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council of Governor Robert Hunter, a Scotsman.8 
In this position Lyell served as a collector of taxes on 

the sale of strong liquor, and as a commissioner for 
revising, extending and confirming the former Province 
Line, on which county boundaries, and innumerable land 
titles, still depended.9  He was simultaneously engaged in 
several judicial proceedings, including a notorious Salem 
County murder case that ended in the execution of three 
slaves.10 

Slave ownership, legal in New Jersey throughout the 
eighteenth century, was a concomitant of real property 
and commerce. Lyell’s own holding of slaves both 
Lenape and African, or Afro-Caribbean, can be 
documented and, with his residences in the important 
trading centers of Perth Amboy, Middletown Point (now 
a part of Matawan)  and New York City, is not 
unexpected. 

The number of his slaves is not known:  in general, the   
 

plus its distinctive lettering – mark it as the work of an 
accomplished but anonymous New Jersey carver.15 

 

The abandonment of Topanemus graveyard exposed its 
stones to the ravages of nature and vandals, so that in the 
1970s members of St. Peter’s Church decided to move many 
of them – including the Lyell marker, broken into seven 
pieces – to the grounds of their present church in Freehold, 
at the corner of West Main and Throckmorton Streets. 
 There, below Lyell’s coat of arms, which occupies the 
upper fourth of the slab, one may still make out his epitaph:  
 

Sub hoc Tumulo Sepultum 
est Cadavar DAVIDIS LYELL 
nuper ex Consiliariis hujus 
Provinciæ  Cui  summus fuit 
dies  28us Ianuarii 1725o Anno 

     Ætatis 55o. 
Omnia Mors Æquat extre 
mumq tibi semper adesse pute[s.] 
Nascentes morimur finisque 
ab Origine pendet.  

 

 

Apart from a reference to his councillorship  and, with 
the word nuper, a hint that he may have left it due to 
sudden incapacity,  the inscription  is silent  about  Lyell’s  

 Trade,” is suggested by a reward, if discovered “in the 
Jerseys” and returned, of  
 

Forty Shillings and Charges; and if in any other 
Government Five Pounds, if they give but Notice where 
he is, so that his Master may have him again.11  

 

One of nineteen blacks sentenced to death in the wake of 
a violent uprising in New York City had belonged to 
Lyell; the record of this somber detail is a New York 
Assembly bill, awarding the owners fifty ounces of silver 
as compensation for each executed slave.12 

With its city seal, adopted in 1718, Perth Amboy 
honored the royal governor by including a hunting horn 
in the design, along with the Hunter family motto, ARTE 
NON IMPETU.  Despite the governor’s departure in the 
following year Lyell remained, under his successor 
William Burnet, an active member of the council.  The 
record of his public service ends abruptly, however, in 
1725.13  He made his last will and testament on January 
23, 1726, “being weak in body, but of sound mind and 
perfect memory,” naming his wife Catherine and seven 
children as heirs.14 We learn from his gravestone that he 
died on January 28, “in the 55th year of his age.” 

Perhaps in commemoration of his appointment to the 
council in 1716, Lyell sat for one of America’s earliest 
portrait painters, John Watson of Perth Amboy.  
Watson’s miniature depicts the councilor in a peruke and 
official robes, and with something of an imperious air. 

A more potent monument, surely, is the tablet laid 
over Lyell’s grave: its tokens of mortality – two slightly 
turned  skulls  with  crossbones flanking an  hourglass, 
 

 

records yield details only 
about the lives of bondsmen 
who tried to escape their 
bonds. Through a newspaper 
advertisement Lyell hoped to 
recover one such runaway, 
“an Indian Man Named Nim, 
… about One and Twenty 
years of Age,” whose value, 
including  that  he  could  “do 
something at the Carpenters 

Left: Coat of arms from the tomb of David Lyell, with motto “Sedulo et 
Honeste” above the crest.  Below:  One of the mortality images at the foot of the 
Lyell marker. 
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career. It ends instead in an amalgam of 
excerpts from three poems of Roman 
antiquity.  With the words Omnia mors 
aequat, from Claudian’s De raptu 
Proserpinae (2.302), Pluto offers Persephone 
dominion  over all  the dead,  regardless  of  
whether they were powerless or powerful in life. Then 
follows part of an epigram of Martial (4.54), admonishing a 
prize-winning poet to think of each day as his last:  si sapis, 
utaris totis, Colline, diebus / extremumque tibi semper adesse 
putes. The Astronomicon (4.16) of Manilius furnished the 
concluding thought:  by the immutable laws of the 
universe, death is our destiny from birth. 
 

The presence of these disparate bits of ancient verse on 
an early colonial grave marker may stem from the fact that 
libraries in the province, although few and exclusively 
private, typically included Roman authors in their 
collections.  Classical learning was valued in David Lyell’s 
milieu: Robert Hunter himself tried his hand at writing 
Latin odes.16 But, considering their potential as aphorisms, 
the excerpts may have come instead from some collection 
of sayings, or a devotional tract which cited them, and not 
from wide reading in Latin literature on Lyell’s part, or on 
the part of anyone close to him.   
 

Still, the precept that the mighty face the same destiny 
as the meek has, in the case of the once powerful David 
Lyell, a peculiar resonance.  It was surely not his design, 
but it has become his fate to lie in a remote, unmarked 
grave in the seclusion of Topanemus. 
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