice’s death, their son Lester died.
 95

  

However, I could not confirm his burial location anywhere in the state of Vermont. Hezekiah 

remarried a widow, Sarah Peck, after the death of Eunice. He died in Shelburne, 1837.
96
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Unlike most families who moved to Shelburne from out of state at the close of the 

Revolutionary War, the Tracy family had already been living in Vermont since the 1770s. Their 

move to Shelburne may have been driven by the access to available, fertile land in the 

Champlain Valley, where farming was the primary occupation for many Vermont settlers in the 

late eighteenth century.
97

 In Abby Hemenway’s Historical Gazetteer, the author notes that by the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Shelburne settlers had begun to farm the northern 

Vermont town: “forests began to disappear; cultivated fields were to be seen in almost every part 

of the township...”
98

 At least one of Hezekiah and Eunice’s children became a prominent farmer 

in town.  Their son, Ezekiel, operated a 100 acre farm on the southwestern side of Potter’s Point 

in the early nineteenth century, possibly on the same land plot Hezekiah had purchased in 1800 

(Figure 13).
99

 Farms like Ezekiel’s would have been primary self-sustaining, producing enough 

food for the family with a small amount of surplus to sell for profit.
100

 These kind of subsidence 

farms could also be extremely diverse in their cultivated agricultural products, growing a variety 

of produce as well as yielding animal products.
101

  

In the third generation, Guy Tracy, the son of Erastus Tracy (Ezekiel’s brother), owned a 

large farm northeast of Lone Tree Hill in the mid-nineteenth century (see Figure 13).
 102

  His 

main agricultural crops varied from apples to dairy products.
103

 In 1880, Guy’s primary yields 
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for the year came from selling 3,500 pounds of butter, 600 dozen eggs and 200 bushels of apples, 

and his farm was valued at approximately $17,000.
104

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Beers Atlas of Vermont, Shelburne, 1869. Ezekiel, Guy and Lee’s Farms all appear on the map.
105

 

 

These agricultural products were cultivated to be sold commercially, an enterprise made possible 

by the arrival of the railroad in Shelburne by 1849.
106

  The Rutland and Burlington railroad line 

allowed for the transportation of commercial products to areas outside the state of Vermont. 

Guy’s cousin Lee, son of Cyrus Tracy, also had a farm just southeast of Lone Tree Hill that was 

120 acres in size (see Figure 13).
107

 However, Lee Tracy’s pursuits turned from traditional 
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farmer to agricultural-based entrepreneur when he transitioned into the merino sheep business in 

the mid-nineteenth century, becoming a buyer for the Burlington Woolen Mills.
108

  

Merino sheep farming boomed in Vermont during the 1830s, resulting in more than 

1,000,000 sheep in Vermont, an average of six sheep for every person at the time.
109

 By the time 

Lee Tracy got into the wool business in the 1840s, sheep farming was on a decline, but the need 

for wool in making fleece products kept some sheep farmers going, and the woolen mills 

purchasing. During the Civil War, fleece blankets were made and sold in bulk to the army for 

soldiers, turning a rather large profit for the sheep farmers and woolen mills of Vermont.
110

 The 

Tracy decedents transition from subsistence farming, to commercial agricultural farming and 

finally to the woolen industry reflect the changing economic atmosphere of Vermont during the 

nineteenth century.  

According to historian Truman Webster in, Shelburne: Pieces of History, in 1878 Lee 

and his family moved from their ancestral homestead, originally built by Lee’s maternal 

grandfather, Daniel Barber, into a newly constructed Italianate-Gothic style house in the center 

of Shelburne (Figure 14).
111

 Lee also became a partial business owner of a general store in town 

that changed ownership several times, but Lee always remained the constant second partner 

(Figures 15 and 16).
112

 His prominence in town is indicated by several town official positions he 

held over the years, such as first selectman, grand and petit juror and town representative in the 

state legislature.
113
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Figure 14. Lee Tracy house, built 1875. Period postcard indicates his son Henry lived at the house at the time of the 

photo.
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Figure 15.Lee Tracy’s Corner store, Shelburne, VT.
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Figure 16. Postcard produced by the Tracy and Van Villel general store, their company name in the bottom-right 

corner.
116

 

 

 
Lee’s children also benefited from his business successes in one way or another. Webster 

writes that Lee’s eldest son, Julius Cyrus, moved into the old farmstead with his wife and 

thirteen children, three of whom became students at the University of Vermont. His son Henry 

moved into his father’s new home in Shelburne around the 1910s, was a senior partner at his 

father’s store in town, and was appointed Postmaster and town representative to the legislature in 

the 1890s. The youngest son, Charles Lee, moved to New York City and became a concert 

pianist, first studying two years in Berlin and then at Carnegie Hall. He was a piano teacher in 

