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CHAPTER XXIII. 

PARSON BLAIR'S SNACK.-CHANCELLOR WYTHE. 

GEORGE WYTHE, one of the signers of the De­
claration of Independence, had removed to Rich­

mond from the old city of Williamsburg, and was Chan­
cellor of the State at this time. He lived in an old two­
story framed house immediately in the rear of that large· 
tulip poplar tree at the corner of Grace and Fifth streets, . 
on the handsome lot where Mr. Abraham Warwick for­
merly resided. He had been intimate with John Blair, 
who had been president of William and Mary College 
when he was professor of law, and in consequence of that 
intimacy sought out our good Parson, John D. Blair, and 
delighted in his society and friendship, and through his 
means became equally intimate with Parson Buchanan. 
They soon became congenial companions and spent many 
happy hours together, sometimes sitting in the yard under· 
the shade of the poplar, reading tIm Greek and Latin 
poets together in the originals, and at other times dis­
cussing questions suggested by Eurypides, Sophocles or· 
Homer. 

Old Mr. Burwell Bassett, who for many year~ subse­
quently represented the Williamsburg district in the Con­
gress of the United States, and was a warm and intimate 
friend of the Chancellor, sent him a present of a large 
basket of fresh crabs, packed in ice, to keep, as he said, 
the kindly regard which each had entertained for the 
other fresh in their memories. 

The Chancellor sent the greater portion Qf them to his· 
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friend, Parson Blair, and then meeting Parson Buch­
anan, as he was on his way to court, told him he had 
better drop in, for Parson Blair had sent a note asking 
him to come and partake of crabs at twelve o'clock, which, 
on account of his engagement, he was compelled to de­
cline. 

Parson Blair forthwith dispatched the following note 
to Mr. Munford, which was intended for himself and his 
brother-in-law, Mr. William Radford: 

"DI<;AR SIR: 
"Come over at twelve, 

And in a crab delve, 
And put by your books of the law; 

Without reading about it,. 
I can give you, don't doubt it, 

A very suustantial good claw. 
Could I get a word pat in, 
In English or Latin, 
About my friend William,­
I'd get you to tell him, 
I have crabs only two j 
But if he'll come with you, 
I'll give him' his fairin',' 
In a charming 'broiled herrin'.' 

"J. D. B." 

Without a poetical answer all the amusement would 
have been lost j therefore Mr. Munford returns the fol­
lowing card: 

"DEAR SIR: 

" Your Rev'rence is good, 
Both in doctrine and food, 

And in neither is ever deficient j 
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Yet two crabs for three, 
Yourself will agree, 

Can hardly be counted sufficient. 

"But so often yon joke, 
Your intention I smoke, 

'Twas only with more to surprise us; 
And if tlLey should fall short, 
You would well make up for 't, 

For your wit of itself satisfies us: • 

" Your wit without fault, 
With choice Attic salt, 

We'll relish far more than a herring; 
So William and I 
From dull law books will fly, 

Our sorrows with yon to be burying . 
. " W. M." 

Mr. Radford, in recurring to the pleasantries of Parson 
Blair, said that, to amuse the Parson, upon the reception 
of this invitation he wrote a few lines of rhyme-the 
first and last attempt of the kind he had ever made. 
They ran thus: 

"DEAR Sm: 

"Mr. Munford has just answered your note, 
Addressed to us both, and so cleverly wrote j 
For which we indeed must allow you great merit, 
And as for the fare, soon together we'll share it. 

"When I read it at first I was greatly perplex'd, 
And-cannot but say-was very much vex'd; 
For against herrings I have an unconquerable spite, 
While crabs I devour with the greatest delight. 
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"But when I re-read and consulted your letter, 
I found I was wrong, which suited much better; 
:I<'or you mentioned the claw, not a word of the corpus,. 
As if to be eaten 'twas unfit as u porpoise. 

