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 Projectile Point Types
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All quantities exact or estimated minimal counts
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Kirk (notch)

Kirk (stem)
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Guilford
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 Prehistoric Sherd Types
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Basalt

Unknown

Other

Dated features present at site
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 Historic Artifacts  Historic Features
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Faunal material
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Other gravestones

Const feature
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Hearth/chimney
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 Well/cistern

Trash pit/dump

Sheet midden

Planting feature

Road/walkway

Depression/mound

Burial(s)

Railroad bed

Earthworks

Mill raceway

 Wheel pit

Unknown

Other

All quantities exact or estimated minimal counts

Radiocarbon Data:

Sample 1: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 2: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 3: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 4: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 5: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 6: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 7: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 8: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 9: +/- years BP Reliability

Additional radiocarbon results available
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The Wills Family Cemetery (18CH344) is a small 19th and early 20th century cemetery located near Bel Alton in Charles County, Maryland. The cemetery 
included 8 graves and 7 monuments, 2 of the graves having been marked by 1 stone. All of the monuments represent a high degree of artistic merit; the 
designs of 6 of the monuments are thought to be unique in this locality. Four of the graves were marked by ledgers set on marble bases and 2 by a 
combination of vertical monuments and ledgers, also of marble. The remaining graves were marked by a rough-cut granite monument and simple, granite 
footstones. Very little else is known about the cemetery due to the circumstances of archeological recovery in 1990, when the graves were moved to a nearby 
second family cemetery. Most of what is known about the site comes from archival work conducted as background to the removal and re-interment. The site is 
situated on land that was once part of a tract known as “Preference”. 

Preference (CH-73) was the dwelling plantation of Dr. Francis R. Wills, the son of John B. Wills, Jr. and his first wife, Ann Floyd. The Preference estate 
bordered another family estate, Johnsontown, on the west. Dr. Wills, a graduate of the School of Medicine of the University of Maryland, lived in the town of 
Port Tobacco until moving to Preference in the early 1840s. His first wife, Catherine Fowke (1810-1842), was buried at her ancestral home, Gunston (CH-28), 
several miles southwest of Port Tobacco. Two of their children, William (1836-1839), and Augusta (1840-1842), were also buried at Gunston. Several years 
after his wife’s death, Dr. Wills married Theresa Olivia Hughes of Bryantown.

John Baptist Wills III (1831-1859), the eldest son of Dr. Francis Wills, was the first member of the Wills family to be interred at Preference. It was about that 
same time that Dr. Wills moved the remains of his mother, Ann Floyd Wills, from a then-abandoned cemetery at Mt. Carmel, to Preference. Subsequent 
burials at Preference included C. Ellen Wills (1861-1862), John Baptist Wills IV (1861-1883), Dr. Francis R. Wills (1803-1872), T. Olivia Wills (1828-1881), 
Martha (Wills) Burch (d. 1909), and Mary Wills (d. 1912).

Following the death of Dr. Francis Wills, Preference passed in ownership to his widow, and after her death to their sons, Thomas and James. The farm was 
afterwards sold, and in the conveyance no provision was made regarding the family cemetery. By the 1930s the headstone marking the grave of John B. Wills 
IV had toppled forward, shattering the ledger fronting it and the urns that ornamented the headstone and footstone. In the 1940s or 1950s the cemetery was 
cleared of undergrowth, the stones righted, and concrete footings provided for all of the monuments. The site was then enclosed by a fence fashioned from 
galvanized pipe.

About 1975, that part of the Preference farm encompassing the cemetery was subdivided for residential development. Again, no provision was made for 
access or maintenance of the cemetery. Eventually, a home was built immediately adjacent to the site. In early 1990, in response to increasing pressure by 
the owner of the lot on which the cemetery was located, as well as from neighboring property owners, the decision was made by the Wills family to relocate 
the graves and monuments. It was determined that the most suitable location for the remains was at the site of another family cemetery associated with the 
Wills family on the old Johnsontown tract. Fortunately, the owner of this tract was amenable and the Maryland Historical Trust (MHT) held a historic 
preservation easement on the cemetery in question. 

Preparation of a measured site plan of the cemetery, scaled plans and elevations of the monuments, as well as photodocumentation of the site, was 
completed prior to the removal of the monuments and burials. Plans were also made for archeological monitoring of the exhumation of the graves and  
removal of the monuments by contractors. Unfortunately, MHT staff were not notified by the contractors of the date for the exhumations and the owner of the 
nearby Johnsontown cemetery was only notified hours prior. Fortunately, this owner, who had prepared the aforementioned site plans and documentation, 
was able to get to the site just before removal and document to some degree the exhumation of human remains. Correspondence between this individual and 
MHT staff describes a scene in which an agitated property owner is pushing contractors to conduct exhumations as quickly as possible, despite the lack of 
archeological oversight, while a visibly distraught member of the Wills family looks on and the owner of the Johnsontown property tries to document what he 
can.  