New York City until moving back to Vermont in the 1920s. Charles Lee was also an avid 

supporter of the Methodist church in Shelburne, donating money for a new pipe organ to be 

installed in time for the 1914 Easter services.
117
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The Tracy family had originally been Congregationalists at the start of the 1800s, but by 

the beginning of the twentieth century, Lee Tracy and his family were attendants of the 

Methodist church. A Methodist revival movement had swept through Vermont during the early 

nineteenth century, and according to Webster, the church was officially established in Shelburne 

during the 1810s.
118

 Methodist preachers advocated the message of “popular evangelicalism” and 

the “availability of redemption not just for the Elect but for all who faithfully sought it.”
119

 By 

1835, the Shelburne Congregationalist had joined with the Methodist church. I was not able to 

determine at what point the Tracys converted to the Methodist church, but it is clear that by 1914 

they belonged to the church based on the fact that Charles Lee donated money to the church.  

Other Tracy descendants from the founding Tracy family in Shelburne did not have the 

monetary means that Lee Tracy’s children did, but their personal pursuits were met in another 

way: by moving west. This westward movement was a trend for many young Vermonters who 

sought new opportunities during the early and mid-nineteenth century. Large numbers of native-

born Vermonters moved either to the west, seeking available land, or to industrial and 

manufacturing jobs found commonly in New York, Massachusetts and New Hampshire.
120

 Of 

Hezekiah Tracy’s eleven children who survived into adulthood, four moved to New York 

between 1811 and 1850.
121

 Ezekiel Tracy was one of the seven children who stayed in Vermont 

and became a farmer in Shelburne, but over half of his own children who survived into 

adulthood moved away from Vermont to western states such as Wisconsin, Nebraska and 

California.
122

 Ezekial’s daughters Amorett and Marion both moved out to Napa, California, to be 
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with Amorett’s son, Charles, after the deaths of both their husbands.
123

 Their younger sister 

Rosemond had also moved out to Napa with her husband and children in the 1860s.
124

 Cassius 

Tracy, Ezekial’s youngest son, first moved out to Wisconsin in 1860, then settled in Nebraska 

with his wife and two children, becoming a prosperous farmer, and passing the occupation on to 

his children and his grandchildren (Figure 17).
125

 One of his grandsons, Arthur Drum, however, 

went into advertising and moved from Nebraska, to Colorado, to Pasadena, California from 1921 

to 1937.
126

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Cassius Phay Tracy, circa 1880s. Holt, Nebraska.
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By moving out west and seeking new opportunities, the Tracy children and grandchildren 

of Hezekiah Tracy were following a new pattern of population dispersion from Vermont during 

the nineteenth century. According to Freedom and Unity: A History of Vermont, “the 1880 

census counted 430,041 native born Vermonters, only 251,780 of whom – about 58% - lived in 

Vermont.”
128

 As noted previously, the combination of new markets of employment (e.g. 

industrial and manufacturing jobs) and methods of transportation in Vermont (e.g. the arrival of 

the railroad) had created new occupation and trade prospects while also creating competition for 

national economy in the local setting.  As farmers altered their agricultural productions to match 

national markets, for example the transition from subsistence farming to the production of 

marketable crops such as apples and dairy based goods, they also suffered market drops and 

fluctuations in product price and demand.
129

 By the 1880s and 1890s, many Vermont farms were 

suffering due to these fluctuations and national competition, causing many, like the Tracys, to 

move out west seeking better prospects. This emigration to the west had been occurring for 

generations but picked up substantial pace by the late 1800s, due to increasing national pressure.  

In these same years, Dr. Seward Webb and his wife Lila Vanderbilt Webb saw the 

declining small farms in Shelburne as an opportunity to create their own agricultural, country 

estate. Their home was in the upper east side of New York City but they wished to create a 

country residence that emulated the rural aesthetics of a gentlemen farmer. By the late nineteenth 

century, the coasts of Massachusetts and Maine provided resorts for rich tourists who looked to 

relax among people of their own class but some city dwellers (like the Webbs) found themselves 

gravitating more and more towards rural towns and a country houses that reminded them of a 
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“simpler time.”
130

 People’s fascination with the past piqued in this period when it became 

popular amongst the upper middle classes to restore historic houses, open New England house 

museums, buy New England antiques and build their own country estates so they could escape to 

the country and experience their forgotten agrarian pasts.  

