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In Plymouth’s town Center, at the highest point of the Pilgrim settlement, there stands a meeting house. In the winter of 1620-

1621, the Pilgrims having decided that Plymouth would be their new home, built  this first structure and used it at first  for  many 

of their company who had fallen ill. Later, because of the hill’s commanding view of the surrounding land and the ocean, the build-

ing became the Pilgrim Meeting house, and for a time, doubled  as a fortress. Illness and old age took its toll on the Mayflower 

Pilgrims and those who followed them.  Behind this meeting house, and the meeting houses that followed in this same location, 

the beautiful hill behind and above it  became a graveyard named Burial Hill. 

Today, Burial Hill is in the same location given it by the1620 Pilgrims. As the years passed, it became the burial place of some of 

the longest lived early Pilgrims and their descendants. What you notice on so many gravestones are the occupations of those bur-

ied there...physicians, sea captains, judges, merchants, ministers, wives, mothers, children, and those who  died of high fever            

epidemics that had no cure. 

 

 

 

 

Burial Hill is a large cemetery filled with gravestones. What makes these gravestones so interesting and curious are their motifs, 

the images carved on them. These unique and varied images depict the changing views people held of death. Their beliefs  were 

carved into the stone. Although there is no literature to explain what all of the art-

work meant, we can make guesses if we look at the hymns sung and sermons deliv-

ered in the year of a person’s death. 

The earliest symbol on graves whose dates covered the years between 1690 and 

1770 is the winged skull. This design is very easy to understand: Wing=Heaven. 

Skull=Death. This belief was sung in Isaac Watts’ hymn “The Soul Upon the Wing.”  

Nathaniel Howland died in 1746, and his gravestone is an example of this motif.                                                                 



Between 1720 and 1760, a religious movement known as The Great Awakening changed people’s thinking about salvation. These 

changes were reflected in the gravestone carvings. By 1762, images had changed to reflect a spirit motif that was fashionable at 

that time. Although Mercy Bradford Harlow ’s tombstone does have a winged skull carving, her round blank eyes represented  

this spirit motif that reflected the popular taste. 

 

 

 

 

 

If gravestones were to be carved, then carvers were needed. One of the first re-

gional gravestone carvers was Nathaniel Fuller of Plympton, Massachusetts. He 

became well known for his use of a heart shape which symbolized the soul trans-

formed by the love of God which would defeat death. Early Fuller stones showed 

a curl at the ends of the mouth, forming an open heart. After that, many types of 

hearts were used  for mouths, noses, face shapes and on the borders of the 

gravestone itself. 

An example of the heart shape can be found on Lydia Bartlett LeBaron’s stone. 

She was 44 when she died in 1742. Her mouth is shaped like a heart as is her whole face.  The curlicues at the ends of her mouth 

probably resemble a mustache, but they are really open hearts. 

A new stone carver, Ebenezer Soule of Plympton, added his own innovations. His spirit faces have disheveled upright hair, some-

times in curls. The curls represent active hair and  indicate an upward direction; most of his carvings show no wings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joining Ebenezer Souls as a carver was Nathan Hayward of Bridgewater, Massachusetts. Hayward’s carvings were  original in his 

depiction of noses; they looked like beaks.  Elizabeth Doty Tillson died in 1756. Her gravestone reflected Nathan Hayward’s style 

of elaborate hairstyles, wings that seemed to come from the ears, and his peculiar treatment of noses: 
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By 1767, when Perez Tillson, Elizabeth Tillson ‘s husband died, gravestone styles had changed once again: angels became the 

dominant motif. Perez Tillson’s gravestone shows him with his eyes wide open and a slight smile, as if his guardian angel is taking 

him straight up to heaven without any waiting.   

Burial Hill also contains many gravestones for children because children 

didn’t have the medical services we have today.  Disease, broken bones, 

even appendicitis could cause a child’s death. 

The gravestone on the right was 

carved for Charles Henry Bacon 

who died in1802 when he was 6 

years old. 

 

 

 

The last gravestone angels on Burial Hill were carved by employees of John Tribble’s 

workshop. The Tribble angels were part of a larger story, of ships at sea and men in peril, with the angel of death blowing his 

trumpet. On this gravestone we can see a storm. The waves are high, the sails and mast are down and the angel blowing his               

trumpet signals that death was coming  for the ship and its crew. 