Grave No. 1 was that of C. Ellen Wills. Ellen was the twin sister of John B. Wills IV. Her body had been placed in a wooden, 6-sided coffin. The grave had 
been dug to a depth of 1.27 meters (4 ft 2 in) below grade, and a bed of mortar laid at the bottom. After the coffin was lowered a wooden framework was laid 
over the coffin to support an arched brick cover. A layer of mortar was applied over the brick cover, and the area between it and grade level filled in with 
smooth stones of assorted sizes. The grave opening measured approximately 1.27 meters in length and 56 cm (1 ft 10 in) in width. The skeletal remains were 
remarkably complete considering Ellen’s age at death. Other than fragments of the coffin and the wooden lid that supported the masonry covering, and the 
skeleton, no other artifacts were revealed.

Grave No. 2 was that of John B. Wills. Although a considerable amount of loose brick and mortar was revealed when the grave was opened, no skeletal 
remains or related artifacts were found . The grave was excavated to a depth of about 1.52 meters (5 ft) below grade, at which point the ground had clearly not 
been previously disturbed. The strata of the sides of the opening showed a well-defined layer of a chalky, lime-like substance. The fact that this was the only 
grave that did not yield skeletal remains was of concern and interest, however, according to the cemeteries contractor this was not unusual. Archival evidence 
suggests that this grave was originally constructed in a manner similar to Grave No. 1.

Grave No. 3 was that of Ann C. Wills. Ann’s remains were moved from Mt. Carmel, where she had been interred in 1811, to 18CH344 about 1859. The 
remains retrieved from the original burial site were placed in a small wooden coffin and interred in precisely the same manner as Grave No. 1, with a mortar-
laid, arched, brick cover over the coffin, and stones above. The skeletal remains included the skull and the larger leg, arm, and pelvic bones. Other than small 
fragments of the coffin, no associated artifacts were found.

Grave No. 4 was that of John B. Wills III. In addition to having the largest and most sophisticated monument, this grave was of considerable interest for the 
fact that the coffin was enclosed within a brick vault overlaid with 5 courses of evenly laid brick. The masonry work was skillfully done and far superior to that 
of the 3 other graves (1, 3, and 7) where vault-like enclosures were found. Here, the bottom of the grave was paved with brick and the 2 side walls built up 
with brick to the level of the top of the 6-sided wooden coffin. On the interior of the crypt the walls were built inward to follow the configuration of the coffin. 
After the coffin was placed it was covered by a wooden lid over which an arched roof was built. The two ends of the crypt were sealed with brick as well. The 
top of the crypt was about 41 cm (1 ft 4 in) below grade. The exterior dimensions of the crypt itself were approximately 2.5 meters (8 ft 2 in) in length and 1 
meter (3 ft 4 in) in width. The crypt yielded a significant amount of skeletal remains, fragments of the coffin and overlying wooden cover, 6 pieces of ornate 
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brass coffin handles, 2 lock mechanisms, a fragment of a brass belt buckle, and several small shirt buttons.

Grave No. 5 was that of Martha Burch. In this instance the body was interred in a grave dug to a depth just slightly under 1.82 meters (6 ft). The body was 
contained in a rectangular, wooden casket with wooden bar-like handles fastened to each side of the casket by silver plated mounts. After lowering the casket 
in the grave, it was covered over with a layer of cement and then backfilled with dirt. The grave yielded skeletal remains, casket hardware, scraps of clothing 
and casket lining, and tortoise shell hair combs.

Grave No. 6 was that of Mary E. Wills. The only significant difference between this grave and Grave No. 5, was the absence of mortar or brick over the casket. 
Objects encountered were skeletal remains, casket hardware similar to that found in Grave No. 5, fragments of clothing, and tortoise shell hair combs.

Grave No. 7 is the grave of Dr. Francis R. Wills. Dr. Wills was interred in a six-sided wooden coffin laid in a vaulted crypt similar to, but not as skillfully built as 
that of Grave No. 4. Also, there was no brick or stone used to fill the grave above the crypt as found in Graves 1, 3, and 4. The skeletal remains were nearly 
complete, the size of the bones suggesting that Dr. Wills stood well over 6 feet tall. The lower jaw was deeply worn, suggesting that he had lost his teeth many 
years previous to his death. In addition to the skeletal remains, ornate coffin handles, fragments of clothing and coffin lining, and large, leather buckle straps 
that possibly ornamented the coffin were retrieved.

Grave No. 8 was the grave of T. Olivia Wills. Excavation of this grave revealed that the body had been interred in a wooden coffin or casket at a depth of 
about 1.98 meters (6 ft 6 in) below grade, and that the coffin had been covered by brick, possibly in a manner similar to that found in Graves 1 and 3. This had 
apparently collapsed as the coffin disintegrated. Skeletal remains and several coffin handles were recovered.

Following the exhumation of the graves, the openings were back-filled and the site graded and seeded. The four corners of the pipe fence that enclosed the 
cemetery were marked with steel pegs. An agreement reached between the property owner and the Wills family provided for a permanent marker to be placed 
on the site recording the names of those who were interred at 18CH344 and stating that the graves and monuments were moved to Johnsontown. On 
September 4th, 1990 a concrete container into which the skeletal remains and other artifacts recovered from 18CH344 were placed was buried at 
Johnsontown. Excavation of the burial site was done by hand and by mechanical means in a location previously disturbed by trenching for a water line no 
longer in use. No artifacts or evidence of a potential archeological site was revealed during the excavation of this area. New foundations were provided for the 
monuments and each was re-erected in precisely the same order and configuration as they existed at 18CH344.

Site 18CH344 retains no significant research potential.