"The 'dead man,' I know, will oftentimes choke 'em, 
And mightily plague, and sometimes provoke 'em; 
So at last I concluded that this was the law: 
I'll eat the crab, and you eat the claw. 

• "W. R." 

Parson Buchanan, as was his habit, had been making 
his parochial and charitable visits in the neighborhood, 
and having seen the two friends we have mentioned 
wending their way to the Parsonage, put his cane nnder 
his arm and his hands behind him, and said to himself: 
" Some mischief is brewing; friend Munford don't leave 
his business this time of day for nothing." Bearing in 
mind what the Ohancellor had told him, he knocked at 
the door, and Parson Blair opening, gave him the wel­
come of " Well! well! What a nose he has! Olio is 
. nothing to him. He can smell a crab a mile or more. 
Now, what shall we do 1" appealing to bis friends. 
" Here's brother Buchanan, just dropped in to share the 
corpus of that lone crab with Mr. Radford. William," 
said he, addressing Mr. Radford, "you will have to stick 
to the herring." 

In a little while his daughter Betsy came in with a nice· 
broiled herring in a plate, with a cracker or two, and two 
fine crabs in another plate, and set them down on the 
table, which was still in its place since breakfast. Then 
running up to Parson Buchanan, she kissed him affec­
tionately, and, shaking hands cordially with the other 
friends, said: "Now, cousin William, papa says the ber­
ring is for yon; one crab for cousin Munford, and the 
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other for Mr. Buchanan, and papa will have to make out 
with the crackers." 

"Now," says Parson Blair, "you expected something 
more, I know; but I sent you my bill of fare, and it is 
better and more bountiful than the dinner we obtained at 
Dr. McCaw's not long since." 

"What had you there?" said Parson Buchanan. 
"Well, simply nothing," he replied. "Dr. McCaw 

had invited some friends to come and dine with him, but 
having been called off to visit a patient, and not sending 
to market in time, the butcher sold the lamb and veal 
and other things laid hy for him, and he was compelled 
to send word to his intended guests that, for that day, his 
, cake was all dough;' upon which I sent him a remon­
strance." 

Drawing from his pocket a small note, he read: 

" Well! well! well! well! and is it so, 
That all yonr ' cake is turned to dough ~' 
Then it has come to this at last, 
That, Parson-like, I'm left to fast; 
But I must not of this repent, 
Because it seems it's time of Lent; 
Yet still, as I'm not of the church 
That Ii ves on eatfish, shad, or perch, 
What need is there that I, a sinner, 
Should be so cheated of my dinner? 
Were it 'all-fools-day,' I protest1 

I scarce could laugh at such a jest; 
But it appears the cause of all 
Arose from butcher Mettard's stall; 
Who, by mistake, sold all the meat 
1;ntended for the guests to eat." 

" We had a dinner a few days after that was not to be .,., 



362 THE TWO PARSONS. 

sneezed at. Now, you see, my crabs and herrings are 
both in place; so set t6 work and clean them out." 

A t this there was a hearty laugh, and they began in 
good earnest. 

In a little while, however, old' Faris came in and said, 
" Master, missis say you must bring the gem'men in the 
dining-room." 

Wpen they repaired thither, the good wife welcomed 
them to a magnificent dish of crabs, all picked and baked 
in their own shells, steaming hot, with the best of butter, 
pepper, salt, and grated crackers, nicely browned, with 
many other nick-nacks, and a first-rate dish of fried perch. 

" Now," said she, "Mr. Blair has given you his snack 
in the other room; Betsy and I welcome you to ours 
here." 

A.s if it was all a surprise to him, he exclaimed, "Dear! 
dear! . This is better than' tll)O crabs for tlLree.'" 

" And I think, William, the perch are better than 'the 
charming broiled herring.'" 

Mr. Munford added, "and Mrs. Blair's cake is not' all 
dough.' " 

Parson Buchanan said, "though he's not of the right 
church i~ keeping Lent, and couldn't get any catfish or 
shad, he is very happy at having a nice dish of perch." 

