
Grave Findings

Just to the north of center-city Philadelphia, on the left bank of the Schuylkill River where it 
cuts south through bedrock of gneiss and schist, the Laurel Hill Cemetery is situated about 100 feet 
above the river. Established in 1836, this cemetery covers nearly 80 acres and is a National Historic 
Landmark. This also is where Mary Zeller Rees is buried. She died on Aug. 17, 1872, nearly seven 
months after filing for a pension. (See The Pension Application of Mary Zeller Rees and the 
Revolutionary War Record of John Christian Ries, 2010, ReeseReunion.org.) She was interred on 
August 21, 1872 (Laurel Hill Cemetery, 2017).

In the Reese Reunion newsletter that I wrote two years ago (A Closer Look, 2015, 
ReeseReunion.org), I considered the uncertainty of Mary Zeller as the wife of John Christian Reese. 
I’m not the first to do so. Justin Kirk Houser outlined many of these inconsistencies in an email to 
Marlene and Rodney Reese in July 2000. For several reasons including dates and relationships, things
just don’t add up. 

I’ve heard of Mary Zeller for nearly all my life. That’s 50-some years, and a long time to 
think one way. But now I’m convinced. Mary Magdalene Zeller was NOT the wife of Christian 
Reese, one of the original founders of Philipsburg, Pa., and later miller of Laurel Run, and father to 
Abel, half of our Reese Reunion foundation.

Here is what I think is good evidence that there was another “John Rees” who had married a 
certain Mary Zeller in Philadelphia in 1802:

 Our forefather “John Christian Reese” is nearly everywhere in the early records (that 
I’ve ever seen) listed as just plain Christian Ries, Riess, or Rees, then Christian Reese,
as in the 1830 Census. It’s not found as “John Rees.” Linn (1883) refers to him as 
“John Christian Reese.”

 In the census data for Half Moon, Centre County, Christian “Rees” changes to 
“Reese” from 1820 to 1830; but in 1872, it’s still “Rees” as in Mary Zeller Rees’s 
pension application. 

 It would be odd for Mary Rees to be living in Philadelphia with all those children and 
grandchildren still in Reese Hollow (though maybe understandable). 

 In her pension application, Mary Rees lists her husband’s date of death as June 8, 
1840, which is the very same date listed for a “John Rees” in Laurel Hill Cemetery.

 Mary Rees’s grave is not far from that of a man named John Rees, whose cemetery 
record date of death is the very day mentioned in the pension application (Find a 
Grave, 2017). 

 According to Laurel Hill Cemetery, there are five others in the family plot (Section O,
Plot 102) named “Rees,” including a Philip Z. Rees, presumably a son named after his
grandfather Philip Zeller.

How did the Mary Zeller story begin? According to Justin Kirk Houser, Jack Cowher placed a
copy of Mary Zeller Rees’s pension application in the Bellefonte library. In addition, connections 
were initially made in all likelihood from the marriage record of John Rees and Mary Zeller in 
Philadelphia in 1802.

It’s clear Christian Rees (Ries) was in Philipsburg at the turn of the 18th century, and that he 
later moved into Bald Eagle Valley to operate Abraham Elder’s mill, a grist mill on Laurel Run (just 
north of Wilson Lane, 1.2 miles northwest of Port Matilda). In Linn’s history, the grist mill was said 
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to be “on the site of the Woodring saw-mill.” Christian may have learned to be a miller from his 
POW status in Lancaster County after his capture at Trenton. He was farmed out to the prominent 
Sebastian Graff, who also owned the land of Ranck’s Mill east of Lancaster. Graff’s father, also 
Sebastian, was born in Germany. Sebastian Graff’s brother Andrew also owned a mill (Lancaster 
County Historical Society, 1914).

So who was Christian Rees’s wife? Probably Mary “Mae” Woodring, who was listed by Justin
Kirk Houser in a 2008 entry on Ancestry.com. He noted later in the email mentioned above that 
unless there was a mistake in the ages of women-in-household of the 1810 Census, Christian Rees 
could have had a second wife. In that email he asked (looking at the Mary Zeller pension record 
discrepancies), “So does this mean that Mary Zeller was married to a different John Christian 
Reese??” In a word, yes.
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