       

 

 

 

  

By the 1900s, stones were 

carved with names and dates, and space was left for 

other names and family information. 

There is so much to be seen at Burial Hill. Even today 

there are ongoing excavations to search for artifacts 

such as pottery and utensils of the early Plymouth colo-

ny and of the Wampanoag people. Everything that is 

uncovered will add to our knowledge of life in the 

1600’s. 

 

 

 

 

  If you go to New England cemeteries that have been 

around a long time, you will find many of these old and 

unique tombstone carvings. And now, when you find 

them, you will know what the images mean. 

 

 



TO OUR NEW  

     JUNIORS 

  JUNIOR                   ANCESTOR                    SPONSOR                                             

Beckett Bogart Collins            William Bradford                          Brian Victor Collins 

Samuel Joseph Hogan            John Alden             Joan Marie Sharkey Jacobs 

Charles Douglas Richmond           Thomas Rogers             Arthur Pratt Richmond 

Charlotte Rose Richmond                       Thomas Rogers             Arthur Pratt Richmond 

Logan Fairbrother                          Mary Chilton             Janelle Fairbrother 

Rhiannon Aurora Wilkinson            Mary Allerton             James  Wilkinson    

Nancy Elizabeth Hull Mueller                 Richard Warren                              Mary Hull 

Elin Christine Frederickson                     Edward Fuller                                  Josephine H. Bero 

Finlay Ian Sterling                                     John Alden                                       Dianne Sterling                        

Casimir Alden Sumner                             John Alden                                       Adryn Sumner 

Madeleine Soleil Jacques                        Stephen Hopkins                            Francene Jacques 

Charlotte Jane Goring                               John Alden                                       Jane Ingraham MacBarron Goring  

Jacob Matthew Byrnes             William Brewster              Cynthia Harding Thompson   

Madison Faith Byrnes                              William Brewster              Cynthia Harding Thompson   

Aren Matthew Thompson                      William Brewster              Cynthia Harding Thompson   

Bjorn Jonathan Thompson                     William Brewster              Cynthia Harding Thompson. 

Audrey McKinnon Shores            John Alden               Alden Leslie Shores  

                                                                                                                

All Information about Burial Hill comes from the several essays written by Peggy Baker, a local Plymouth historian and 

the Thomas Rogers Family editor of the GSMD Silver Books, the Director Emerita of the Pilgrim Society and Pilgrim Hall 

Museum, and an Honorary Life  Member of the MSMD. 

“Exploring the Heart of Historic Plymouth” 

“Mayflower Spirits on Plymouth’s Burial Hill” 

“Pilgrims, Angels, and Plymouth’s Burial Hill” 

 



 

Each year the Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants grants scholarship money.   

In 2022, the Sears scholarship awarded $1050 each to Emily Coulsey and Abigail McDonough. Emily is attending UMass Amherst; 

Abigail is at Salve Regina. 

Our two Thanksgiving scholarships of $1500 each were awarded to Hunter Tobey and Jayline Steiding. Hunter is at Cape Cod 

Community College and Jayline is at UConn. These scholarships are given to members of the Wampanoag tribe in recognition and  

gratitude for the help the it gave the Pilgrims that first terrible winter. 

Lastly, the MSMD awards a scholarship worth $1620 per year, renewable for three more years to a Junior, Annual or Life       

member of the MSMD. This year the scholarship was given to Nathan Kerr. Nathan is attending Indiana University Bloomington. 

MSMD also awarded $1000 per year for 4 years to Parker Allen. She received the scholarship because  a previous winner did not 

claim our award. Parker is attending Texas State. 

Below is Parker’s award winning essay. For those of you who are high school seniors this year, check out her entry. If you apply 

for this scholarship, you will have to write an essay about the importance of YOUR Pilgrim heritage. 