"Well," said Parson .Blair, "I've always heard it said 
that fish and crabs should swim three times: 'First in 
water, next in butter, then in wine.' As we have no 
wine, the next best substitute I know of is a glass of 
'fun,' sipped all round, after the old style. Brother 
Buchanan, I have a little more of friend Mutter's old 
cogniac left, and I'll brew you something to keep the 
crabs from kicking." He made a tumbler of "fun," of 
which' each having taken a mouthful, they adjourned to 
the next room, fully content with the repast. 

"Now," said Parson Blair, "I ani going to give you a 
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history of the perch and the crabs. My sons went to 
the river this morning, and had fine sport catching the 
perch in the falls. They say the fishermen, with their 
skimming nets, were very successful catching the finest 
shad. I have seen them passing through the streets with 
hundreds, strung upon their boat poles, and selling them 
as low as ten cents for the best. No man, woman or 
child, need want when such fish are sold at this price; and 
they sell still lower by the quantity. For the crabs I 
am indebted to our old friend, Chancellor Wythe. He 
sent me a large basket full this morning, with a kind 
note, saying they were a present to him from Mr. Bassett, 
in Williamsburg. So you see we had our dinner fur­
nished by Him who feeds the sparrows and the ravens." 

Parson Buchanan added," I did not let on, but the 
Chancellor told me he had sent them, and that is the 
reason my nose was so sharp." 

Mr. Munford said: "Chancellor Wythe is the best 
friend I ever had, and one of the most remarkable men 
I ever knew, and he certainly has been as kind to me as 
a father. For what I know of Greek, Spanish, and Ital­
ian I am indebted to him. When my father ~ied, leav­
ing his estate somewhat embarrassed with debt, I was 
attending the grammar school attached to the old college 
of William and Mary, and Mr. Wythe was then Professor 
of Law. My mother wrote that she feared her circum­
stances would not permit me to return to college. Mr. 
Wythe sent her immediately one of his kindest letters, 
saying she must not think of stopping my education; 
that he would take me into his own family, and give me 
such instruction as he could bestow, either personally or 
by paying the professor's fees. He had taken a fancy 
to me, and he said he greatly desired that she' would 
comply with this request. From that time for three 
years, at all spare moments, he devoted himself without 
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reward to my instruction, giving me the best and most 
excellent advice, and imparting knowledge which I never 
could have acquired otherwise. Subsequently he gave 
me the use of his law library, and instructed me in the 
course pursued by himself in studying law, saying,' Don't 
skim it; read deeply, and ponder what you read; they 
begin to make lawyers now without the viginti annorum 
lucubrationes of Lord Coke; they are merc skimmers of 
law, and kuow little else.' Old as he is, his habit is,. 
every morning, winter and summer, to rise before the 
sun, go to the well in the yard, draw several buckets of 
water, and fill tho reservoir for his shower.bath, and then· 
drawing the cord, let the cold water fall over him in a. 
glorious shower. Many a time have I heard him catching 
his breath and almost shouting with the shock. When 
he entered the breakfast room his face would be in a­
glow, and all his nerves were fully braced. Only a few 
days ago, when I called upon him he was teaching him­
self Hehrew, studying closely with gI"ammar and diction­
ary, and Olwe a week a Jewish rabbi by the name of 
Seixas attends him, to see how he progresses and to give 
him advice. He still shows me every kindness, aud wel­
comes me as one of his warmest friends. Many a kind 
note have I received from him since he removed to Rich­
mond, with Greek, Latin, or Spanish sentences inter­
spersed, for he evidently takes much pleasure in writing 
in those languages. I should indeed be ungrateful if I 
did not acknowledge my indebtedness to him; and though 
he is in no manner connected with me by blood, I have,. 
as you know, Mr. Blair, called my oldest son by his uame, 
in memory of his attachment to me and my devotion to· 
him. No remuneration would he ever accept, either for­
board or tuition, from my mother or myself." 

