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The Westerly Buring Ground in West Roxbury predates the United States.

PHOTO BY ARIANE KOMYATI
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Westerly Burying
Grounds updated
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Staff Reporter

The year was 1683. This
was 53 years after the City of
Boston was founded, 48 years
after Boston Latin School was
established, and nearly a cen-
tury before the United States
declared its independence.

That year, Westerly Burying
Ground was designated as West
Roxbury’s local burying
ground.

Nearly 350 years later, this
historical plot of land rests
peacefully between an apart-
ment building and Trader Joe’s,
enclosed by a stone wall with
iron and vinyl fencing. West-
erly Burying Ground received
a Community Preservation Act
(CPA) grant in 2022.

“In December 2022, we
were awarded $200,000 from
the Commonwealth of Massa-
chusetts Executive Office of
Housing and Economic Devel-
opment, which significantly
expanded the work we could
undertake,” a spokesperson
from the Boston Parks and Rec-
reation Department (BPRD)
stated.  The project began with
design work in May 2022. Con-
struction began in May 2024
when funding and approvals
were finalized. Phase 1, which
included wall, tomb, and fence
repairs along with grading, was
completed earlier this year.
Phase two, gravestone conser-
vation, is currently underway
and 75 percent complete.

Work at the burying ground
included repairs to sections of
the stone perimeter wall, re-
placing a rusted chain-link
fence with a new black vinyl
fence, and restoring the orna-
mental front gate. In addition,
cast-iron plot fences were re-
painted, and tomb doors and

roofs were repaired. Crews also
re-graded areas around the
tombs and fencing. There are
many difficulties when restor-
ing an old site like Westerly
Burying Ground.

“Because there are no his-
toric site drawings, plans, or
records, we often had to un-
cover conditions as work pro-
gressed. For example, large sec-
tions of mortar in the perimeter
wall needed full replacement
rather than partial,” explained
the BPRD staff.  Marble head-
stones also present challenges
because they are less durable
than slate headstones. Many of
them are fragile, broken into
pieces, or have worn off in-
scriptions. Unlike the land-
scaped, park-like cemeteries
that emerged in the 1800s, co-
lonial-era graveyards were
simple and unplanned. Graves
and tombs are set irregularly
without formal pathways.

New trees were planted at
the site, along with updated
signage. The signs highlight the
history of the Westerly Burying
Grounds, notable individuals/
families buried there, and the
symbolism carved into the
gravestones. The signs were
designed by Viamonte design,
while the research and writing
was done by Nancy Kelleher.

“Unlike Boston’s down-
town burying grounds, West-
erly doesn’t have as many na-
tionally known figures, so its
history is less well known. The
new signage shares the stories
of Revolutionary War veterans,
early settlers, and West
Roxbury families whose names
still live on in local streets and
parks–connecting visitors to the
community’s history in a more
meaningful way,” the spokes-
person explained.

Westerly Burying Ground is
the final resting place of many
prominent West Roxbury fami-
lies from the 1600s, 1700s, and
1800s. Some of the surnames
may be familiar to community
members — Draper, Billings,
Weld, and more.

“There are 14 Draper fam-
ily members, nine Lyons fam-
ily members (Bellevue Street
was first named Lyons Lane),
nine Whitings, multiple Bill-
ings, and many others buried at
Westerly Burying Ground,”
explained Sandi Serkess, the
director of the West Roxbury
Historical Society (WRHS).
“The most interesting little
white headstone reads ‘Our
Little Minnie.’ She is (assumed
to be) Judson Chapin’s daugh-
ter, Mary Chapin. Mary was
born in 1855 and died when she
was nine months old.”
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LegalsWesterly Burying Grounds continued from page 2
 A plaque inside of the Bill-

ings/Dana crypt lists over 20
names.

The first person to be en-
tombed at Westerly was
Marriam Draper in 1694, born
in Yorkshire, England. Mary
Draper (1713-1810), the widow
of Marriam’s grandson, aided
Continental soldiers in the
Revolutionary War by making
clothes and bullets, while also
feeding troops at her farm. She
is honored and remembered for
her service with a plaque and a
fountain in the garden of the
WR Library (the memorial used
to be located on Centre St.) The
Draper Pool and Draper Play-
ground are also named after
Mary.

Eight Revolutionary War
veterans,15 Civil War veterans,
and one WWI veteran are laid
to rest at the burying ground.
Sgt. James Herring is one of
those Revolutionary War he-
roes. He served in the Roxbury
Militia, which answered the
Lexington Alarm (“The Regu-
lars are coming!”) and fought
near Lexington during the Brit-
ish retreat.  He was interred at
Westerly when he died in 1798.

Three centuries of New En-
gland grave art are displayed at
Westerly Burying Ground. The
new signage at Westerly pro-
vides the history behind the
symbols. “The earliest motifs

show the influence of a group
known as the Boston Carvers.
The death’s head symbol, a
stylized skull often depicted
with wings and/or crossed
bones, is among the earliest
images found on Westerly
Burying Ground markers. The
graves of Marriam (d. 1694)
and James Draper (d. 1697)
bear this blank-eyed image,”
the signage reads. By the late
1700s, grave art began using
neoclassical imagery.

Americans began to take
interest in classical democracy
and culture in the 19th century.
Because of this influence, obe-
lisks, Roman columns, and
pediments were widely used in
cemeteries. Carved pieces of
wheat appear on multiple head-
stones, which symbolize lon-
gevity and growth. One of the
most memorable grave markers
at Westerly stands at the Wiggin
plot. A sculpted lamb lay on a
tall stone, symbolizing inno-
cence. Several young members
of the Wiggin family died from
scarlet fever and diphtheria in
the mid-1800s.

From the 1600s until the
mid-1800s, WR was part of the
Town of Roxbury. Roxbury’s
first burial ground was Eliot
Burying Ground (near present-
day Nubian Square), which was
a long horseback ride for the
early inhabitants of WR. In

1683, town selectmen voted to
establish a closer burial site —
Westerly Burying Ground. West
Roxbury separated from
Roxbury in 1851 and was an-
nexed to the City of Boston 23
years later.

In the 1840s, residents peti-
tioned to enlarge and enclose the
burying ground. Around this
time, it became known as ‘West-
erly’ due to its location at the
westerly end of Roxbury. Some-
times, fences were added to plot
boundaries, but only one metal
fence remains inside the grounds
today. The other metal fencing
was removed during WWII to
provide materials for ships, air-
planes and weapons.

On Google Reviews, one
person rated Westerly Burying
Ground four stars, stating:
“Worth visiting to view the old
headstones, quite a few of which
pre-date the revolutionary war.
I took off one star because a
spirit followed me home and ter-
rorized my roommate and me
for a couple of days.”

The burying ground re-
mained well-utilized into the late
1800s. The last burial took place
in 1962. Westerly Burying
Ground was added to the Na-
tional Register of Historic
Places in 1987. To learn more
about Boston’s historic burying
grounds, visit https://
tinyurl.com/47nzmvzs