To make their dream into a reality, the Webbs began to buy up the farms and properties 

of the Shelburne families who had lived on the land for over 100 years.
131

 In The History of 

Shelburne Farms: a Changing Landscape, an Evolving Vision, Erica Donnis writes that the Tracy 

farms had remained profitable through the economic declines of the state’s economy, but when 

the sudden death of Dere Azro Tracy, son of Ezekiel, occurred in 1873, he left the farm his father 

had passed to him to his wife Julia and their four children.
132

 However, all of his children moved 

out west along with his wife who remarried by the time his estate was settled, and the farm was 

eventually sold to the Webbs in 1887.
133

 Lee Tracy’s original homestead, southeast of Lonetree 

Hill, was still being operated by his son Henry in the 1880s. By the time the Webbs made an 

offer of purchase to Lee for the farm, most of the surrounding farmers in the area had already 

sold their land and the longtime residents had moved away from the original neighborhood. Erica 

Donnis writes that she learned from an interview with Tracy descendants in the early 2000s that 

Henry and his family felt “increasingly isolated” as their friends and neighbors left their homes, 

so they decided to move in with Henry’s father Lee in the center of town.
134

 Lee sold the 

property in 1888 and 89, being one of the last families to sell their land to the Webbs. This 

property, along with that of his neighbors, was converted into Southern Acres: a massive 

combined farm with a breeding barn for Dr. Webb’s horses and a smaller horse barn, which was 
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converted into a cattle barn by the early 1900s for dairy production (Figure 18).
135

 Lee and Julius 

Tracy’s own farm barn was incorporated into the property as an animal infirmary and expectant 

mares barn.
136

 The Webb’s estate would eventually become Shelburne Farms, a non-profit 

educational institution, teaching sustainable agricultural practices through learning experiences 

and community outreach. What remains of the Tracys’ impact on the land throughout their time 

in Shelburne is the Tracy homestead and barn, still standing and being used for housing and 

storage on Southern Acres; the Lee Tracy house in Shelburne Village, now on the National 

Register of Historic Places; and the graves of the Tracy family members who were buried 

together with their neighbors and relatives in West Cemetery.  

 

 

Figure 18. Breeding Barn, Southern Acres, Shelburne Farms. Built on Lee Tracy’s original farming property.
137
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Chapter Three: 

Field Research Analysis and Interpretations of West Cemetery  

 
To explore how the gravestones of the Tracy family members interred at West Cemetery 

act as historical evidence of the town and family’s history, and provide information on cultural, 

social or political movements of the nineteenth century, I conducted field research of the 

cemetery and the graves within. In July 2016, I made my first visit to West Cemetery in order to 

understand the cemetery location, layout and type (i.e. family, church, rural, etc.). The cemetery 

is located along the southern side of Quaker Smith Point Road on Shelburne Farms’ Southern 

Acres, just east of the historic Brick House, former home of settler Levi Comstock and his 

descents, the McNeils (Figures 19 and 20).
138

 The house is now owned and maintained by 

Shelburne Museum and is used for special events.
139

  The cemetery covers an area of .5 acres; 

0.4 acres contains the burials associated with West Cemetery and the remaining 0.1 acre is used 

solely for Webb family burials.
140

 West Cemetery’s public town burials from the late eighteenth 

through the nineteenth century cover an L-shaped area, while the southwestern corner of the 

cemetery is designated for Webb family members only, and was owned by J. Watson Webb Jr.
141

 

This Webb section is separated from the rest of cemetery by a surrounding hedge and wooden 

fence. The graves within are primarily from the twentieth and 21
st
 centuries.  Truman Webster 

identifies Timothy Holabird as the original donor of the land for West Cemetery, “quit-claiming” 

the area for $10 to the town of Shelburne on March 8, 1806.
142

  Several of the headstones date 

back earlier than 1806, indicating that either burials occurred In West Cemetery before the area 
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Figure 19.  Image showing the location of West Cemetery with the Tracy and Webb family burials indicated. 
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Figure 20.  West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont, facing southeast. 

 

was designated as an official burying site, or graves were moved here in the early nineteenth 

century to consolidate family burials.
143

 

West Cemetery is identifiable as a rural-country type cemetery by its size and location. 

The nineteenth century rural farming community that was situated in the western part of town 

utilized this cemetery as a common place to bury their deceased. The small size of the cemetery 

(165 marked graves in total) indicates the scale of the community that existed in this region of 

town throughout the nineteenth century. The settlement that developed in Shelburne Village 

established a cemetery in town beginning in 1829, which now contains over 2,000 graves.
144

 

Farming families in the western part of town continued to use West Cemetery into the 1890s, 

until their farms and homesteads were bought by the Webbs starting in the 1880s.
145

 

The layout of West cemetery is L shaped, and wraps partially around the Webb family 

burial plot. According to a 1954 Burlington Free Press article that highlighted the history of 
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West Cemetery and those buried there, the graves of Dr. Frederik Maeck and others were moved 

to the Village Cemetery when land was consolidated into Shelburne Farms.
146

 Many older 

Maeck family headstones in the Village Cemetery have been placed on newer stands, possibly 

indicating they were moved from West Cemetery. According to the Walling map of 1857, the 

Maecks had properties in the village center as well as to the east of town.
147

 However, on the 

Beers Atlas of 1869, there are no Maecks recorded as living in Shelburne at that time. The 

movement of burials from West Cemetery may alter the historic understanding of individuals 

who chose to be buried in this graveyard and affect our understanding of Shelburne’s early town 

community. 