"And besides all that," said Parson Blair, "he does. 
not forget me, as you can now testify." 
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"Nor does he forget the poor," said Parson Buchanan, 
"as I have had occasion to know; for more than once he 
has enclosed money to me in a note, simply containing 
the request, 'l>lease dmTote the enclosed to such charity 
as you may think deserving.' Such a man is entitled to 
the popularity he has so richly earned." 

They thus continued in their usual pleasantries, until 
"Phrebus ayont the western hills had just retired." 
They then returned home, delighted with their pleasant 
reunion. 



CHAPTER XXVID. 

CHANCELLOR WYTHE'S DEATH. 

WE have carried our Parsons to places uot usually 
frequented by men of their cloth. We have de­

scribed them as they appeared in their day. If there 
was anything objectionable in their conduct, let those 
who think so draw a moral from it, and teach those who 
agree with them to avoid the evil. The characters of 
men should be described with truthfulness. Let the evil 
be avoided; let the good be imitated. For our own part, 
we admIre them for the common sense they displayed, 
for placing themselves in positions where the good they 
might do overbalanced the appearance of evil. 

The bedside of the sick and dying is a position recog­
nized by all as appropriate for a minister. However 
hardened the sinner, however vile the reprobate, he may 
be successfully approached at a time like this by good men, 
and they may indulge even in reproof without incurring 
censure or violating decorum. The thief on the cross was 
forgiven. A word dropped in season-a prayer elicited 
from the reprobate's heart-may perchance save a perish­
ing soul. The heart is generally softened by the rackings 
and pains of disease, and a lodgment may then be made 
which may cause that garrison of many devils to see the 
folly of mortal combat with its Creator, and cause an un­
conditional surrender. Even though repentance may be­
extorted by fear, there is cause for rejoicing. But when 
a pious minister approaches the bed of a believer, and 
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witnesses his resignation and submission, and willingness 
to rely implicitly upon divine mercy, through the media­
tion of a crucified Redeemer, there is a calm pleasure to 
the sick, and a delight to those around him which no 
Christian can fail to appreciate. 

We have spoken of Chancellor George Wythe in a 
previous chapter, and as we are going to his bedside, we 
cannot refrain from making some reference to his esti­
mable character. In the times that tried men's souls 
there was no occasion for this; for he was one of the 
magnates who occupied such a hU'ge space in the public 
eye that {tIl men knew his position and services. 

As a chancellor, in his court-room, in the basement of 
the Capitol, which was rarely occupied by more than a 
few members of the bar and a few suitors, without iI1Sig­
!lia of office and only his innate dignity to support him, 
men might transact their business without refieding UPOIl 

the inestimable value of a judge uncontaminated by pre­
judice or partiality, or meaner selfishness, upon whose 
pure decision their property depended. They knew he 
held the C\'en scale,; of jnstice well balanced in his hands, 
and that nothing unt undonbted equity and law could 
tnrn those scales to the right or the left; still, no outward 
demonstration of more than ordinary respect was ever 
exhibited. In these days, when it is not uncommon to 
hear notable contrasts drawn between some unworthy 
judges, who ha,ve soiled the judicial ermine, and brought 
their decisions and illegal acts into disrepute and them­
selves into contempt, it may not be considered useless to 
revi\"e some incidents in the life and character of such a 
man as George W ytbe, and hold .him up as an exemplar 
of a patriot, jnrist, and pure Virginian. It is a pleasure 
to us to dwell for a moment upon the personal appear­
ance of this remarkable man. 

He was one of those that a child could approach with-
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out hesitation or shrinking,-wonld talk to, in its inno­
cent prattle, without constraint or fear,-would lean upon, 
and, looking in his face, return a sympathetic smile. He 
was one of those before whom a surly dog would unbend, 
and wag his tail with manifest pleasure, though never 
seen before. Animals and children are guided in their 
affections or dislikes by the countenance and the manner. 