 

“Of the many things that my grandmother taught me, one that I hold close to heart is the history of my ancestry. And while she is 

not with us today, I remember her engaging stories and the passion she held for our family history. When narrating the past, my 

grandmother would paint a picture in my head— my Mayflower ancestor, Stephen Hopkins, was no stranger to adventure. He 

certainly found himself in many quandaries, but he was nothing if not resilient. My grandmother told me tales of the daunting 

journey Hopkins accomplished— traveling not once, but twice— to the New World. She told me of his rebellious nature, and how 

he was once sentenced the death penalty for defying the British government— but was narrowly pardoned when taking into 

account of his wife and children. She told me of his role as mediator when conversing with the Indigenous Americans, and how it 

was his quarters where he housed Samoset and Squanto when they visited Plymouth in 1621. Hopkin's courage and conviction to 

strive for a better life is inspiring— a lesson I have taken and applied to my life. My grandmother, an avid reader of classic litera-

ture, fostered my love for reading as well. As a fan of Shakespeare, she would tell me the history of his works, and described how 

his play, The Tempest, is believed to be inspired by our ancestor, Stephen Hopkins and the perilous journeys he encountered. As I 

continue my education today I reflect back on the past years— and even after moving five different times in the course of my 

childhood due to my fathers occupation in the military— my grandmother had been my rock, encouraging me to connect with 

my ancestry and to never stop learning. I had grown up used to a changing environment, I always knew that the friends I would 

make would be temporary. Yet all of the places I have had to leave behind I now view as places where I have made friends, 

gained new experiences, and grown as a person. To me, my pilgrim heritage has taught me the importance of perseverance and 

freedom of expression. I have learned it is never too late to try something new, and I integrate this in my life, whether that be 

picking up violin lessons, figure skating, learning a new language, or reading as many books as I can— I strive to carry my passion 

for knowledge. But most of all, my pilgrim heritage has connected me to my family. The Mayflower Society reminds me of my 

grandmother and the legacy she carried. I am appreciative for the lessons I have learned from my ancestors and the unity it has 

instilled within my family. While I miss the opportunities to hear my grandmother's stories, I am able to attribute her when learn-

ing about the history of the Mayflower. 1 am excited to begin this new chapter of my life, and to have the chance to further my 

education.” 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Make a craft for Thanksgiving. 

Start with a pipe cleaner and eight colored beads. White, Blue, Green, Black, Brown, Red, Yellow, and Orange  

As you read each COLOR in the story, pause and place that color bead on the pipe cleaner.  

Thanksgiving Story: With this bracelet you will know the first Thanksgiving that was long, long ago.  

The pilgrims set sail from, far away on the Mayflower with tall WHITE sails.                                     

They sailed many days across the ocean BLUE. The seas were rough, but the ship came through.  

At last, they spotted land so GREEN. They were so happy they cheered and screamed.             

The first year was so hard and BLACK. Many died or wished that they could go back.  

But the Native  Americans  gave them a hand And helped them survive in the strange new land. 

 They decided to celebrate in a special way. And that became the first Thanksgiving Day 

 They prepared a feast with turkeys BROWN. And RED cranberries that they had found. YELLOW corn that they’d learned to grow.                        

And ORANGE pumpkin pies ...don’t you know!    

BUT, before they ate the turkey and dressing, THEY ALL HELD HANDS FOR A THANKFULL BLESSING. (Twist the ends of the pipe 

cleaner together ) 

 

YouTube Pilgrim Stories for YouToo!   Pilgrim Books for youngsters told with audio recordings. You might want to 

check them out. 

Itsy Bitsy Pilgrim by Jeffrey Burton and illustrated by Sanja Rescek (pre-school ) 

The Littlest Pilgrim (pre-school)  

Pete the Cat: The First Thanksgiving by Kimberly and James Dean - read by a child (pre-school through primary) 

The First Thanksgiving by Linda Hayward - great illustrations by James Watling (primary) 

Pilgrim Children on the Mayflower by Ida DeLage (primary) 

The Story of the Pilgrims by Katherine Ross (elementary) 

A Short History of Thanksgiving by Sally Lee (elementary) 

Three Young Pilgrims by Cheryl Harness (elementary and older) 

Squanto’s Journey - Story of the First Thanksgiving by Joseph Bruchac and Greg Shed (elementary and older)  



 COLORING PAGE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Return Address 

Massachusetts Society                                                          

of  Mayflower Descendants 

175 Derby Street , Suite 13 

Hingham, MA 02043-4036 
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