Headstones throughout West cemetery are arranged in rows facing west with 

corresponding footstones behind the markers. The placement of the footstones could indicate that 

the dead were buried behind their headstone, facing east, a common practice in the nineteenth 

century. Headstones were placed facing west so visitors would not stand over the buried body of 

the deceased to read the carved inscriptions.
148

 The body was instead buried behind the 

headstone, facing east (in Christian tradition), to face the next resurrection of Christ with the 

rising sun.
149

 West cemetery is not directly affiliated with any denomination but several of the 

headstone epitaphs, particularly from the early 1800s, mention God and the resurrection. 

Shelburne’s earliest established churches were Congregationalist (in 1791), Methodist (in 1808), 

and Episcopalian (in 1819).
150

 Though each denomination had different approaches to 
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Christianity, they each shared the fundamental believe in heaven and the resurrection, 

influencing the way each church member buried their dead.  

The earliest graves are primarily located in the northwest corner and center sections of 

the cemetery, some dating back to the 1790s. The southeast corner is mainly graves from the 

latter half of the nineteenth century, with only two graves of Holabird descendants dating from 

1919 and 1926. Planned landscaping is sparse, with planted, maintained grass present and a 

trimmed cedar hedge that separates the Webb cemetery from the West. Six deciduous trees grow 

along the far eastern side of the cemetery. It is unclear whether these trees were planted or grew 

here naturally; they are very large in size, indicating their maturity. There are no ornamental 

plantings next to any of the graves in the cemetery but several commemorative military markers 

are next to graves of men who fought in either the Revolutionary War or the Civil War. These 

are the only grave decorations present at West Cemetery. At the time of the Shelburne Farms 

National Register of Historic Places Landmark Nomination in 2000, a picket fence surrounded 

the cemetery but was in poor condition and has since been removed.
151

 According to the original 

Holabird land transaction in 1805, the cemetery was to have a “cedar post fence” as well.
152

 

Graves are organized in large family plots that span the entirety of the nineteenth century. 

The grave marker shapes, symbols and epitaphs change according to the popular style at the time 

the headstone was carved. The earliest graves at West Cemetery are shaped with a tympanum (a 

semi-circle at the top of the headstone) and date from the 1790s through the 1820s. The 

headstones of Captain Nehemiah Pray and Moses Pierson both appear with effigy faces on their 

headstones, and the oldest headstone in the cemetery, erected for Eunice Pattrell in 

approximately 1790, contains the old Puritan motif of a deaths head (Figures 21, 22 and 23).  
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Figure 21. Gravestone of Captain Nehemiah Prey, West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont. Note effigy face. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 22. Detail of the Headstone of Moses Pierson, West Cemetery. Shelburne, Vermont. Note effigy face. 
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Figure 23. Detail of Eunice Pattrell’s headstone, West Cemetery. Shelburne, Vermont. Note Death’s head. 

 
 

Many other markers from this early period appear with symbols of urns, willows, drapery and 

sometimes elaborate border motifs, like that on Moses Pierson’s tombstone.  

Another headstone shape that became widely used in West Cemetery was the flat tablet 

marker, particularly between the years of 1830 and 1850. The architectural Greek Revival 

movement may be reflected in this simple, classical headstone design with its clean lines and 

lack of embellishment (Figure 24). Symbols are rarely used on this headstone design and the 

writing style for the epitaphs is often a mix of block lettering and cursive. Headstone shapes that 

appear most popular from the 1860s through the 1890s are usually made from thicker stone cuts, 

curved at the top and sometimes cemented to a rectangular base. Grave markers with deeply 

lined borders and stylistic calligraphy carved during this period may indicate an influence from 

the elaborate and decorative styles of Italianate and Gothic revival architectural movements of 
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the mid to late-nineteenth century. Symbols on headstones became popular again in this period; 

three  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24. Headstone of Sarah Tracy, second wife of Hezekiah. Example of tablet style. 

 

motifs present at West Cemetery are the lamb (common on children’s headstones), the broken 

column, and a hand pointing upward (Figure 25). Only one obelisk is present in West Cemetery 

for a branch of the Comstock family. Graves on the monument appear between the years 1870 

and 1890; like the majority of headstones in West Cemetery, it is made from a light gray 

limestone. This material, when used for grave markers in the cemetery, is often degraded and 

blackened due to weathering and has extensive lichen coverage. White marble was also used for 

grave markers in the cemetery but very infrequently and that material has also undergone serious 

weathering as well.  
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Figure 25. Headstone of Byron Saxon, West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont. Note the lamb carving. 