His stature was of the middle size. He was well­
formed and proportioned; and the features of his face 
manly, comely, and engaging. In his walk, he carried 
his hands behind him, holding the one in the other, which 
added to his thoughtful appearance. In his latter days 
he was very bald. The hair that remained was uncut, 
and worn behind, curled up in a continuous roll. His 
head was very round, with a high forehead; well-arched 
eyebrows; prominent blue eyes, showing softness and in­
telligence combined; a large aquiline nose; rather small, 
but well-defined mouth; and thin whiskers, not lower 
than his ears. There were sharp indentations from the 
side of the nose down on his cheek, terminating about an 
inch from the corner of the mouth ; and his chin was 
well-rounded and distinct. Ris face was kept smoothly 
shaven; his cheeks, considerably furrowed from the loss 
of teeth; and the crow's feet very perceptible in the cor­
ners of the eyes. His conntenance was exceedingly 
benevolent and cheerful. 

His dress w~s a single-breasted black broadcloth coat, 
'with a stiff collar turned over slightly at the top, cut in 
front Quaker fashion; a long vest, with large pocket­
flaps and straight collar, buttoned high on the breast, 
showing the ends of the white cravat that filled up the 
bosom. He wore shorts; silver knee and shoe buckles; 
was particularly neat in his appearance, and had a ruddy, 
healthy hue. He had a regular habit of bathing, winter 
and summer, at sunrise. He would put on his morning 
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wrapper, go down with his bucket to the well in the yard, 
which was sixty feet deep and the water very cold, and 
draw for himself what was necessary. He would then 
indulge in a potent shower-bath, which he considered the 
most inspiring luxury. With nerves all braced, he would 
pick up the morning Enquirer, established about two 
years before, and seating himself in his arm-chair, would 
I·ing a little silver bell for his frugal breakfast. This was 
brought in immediately by his servant woman, Lydia 
Broadnax, who understood his wants and his ways. She 
was a servant of the olden time, respected and trusted by 
her master, and devotedly attached to him and his-one 
of those whom he had liberated, but who lived with him 
from affection. 

He was born in the county of Elizabeth City, on the 
shores of the Chesapeake, in 1726, and inherited an estate 
ample for ease and independence. Though his education 
-was defective in his youth, yet, by close application, in 
after life he had become an accomplished Latin and 
-Greek scholar, and posse8sed a fair knowledge of the 
modern languages. In writing to friends who were versed 
in those languages, even in ordinary letters or notes, he 
often mingled sentences, first in one and then in the other 
-language, which made his correspondence very entertain­
ing. Mter he reached his four score years he was study­
ing Hebrew, and with the aid of a Rabbin by the name 
-of Seixas, a learned Jew, who then lived ·in Richmond, 
had made sufficient progress to enable him to read the 
Bible with much ease in the original. He said he pre­
ferred to read it for himself, untrammelled by commen­
tators or disputants over its translation. When a diffi­
-culty arose in his mind he investigated the matter by the 
,original Hebrew, examined it in connection with the 
Greek, weighed the evidence for and against, as he would 
in a difficult case before him in court, and draw his own 
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conclusions, his sole object being to arrive at the truth. 
He was a profound civil lawyer, a rhetorician, gramma­
rian, and logician, and possessed a fair knowledge of 
mathematics, as well as of natural and moral philosophy. 
He lived in the practice of the most rigid and inflexible 
virtue, and was a pattern of temperance and frugality. 

He was a widower; had been twice married; first to 
a daughter of J ohI! Lewis, with whom he studied law; 
secondly, to Miss Taliaferro, residing in the neighborhood 
of Williamsburg. He had only one child, which died in 
infancy. Though his name was not perpetuated by his 
own issue, yet all over Virginia, from the love and esteem 
borne him, there are many George W ythes, and the name 
will be handed down through untold generations. As a 
lawyer he possessed one distinguishing trait, he invariably 
refused business when he believed the justice of the case 
was against his client. As a judge he was remarkable 
for the most scrupulous impartiality, rigid justice, unre­
mitting assiduity, and pure disinterestedness. The offices 
he filled, and the public duties he performeu, are recorded 
in all the histories and chronicles of the great men of 
Virginia. We are dealing with his private character. 

