
A Closer Look 

In genealogical studies, there are typically tantalizing clues, fascinating details, and exasperating 

conflicting reports. And lots of rabbit trails. Sometimes the history is hard to pin down. 

David Rice of New York wrote me a letter this past winter that prompted me to look closer at the years of 

John Christian Reese (JCR) around the dawn of the 19th century. For several reasons, he was asking 

questions about a possible Rice–Reese connection. So, like a good researcher, I immediately got 

sidetracked. I was pondering how the Reese’s were one of the first families of Philipsburg, Pennsylvania. 

My thoughts went to his children including John, the oldest child, and the twins, Henry and David. 

Through some research and assistance, Rodney Reese had tracked down the story of the twins. Henry and 

David had moved to Ohio and resided near Centerville. They both died in October 1873, twelve days 

apart. Their gravestones are on the Internet, and their total days on earth are engraved in stone1:  

• David F. Rees, died Oct. 10, 1873, aged 70 years 9 months & 16 days 

• Henry Rees, died Oct. 22, 1873, aged 70 years 9 months & 27 days 

Backtracking their ages places their birth around Christmas, 1802. And, if the date cited in the German 

Reformed Church’s records for their presumed parents’ marriage is correct (“1802, May 23, Rees, Joh, and 

Mary Zeller”2), that would translate to Mary Zeller Rees giving birth at about 7 months. Considering 

Henry and David were twins, a premature birth might make sense (again assuming a wedding night 

conception; and no, I’m not naïve!). Other questions then come into play. Henry and David were not the 

oldest children. John preceded the twins. Family history and records show that the oldest son John was 

mentally impaired, lived at home much of his life, and never married.3 But who was his mother? Some say 

it was Mae Woodring. There were six other children, and the last two are better known. Christian was born 

in 1809. Abel, of course, was born in 1812.  

Other questions arise when taking a closer look at the “Declaration of a Widow for Pension” for “Mary 

Rees,” which was a topic of a previous newsletter (2012). Her application testifies that she and John Rees 

were married in Philadelphia by the Reverend Samuel Holffenstein, who was a pastor at the German 

Reformed Church. The declaration also states that John Rees died on June 8, 1840, in Philadelphia. 

Compare that date to what appeared in the Bellefonte newspaper Centre Democrat on March 6, 1841:  

"Died, Mr. C. Reese of Half Moon Twp.,4 Centre County, on Sunday the 28th ult. [meaning the 

preceding month] in the 88th year of his age."5  

February 28, 1841 was a Sunday, so the day fits, but the date of death is substantially off from Mary 

Rees’s pension application. In addition, so too, is the marriage date different than the aforementioned date:  

“married under the name of Mary Zeller to said John Rees on the 10 day of June, A. D. 1802.”  

As such, that would make the timeline for Christmas twins nearly impossible, unless... well, that’s always 

possible but it seems unlikely given the presumed circumstances. 

As listed in her application for the military pension, the details of service of John Rees are peculiar for his 

known position as a Hessian prisoner. For example, it is difficult to place him at Germantown on October 

3, 1777. Other cited actions also seem out of place.  
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Contrast the preceding details with a first-hand account by John Christian’s fellow pioneer in Philipsburg: 

“And after some time he [Ries] married a Yankee woman; and eventually came out here with those other 

pioneers. And he lived here a long time. But finally, some number of years before his decease, he moved 

away over the mountain to Elder's Mill, and after that I saw no more of him."6  

You might think that if JCR came to Philipsburg in 1797 with others including George Schultz, the brief 

departure and return with a bride from Philadelphia in 1802 might have been a notable event. 

Then consider Linn’s description of JCR in The History of Centre and Clinton Counties:7  

John Christian Reese moved to Elder's grist-mill and farm in 1817. He was born in Germany; was 

sold to King George III for thirty shillings to fight against the Americans; captured at Trenton, 

where he enlisted in the American naval service, and fought on the Federal side until the close of 

the Revolutionary war. He moved to Philipsburg about 1795, being one of the twelve men who 

were induced to go to that place by the Philips brothers. His family endured great hardships, and 

were at times compelled to subsist upon potatoes and water. He removed from Philipsburg to Bald 

Eagle valley, where he died in 1840. He had nine children. 

Then there’s an interesting bit of information about the will for Philip Zeller, Mary Zellers’s father:8 

Philadelphia. Shopkeeper. March 29, 1819. January 29, 1822.  7.439. Estate to my wife: Margaret 

and at her death, to my children: Daniel Zeller, Mary Rees wife of John Rees, William Zeller. 

Letters to Daniel Zeller, John Rees, the surviving executors. Exec: Wife: Margaret. Son: Daniel. 

Son in law John Rees. Wit: Jacob F. Hoeckley, Isaac Wampole. 

Does it make sense that John Christian Reese would have been the executor of his father-in-law’s will? Or 

that both marriage and death dates are different than other records? And why was Mary Rees bedridden in 

Philadelphia in 1872, instead of living with her extended family in Worth Township? Could there have 

been another “John Rees” and Mary Zeller of Philadelphia that have been confused with John Christian 

Ries (Rees) of Philipsburg? And what about Mary Zeller? 

So many uncertainties, but it’s likely that some of these questions can be answered with more research. 

Best wishes to all! 
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