 
 

The Tracy family headstones in West Cemetery display all these varying headstone 

characteristics (Figure 26). Over this 90-year period, there were fifteen identified Tracy members 

buried in a long, linear plot that takes up an entire row of the cemetery, extending along the 

eastern edge of the cemetery. Through genealogical research, another Tracy member, Mary, 

daughter of Hezekiah Tracy, was found to be buried in West Cemetery but under her married 

name of Comstock; she was buried in the Comstock plot, to the west of the Tracy burials.
153

 The 

Comstocks have the second largest family burial plot in West Cemetery, indicating that they had 

a large presence in the farming community over the nineteenth century. 
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Figure 26. Row of Tracy family burials at West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont, facing northwest. 

 
 

The Tracys have the largest family burial plot (along with the Holabirds). It makes sense that two 

prominent farming families like the Tracys and Comstocks would eventually have at least one 

pair of their descendants marry. In addition, there is another Tracy family burial plot in the 

village cemetery, where 48 family members are buried. The majority of the Tracys interred at 

that cemetery descend from family members who moved to the town center in the latter half of 

the 1800s; their burials extend well into the twentieth century.  

In November 2016, I returned to West Cemetery in order to further evaluate the material 

culture of the Tracy family gravestones and assess how they reflect the historical record of 

Shelburne’s rural nineteenth century farming community. Beginning with the earliest headstones 

of the Tracy family, I identified the common grave marker shapes, symbols, epitaphs, and 

material typical of the early nineteenth century. The graves of some of first Tracy family 

members to settle in the Shelburne area were carved in the styles popular at the time, with curved 

indentations at the top and a semi-circle or tympanum above these indentations. Eunice Tracy, 
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first wife of Hezekiah, died in 1808 (Figure 27). Her tombstone is stylistically very similar to the 

headstones of her two daughters in-law, Clarissa Tracy, who died in 1801 (the oldest Tracy grave 

at West Cemetery), and Nancy Graves Tracy, who died in 1825. Eunice’s headstone is also 

similar to that of her husband, Hezekiah, who died in 1826, and to the headstones of her young 

grandchildren, Jay and Uretta Tracy, who died in 1818 and 1826.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 27. Headstone of Eunice Tracy, West Cemetery, Shelburne Vermont. 

 
 

All six of the graves have a very lightly carved urn and/or willow motif in the tympanum 

as well as an epitaph at the bottom of the marker. The urn and willow was popularly used 

throughout the early and mid-nineteenth century as a representation of mortal passing and earthy 

grief. Different from the very blunt approach to death seen in the symbolism of the death’s head, 

the urn and willow lamented the death of a loved one. Each headstone also has designs in either 

its boarder or base, such as seen in the pecking design carved into the foundations of Clarissa and 

Eunice Tracy’s headstones, and the shell motifs carved into the boarder of Hezekiah’s marker 
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(Figures 28 and 29; see Figure 27). The shell usually represented resurrection or rebirth and 

would have been an appropriate symbol during the 1820s, as the Second Great awakening was 

sweeping through New England, preaching the second coming of Christ.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28. Headstone of Clarissa Tracy, West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont. 
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Figure 29. Grave of Hezekiah Tracy, West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont. 

 

Many of the epitaphs on the Tracy headstones have been partially or completely eroded 

away past the point of legibility but the epitaphs on Clarissa, Hezekiah, and Jay Tracy’s 

headstones are decipherable. Clarissa’s one line epitaph reads, “Fond hope of earthly bliss, how 

vain!” Clarissa died young at the age of 24, two years after the birth of her second child Ahira.
154

 

Isaac remarried three years later and moved with their children to Sheldon, Vermont where he is 

buried.
155

 Her epitaph reflects the grief felt by her family and loved ones at her untimely passing 

and the happiness they lost at her death. The partially illegible epitaph of the one year old Jay 
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Tracy also provides insight into how his family felt about his death. The beginning of this 

epitaph reads, “Here lies the darling of my heart...” This sad and sweet partial epitaph reflects the 

grief of his parents. Hezekiah’s epitaph reads, “Uncertain life: how soon it flies! Swift in of an 

hour: how short the bloom! Like springs gay verdure, now we rise, Cut down at night to fill the 

tomb.” His epitaph relates to the symbolism of the shells on his grave, alluding to resurrection in 

the afterlife. The line “cut down at night to fill the tomb” may also indicate he died during the 

night or in his sleep, at the age of 82 years old.  

The gravestone material used for all five of the early Tracy graves is a light gray 

limestone. This is the same material used for the rest of the Tracy family markers in the 

cemetery, except for two small name markers, which may be made from white marble. 

Shelburne does have a limestone quarry that operates on the eastern side of town; however, this 

business is recent and it is undetermined whether or not the stone that made these headstones 

came from this particular source. On both the 1857 Walling Town Map and 1869 Beers Town 

Atlas, there are several “marble quarries” in Shelburne, one quarry on the Beers map is located 

where the limestone quarry is operating today (Figure 30). These quarries could have contributed 

to the headstones in West Cemetery, but it is not determined if they were mining marble, 

limestone or both, or if the material was used to carve the Tracy headstones.  
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Figure 30. Quarries in Shelburne, Vermont. Beers Atlas, 1869.156 

 
 

headstones in West Cemetery, but it is not determined if they were mining marble, limestone or 

both, or if the material was used to carve the Tracy headstones.  

