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An Andover Grave Robbing, 1824
Mary Wadleigh Hilton, wife of 

Charles Hilton, died in East Andover 
on Tuesday, October 12, 1824, at the 
age of 72, after a fi ve weeks’ illness. 
She had lived in Andover almost all of 
her adult life, had borne her husband 
seven children, and had outlived him 
by twelve years. After her family and 
friends spent a few days in preparation 
and mourning, they buried her on Fri-
day in the Old North Church cemetery, 
next to her husband. She was the third 
Hilton to lie in their family plot there; 
her mother-in-law, Hannah Pike Hilton, 
had been the very fi rst person to be in-
terred in this cemetery, in 1794.

On Saturday morning, a young man 
who lived in the Hilton household went 
to the cemetery to place a temporary 
marker on Mary Hilton’s new grave (her 
permanent headstone, of course, would 
not be ready for some time yet). The fol-
lowing day, however – a Sunday, when 
many worshippers would have visited 
her plot before or after the service – the 
new grave appeared to have been dis-
turbed. “The grave was opened, and the 
body was gone.”

Although records of the scandalous 
incident are sparse, it is quite clear that 
the Andover community’s suspicions 
quickly fell on one particular person, a 
young man named Zenas Johnson. Ze-
nas was something of an outsider, al-
though not exactly a stranger: he hailed 
from Vermont, but at this time he was 
living with his brother-in-law’s family in 
Salisbury. He was a bright, hardworking, 
apparently devout lad, from a good fam-
ily; in many respects, he was not a likely 
target for community opprobrium.

But Zenas Johnson, in these unhap-
py circumstances, had one huge mark 
against him – a mark that, in most other 
social situations, would have been a sig-
nifi cant distinction in his favor: he was 
a medical student at the University of 
Vermont Medical School at Castleton. 
(His Salisbury brother-in-law, Dr. Jesse 
Merrill, was the leading physician in 
that town; Johnson would have been 
doing an internship with him.) The ven-
erable forensic question, cui bono (To 
whose benefi t?), now made him imme-
diately suspect. Who else but a med stu-
dent or a doctor would want a cadaver?

That suspicion, as a formal inquiry 
began, quickly hardened to commu-
nal certainty, for the circumstantial 
evidence was compelling. One of the 
gravediggers recalled that Johnson was 
“looking on while the grave was dig-
ging.” Johnson had hired a neighbor’s 
wagon and had gone off  with it that Sat-
urday afternoon for four days. He had 
left Dr. Merrill’s house with the wagon 
late Saturday night, headed apparently 
toward East Andover; had returned 
before daylight Sunday morning to 
change his clothes; and then almost im-
mediately had left again, not returning 
until Wednesday. One of Mary Hilton’s 
daughters confronted Johnson with her 
suspicions; “he at fi rst denied having 
any knowledge of her death or sick-

ness—but afterwards he said he saw 
her grave.”

At the trial next year, further dam-
aging testimony was elicited by the 
Attorney General, who prosecuted the 
case for the State, from Dr. Jesse Mer-
rill, Johnson’s brother-in-law and host. 
Dr. Merrill acknowledged that Johnson 
“knew about the death of Mrs. Hilton, 
which was a subject of conversation in 
the family.” And while he “recollected 
of [Johnson’s] once saying that he had 
nothing to do with digging up the body 
of Mrs. Hilton,” he also “remembered a 
conversation once with Mr. Johnson be-
fore the grave was disturbed, in which 
he said that from the singularity of Mrs. 
Hilton’s disorder he thought she would 
be a good subject for dissection.” Ouch!

Johnson’s only defense at the trial 
(when one of his lawyers was Ezekiel 
Webster, Daniel Webster’s older brother 
and an eminent jurist in his own right) 
was to bring forward witnesses to testify 
that he had stopped at a house in Con-
cord (with a wagon) that Sunday morn-
ing, had called there again on Tuesday 
and stayed the night, and had also called 
at a house in Warner earlier that Tuesday. 
But although he had at the time fi rst told 
others that he was going to Boscawen 
with that wagon to transport some rafts-
men who were working there, and later 
told several people that he had been vis-
iting relatives in Westmoreland (on the 
Connecticut River, west of Keene), he 
produced no evidence to support either 
claim. Why, the Chief Justice asked in 
his charge to the jury, had he not done 
so? “How easy . . . would it have been 
to prove, by producing those raftsmen, 
where he actually was?” Again, “this 
was not a case of so little consequence 
to the defendant that he might not have 
brought evidence that he had actually 
been at Westmoreland.” The jury need-
ed little time to deliberate, and found 
Johnson guilty. He had been present that 
morning during the trial, but did not ap-
pear in the afternoon when he was called 
to hear the verdict, and thereby forfeited 
his bond of $250. Mary Hilton’s body 
was never recovered.

What of the aftermath? Local feel-
ings ran high for a while. Of the many 
newspapers that reported on the case, 
one editorialized, “For the information 
of those who prowl about grave yards, 
and invade the sanctuary of the dead, 
we would state that the amount of the 
bonds in this case is no criterion of 
the abhorrence in which the people of 
New-Hampshire hold the crime of ‘dig-
ging up’ their neighbors and friends.” 
Another noted that “this business of a 
Physician’s robbing the grave, is a new 
charge against the faculty.” (It was not 
so new; and only fi ve years later, in the 
aftermath of another grave robbing in 
a Vermont village close to Johnson’s 
medical school in Castleton, some three 
hundred village men, some of them 
armed with farm implements, marched 
on the medical school in a successful ef-
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See us at the Hopkinton State Fair 
next to the Morrill Building!

Become a Woods Ninja
Saturday, August 12 
from 10 A.M. to Noon
Press release

Creeping silently through the forest 
to get close to wild animals is diffi  cult. 
They usually hear you and are gone long 
before you can get close enough to snap 
a picture. So how do wildlife photogra-
phers get such great shots? You can learn 
at an upcoming workshop sponsored by 
The Little Nature Museum of Warner.

Outdoor survival expert, Rudy 
Bourget, will conduct the class, “Be-

coming a Woods Ninja” on Saturday, 
August 12 from 10 . . to Noon on the 
museum grounds at 18 Highlawn Road 
in Warner. Enrollment is limited to ten 
people from ages nine and up. The cost 
is $15 for members of the Little Nature 
Museum or Mt. Kearsarge Indian Mu-
seum, and $20 for non-members. The 
rain date is August 13, at the same time. 
Pre-registration is required by using the 
registration form at: littlenaturemuseum.
org, by calling 603-746-6121, or email-
ing: nature-museum@conknet.com. 

Tucker Mountain School
House Open August 13

Sunday from 1 to 3 P.M.
Press release

The Tucker Mountain School House will be open Sunday, August 13 from 1-3 
. .. Visitors will fi nd many artifacts on display including old school books. The 

Andover Historical Society’s 2018 Calendar “The Beauty of Andover” will be 
available at $10 each. Cookies and lemonade will be served. For more information 
call 603-735-5586. 

ALL & AWL REPAIR
Outdoor Power Equipment Sales & Service

Harness & Tack Repair

Ariens Lawnmowers and Snowblowers
Hustler Turf Equipment 1719 Route 114
Husqvarna Chainsaws North Sutton
Tanaka 927-4973 • Fax 927-4407