His benevolent disposition was apparent to all. U n­
assuming modesty, simplicity of manner, and great equa­
nimity of temper were distinguishing characteristics 
throughout his life. He emancipated his slaves, but did 
not cast them on the world friendless and needy. He 
gave them sufficient sums to free them from want, and 
his own example had taught them to cultivate industri­
ous habits. He taught one of his negro boys Latin and 
Greek, and the rudiments of science. This boy, however, 
died before his benefactor. He bequeathed a large portion 
of his property, in trust, to support his three freed negroes,. 
a woman, a man, and a boy, during their lives. He had 
written his will, leaving the greater portion of his pro-
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perty to George Wythe Sweeny, the grandson of his sister" 
his own grand nephew; but circumstances occurring not 
long before and immediately preceding his death induced 
him to revoke this portion of his will, and leave the bulk 
of his estate to others. 

This will being a remarkable document in itself, and 
exhibiting some traits of the Chancellor's character, which 
we have endeavored to portray, is given here in full. 

RIs WILL. 

"Contemplating that event which one in the second 
year of his sixteenth lustrum may suppose to be fast ap­
proaching at this time, the twentieth day of April, in the 
third year of the nineteenth centurie since the Christian 
epoch, when such is my health of bodie that vivere arnem,. 
and yet, such my disposition of mind, that, convinced of 
this truth, what supreme wisdom destinateth is best, 
obeam libens, I, George Wythe, of the city of Richn!ond, 
declare what is hereinafter written to be my testament, 
probably the last; appointing by friendly neighbour, 
William Duval, executor, and desiring him to accept fifty 
pounds for his trouble in performing that office over a 
commission upon his disbursements and receipts inclusive. 
I devise to him the houses and ground which I bought of 
William Nelson, and my stock in the funds, in trust, with 
the rents of one and interest of the other, to support 
my freed woman, Lydia Brodnax, and freed man, Ben­
jamin, and freed boy, Michrel Brown, during the, lives of 
the two former, and after their deaths, in trust to the use 
of the said Michrel Brown; and all the other estate to­
which I am, and shall at the time of my death be, entitled 
I devise to George Wythe Sweeny, the grandson of my 
sister. 

"GEORGE Ltl WYTHE." 



420 THE TWO PARSONS .... 

Three years afterwards he appended to the foregoing 
the following codicil. 

"I, who have hereunder written my name, this nine­
teenth day of January, in the sixth year of the before 
mentioned centurie, revoke so much of the preceding 

.devise to George Wythe Sweeney, as is inconsistent with 
what followeth. The residuary estate devised to him is 
hereby charged with debts and demands. I give my 
books and small philosophical apparatus to Thomas J ef­
ferson, President of the United States of America,-a 
legacie, considered abstractlie, perhaps not deserving a 
place in his museum, but estimated by my good will to 
him, the most valuable to him of anything which I have 
power to bestow. My stock in the funds before men­
,tioned hath been changed into stock in the bank of Vir­
gInIa. I devise the latter to the same uses, except as to 
Ben, who is dead, as those to which the former. was de­
voted. To the said Thomas Jefferson's patronage I re­
·-commend the freed boy, Michael Brown, in my testament 
named, for whose maintenance, education or other bene­
fit, as the said Thomas Jefferson shall direct, I will the 
·said bank stock, or the value thereof, if it be changed 
again, to be disponed. And now, good Lord, most merci­
ful, let penitence-

"Sincere, to me restore lost innocence; 
In wrath my grievous sins remember not; 
My secret faults out of thy record blot; 
That after death's sleep, when I sha11 awake, 
Of pure beatitude I may partake. 