The second style of headstone prevalent in the Tracy family plot is the tablet-shaped 

marker, with little to no iconography and few headstones with epitaph writing. This style may 

reflect the architectural simplicity of the Federal, or Adam, movement (circa 1800 to 1830) and 

the Greek Revival in the 1830s through the 1850s. There are six Tracy family gravestones that 

use this design: Sarah, the second wife of Hezekiah Tracy, who died in1824; Hezekiah and 

Eunice’s son Cyrus, who died in 1858, along with his wife Parmela, and their son Anderson, who 

died in 1855 and 1843; Laura Ann, the young daughter of Ezekial and Sarah Deming Tracy, who 

died in 1834; and an illegible small headstone, dating from roughly 1821, the child aged 8 

months old. The headstones are all made of the same limestone material and are rectangular 
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tablet shaped. These tablet headstones are roughly three to five inches taller than the previous 

styled markers, except for the two infant tablet headstones of Laura Ann and the unidentified 8 

month old. This obscured headstone is also the only one out of the six tablet-styled markers to 

feature a very faintly carved willow motif: the rest of the headstones have no symbols, border 

designs or markings. This may be due to the fact that this child died during a time when the urn 

and willow motif was still popularly used on headstones, but was beginning to fall out of style.   

The engraved writing style on the headstones is a mix of both capitalized, bolded letters and 

delicate cursive.  Only the headstones of Parmela and Cyrus Tracy have epitaphs carved into 

them: Parmela’s marker reads, “In death she seems to sweetly sleep, While her friends around 

her deeply weep, Not because they think her unhappy, but because they so loved her company.” 

Her epitaph reflects the popular sentiment of the time which emphasized the peaceful aspect of 

death and the serene transition into the afterlife. And again, as seen on Clarissa Tracy’s epitaph, 

the family’s grief, and possibly the community’s grief, is expressed in the inscription as well. 

Cyrus Tracy’s epitaph reads, “When I was on earth, my object was to promote virtue and put 

down vice. The bible was my guide and in it I did confide, and by it I meant to abide.” (Figure 

31) Here the religious fervor of the mid-nineteenth century can be read in the way Cyrus Tracy 

dedicated his final earthly words to his devotion to God and Christian values. He invoked the 

Arminian belief in salvation in earthly devotion. This tablet headstone style reflects cultural and 

religious movements occurring throughout New England and Vermont during the mid-nineteenth 

century that became expressed in the material cultural of burials and their representations of 

grief.  
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Figure 31. Close up of Cyrus Tracy’s epitaph. 

 

 

The last style of headstone the Tracy members used in West Cemetery was a curved top, 

thickly-cut marker affixed to stone sockets or bases and deeply engraved words and boarders. 

This style, as mentioned previously, may be influenced by the Italianate and Gothic Revival 

architectural movements of the latter half of the nineteenth century, with both styles paying 

attention to decoration and detail. This style of headstone typically has a symbol engraved into 

the center of the marker; however, the three Tracy family members who used this headstones 

style choose not to engrave a symbol in their grave. Instead, they are outlined in a deeply cut 

border and have bold lettering for their inscriptions, but no creatively styled epitaphs, which is 

also typical for this style headstone. They all stand on bases with curved, polished edges and a 

rectangular bottom. Ezekiel, son of Hezekiah Tracy, who died in 1873, has this style of 

tombstone as do his first and second wives, Sarah, who died in 1841 and Wealthy, who passed 

away in 1874. Thankful, Ezekiel and Sarah’s daughter, who has the last Tracy burial in West 

Cemetery at 1891, also has this particular headstone style. Ezekiel and Sarah’s headstone’s have 

elaborate borders around their names, while Thankful’s is similarly sized and cut, but has no 
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decorative border (Figure 32 and 33). Although these headstones do not have symbols or 

epitaphs, they show a transition away from the tablet style of headstone during the latter half of 

the nineteenth century  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32. Headstone of Ezekiel Tracy, West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont. 
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Figure 33. Headstone of Thankful Tracy, West Cemetery. Shelburne, Vermont. 

 
 

and reflect architectural movements occurring in the region at the time they were created.  These 

headstones may also reflect the personal taste of the Tracy family in choosing to opt out of 

symbol use on their headstones in the latter half of the nineteenth century, when it was again 

becoming popular to include these engravings. 

 From observations made of the Tracy headstones at West Cemetery, interpretations of the 

family’s lifestyle and position within their rural farming community can be inferred. Overall, the 

headstone styles of the Tracy family do not differ greatly from those of other grave markers in 

the cemetery, with the exception of the later nineteenth century style Tracy tombstones that lack 

the embellishment of symbols. This small divergence from the popular stylistic choice of the 
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time may indicate a personal choice by the Tracys’ to adhere to more classic and conservative 

approaches to death that had appeared during the mid-nineteenth century. The similarities 

between the rest of the Tracy family headstones and the other headstones of families buried at 

West Cemetery may indicate their position as one of the typical farming families living in the 

community the western part of town during the nineteenth century.  

For the most part, the Tracy family follows the style of headstone shape, symbol and 

epitaph that was popularly used in the cemetery for each generation, according to cultural, 

societal or religious influences. For example, like the epitaphs on the graves of the Tracy 

members, other headstones in West Cemetery reference eternal salvation and the resurrection. 

The epitaph headstone of Thursey Comstock, who died in 1808, reads, “Why do we mourn 

departed friends, Or shake at deaths alarms; Tis but the voice that Jesus sends, To call them to 

his arms.”
157

 (Figure 34) This recurring imagery of salvation in the afterlife on the epitaphs  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 34. Close up of Thursey Comstock’s epitaph, West Cemetery., Shelburne, Vermont. 

                                                           
157

 Sandy King and Kristi Fogtman. "Thursey Comstock (1804-1808)." Find A Grave Memorial. September 15, 

2013. Accessed April 2017. https://www.findagrave.com/cgi-

bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GSln=Comstock&GSiman=1&GScid=1963629&GRid=117105341&. 



62 
 

of headstones in West Cemetery is a reflection of the religious movements occurring within 

Christianity that emphasized the soul and its eternal salvation.  

The religious beliefs of the Tracys family (beginning in the Congregational church and 

ending in the Methodist by the late nineteenth century) may have influenced their tombstone 

styles as well. As previously mentioned, Methodists preached the ideas of resurrection and 

redemption for all, not just for a select few. Both Hezekiah and Cyrus Tracy’s epitaphs describe 

their salvation in the afterlife, and Cyrus Tracy particularly alludes to his dedication to Christian 

beliefs during his lifetime in order to seek religious deliverance. This idea of devotion while 

seeking salvation had come from the original ideologies of Arminianism, which influenced and 

inspired many religions, which included Congregational and Methodist. The Tracys’ own 

religious practices were heavily influenced by the regional religious movements of both the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Their beliefs played an important role in influencing the way 

they designed their headstones.   

The stylistic changes that occur between each headstone design over the course of the 

nineteenth century transition slowly and gradually over a 100-year period. In other areas of New 

England and in other parts of the country, headstone designs were changing dramatically by the 

mid-nineteenth century. In rural and garden cemeteries, such as Mount Auburn in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, headstones were taking the form of monuments that showed the grandeur of the 

life of the deceased. The only monument in West Cemetery is a limestone obelisk that has 

several names of Comstock family members engraved on to it (Figure 35). These types of 

elaborate graves usually costed more money than a normal sized headstone and many people 

could not afford the expense (Figure 36). The Tracys, like other families buried in West 

Cemetery, constructed traditionally styled, and sized, headstone throughout the nineteenth 
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century, perhaps reflecting a more conservative approach to death yet still representing their grief 

with sentimentality in epitaph writings. It could also reflect their choice to conserve their money 

on burial expenses. It was not until the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the 

Tracy’s began to primarily use the Village Cemetery for their burials, that they began to 

construct large monuments, such as obelisks, as grave markers (Figure 37).
158

 This could indicate 

their new financial prosperity but may also display their possible abandonment of conservative 

burial traditions and their embrace of new, elaborate funerary customs.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 35. Comstock limestone obelisk. West Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont. 
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 Barb Destromp, "Lee Tracy (1817-1897)." Find A Grave Memorial. January 20, 2010. Accessed April 2017. 
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Figure 36. Advertisement for headstones and monuments in the News and Citizen, Morrisville, Vermont 1889.
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Figure 37. Tracy Obelisk in Village Cemetery, Shelburne, Vermont
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65 
 

Conclusion  
 

My research on the Tracy family burials at West Cemetery in Shelburne, Vermont, used 

the material cultural of the family’s headstones as a starting point for documenting the history of 

a rural, nineteenth century farming community.  Research into the lives of the family members 

buried at the cemetery, through genealogy, historic records and historic accounts, was used to 

support and enhance the history of that community, and of specific individuals who once lived, 

worked and died there.  

This investigation suggests that regional movements of the nineteenth century are 

reflected in the gradual changes of headstone shapes, symbols and epitaphs at West Cemetery. 

Cultural movements, such as architectural trends, can be seen in the headstone stylistic changes 

over the 100-year period that the Tracys are buried at the cemetery. Economic position within the 

community can also be seen in the lack of embellished headstone designs of Tracy family 

members in West Cemetery, as compared to Tracy family headstones erected in the Village 

Cemetery in the late 1800s. Lastly, the religious principles of the nineteenth century can be seen 

in the way the Tracys chose to represent their beliefs in Christian salvation and the resurrection 

through the iconography and epitaphs engraved on their headstones.  

By analyzing the fifteen Tracy headstones at West Cemetery, and researching the 

individual histories of those buried under the markers, I was able to connect the historical records 

of the Tracys to the material cultural of their graves, and discover new information about their 

lives in the rural farming community that was not previously documented. For example, the 

Tracys’ religious beliefs can be inferred from the historical record according to where the family 

members were married or at what churches they donated funds, but their devotion to the religion 

is not recorded. It is in the choices of epitaphs and symbols used on individual graves that one 
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can truly see a person’s dedication to their beliefs. Personal choices are also exemplified in the 

family’s decision to erect simple headstones instead of monuments in West Cemetery, even after 

their financial success, or at least security, in the later half of the 1800s. The Tracys’ move to the 

village near the turn of the century shows how they eventually used this financial prosperity to 

erect large obelisks memorializing their family. 

The information obtained through historical research of the Tracys and of the town of 

Shelburne, combined with the material observations conducted at West Cemetery, provide 

information about regional shifts and transformations taking place within this rural community 

during the nineteenth century. This information could also be valuable in that it may be applied 

to towns with lesser-known histories and similarly sized rural cemeteries. More information 

could have been gained from the material culture of West Cemetery if the headstones had been 

better preserved. Preservation and possible conservation of West Cemetery’s gravestones would 

be an intensive project; however, the historical significance of the graves would be saved and 

more information, such as epitaph writings, could be collected from all of the graves, if 

stabilization or restoration were a possibility. The headstones at West Cemetery have provided, 

and could continue to provide, evidence to support and augment the historical record of 

Shelburne’s nineteenth century farming community.  Similar studies at other rural cemeteries in 

Vermont could significantly add to the understanding of the history of other individual 

communities, the state in general, and the broader region of New England.  
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Appendix One: Table of Tracy Family Burials at West Cemetery 

 

Name on 

Headstone 

Date of 

Death 

Sex Age 

At 

Death 

Epitaphs (words) Stone Shape Symbols  Headstone 

Material 

Grave 

Decoration 

Sarah Tracy 09/27/1874 F 68 None Tablet None 

 

Limestone None 

Eunice Tracy 09/05/1808 F 58 Yes but illegible Portal/  

Tympanum 

Urn and 

willow 

Peaking at 

base of 

headstone 

Limestone None 

Hezekiah Tracy 07/04/1827 M 82 Uncertain life: 

how soon it flies! 

Swift in of an 

hour: how short 

the bloom! Like 

springs gay 

verdure, now we 

rise, Cut down at 

night to fill the 

tomb. 

Portal/  

Tympanum 

Willow and 

shells 

Limestone Metal 

Revolutionary 

War  

Flag holder 

Clarissa Tracy 02/08/1801 F  24 Found hope of 

earthly bliss how 

vain! 

Portal/  

Tympanum 

Willow 

branches 

Limestone None 

Jay Tracy 08/21/1818 M 1 Yes but illegible – 

begins with  

“Here lies the 

darling of my 

heart...” 

Portal/  

Tympanum 

Urn and 

Willow 

Limestone None 
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Parmela Tracy 01/05/1855 F 68 In death she seems 

to sweetly sleep, 

While her friends 

around her deeply 

weep, Not because 

they think her 

unhappy, but 

because they so 

loved her 

company 

Tablet None Limestone None 

Cyrus Tracy  03/20/1858 M 73 When I was on 

earth, my object 

was to promote 

virtue and put 

down vice. The 

bible was my 

guide and in it I 

did confide, and 

by it I meant to 

abide. 

Tablet None Limestone None 

Anderson Tracy  11/09/1843 M 14 None Tablet None Limestone None 

Sarah Tracy 02/22/1841 F 47 None Curved Top with 

Base 

None Limestone None 

Ezekiel Tracy 08/11/1873 M 83 None Curved Top with 

Base 

None Limestone None 
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Wealthy A. 

Tracy 

11/07/1874 F 77 None Curved Top with 

Base 

None Limestone None 

Thankful Tracy 09/20/1891 F 76 None Curved Top with 

Base 

None Limestone None 

Laura Anne 

Tracy 

1834 F >1 None Tablet None Limestone None 

Uretta Tracy 11/10/1826 F 1 None Portal/  

Tympanum 

Urn and 

Willow 

Limestone None 

Nancy Tracy 12/8/1825 F Un-

known 
Yes but illegible  Portal/  

Tympanum 

Urn and 

Willow 

Limestone None 

Tracy baby 1824 Un- 

known 

8 

months 
Possibly - Illegible Tablet Willow Limestone None 
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