"GEORGE WYTHE, (§E~D" 

" I will that Michael Brown have no more than one-half 
my bank stock, and George Wythe Sweeney have the 
-<>ther immediatelie. 
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"I give to my friend, Thomas Jefferson, my silver cups 
and gold.headed cane, and to my friend, William Dnva11 

. my silver ladle and table and teaspoons. 
"If Michael die before his full age, I give what is de­

vised to him to George Wythe Sweeney. I give to Lydia 
Broadnax my fuel. This is to be part of my will, as if it 
were written of the parchment, inclosed with my name in 
two places. 

" G. W YTHE, (£B~D" 
24th Febrttar'Y, 1806. 

Subsequent to the writing of the last codicil, dated the· 
24th of February, 1806, the Chancellor had ascertained 
from various sources that his nephew had become exceed­
ingly dissipated-was habitually keeping company with 
disreputable associates and frequenting gambling houses. 
From time to time, as opportunity occurred,-which was 
not often, because, he evidently avoided his uncle's soci­
ety,-he had told him that such accounts had reached his 
ears, and in gentle reproof had warned him that such 
conduct could not be tolerated. He went so far as to 
say that he had made provision for him in his will, but 
unless there was some change in his conduct he should 
certainly revoke his bequest. His mind was finally made· 
up to this by learning from one of the bank officers that 
Sweeney was suspected of having forged the Chancellor's 
name to two checks on the Bank of Virginia, one for 
fifty and another for one hundred dollars. There was a. 
probability that he would be indicted before the grand 
jury for the forgeries, and the old gentleman came to the 
conclusion that he must do this thing which hung so heav­
ily over him. He put it off, however, from day to day. 

Such was the condition of affairs when Parson .Buch­
anan came one morning to Parson Blair's house, and 
knocked excitedly at the door. The Parson answered 
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the knock in person, and seeing his friend, said in a 
·cheerful tone, "What are you kicking up this rumpus 
w:>out ~" 

"I have just heard that Chancellor Wythe is very ill," 
answered he, "and it is thought he has been poisoned. 
I want you to accompany me to his house." 

"Poisoned!" said the good mau. " I saw him but a 
day or two ago, and he was uncommonly well and cheer­
ful. Who could have perpetrated such a deed 1 " 

"I hear it was his own nephew, George Wythe Swee­
ney. Dr. Foushee called at my office and asked me to go 
to the old gentleman, and I want you to go also. The 
Doctor has been to see him twice already,-the last time 
in consultation with Dr. McCaw,-and they concur in 
the opinion that he is extremely ill. lIe said, moreover, 
that the Chancellor's old cook, Lydia, was also sick, and 
that the boy Michael, who lived with them, was affected 
in the same manner. Lydia's story, to use her own lan­
guage, was that 'Mass George Sweeney came here yes­
terday, as he sometimes does when old master is at court, 
.and went into his room, and· finding his keys in the door 
of his private desk, he opened it, and when she went in, 
she found him reading a paper that her old master had 
told her was his will. It was tied with a blue ribbon. 
Mass George said his uncle had sent hire to read that 
paper, and tell him what he thought of it. Then!he went 
away, and, after the Chancellor had gone to bed, came 
back again late at night, and went to the room he always 
stays in when he sleeps here. In the morning, when 
breakfast was nearly ready, he came into the kitchen, 
and said, 'Aunt Lydy, I want you to give me a cup of 
.coffee and some bread, because I haven't time to stay to 
breakfast.' She said, 'Mars George, breakfast is nearly 
ready; I have only got to poach a few eggs, and make 
some toast for old master; so you had better stay and eat 
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with him.' 'No,' he said, "I'll just take a cup of hot 
eoffee now, aud you can toast me a slice of bread.' 

"He went to the fire, and took the coffee-pot to the 
table, while I was toasting the bread. He poured out a 
eupfnl for himself and then set the pot down. I saw him 
throw a little white paper in the fire. He then drank the 
eoffee he had poured out for himself, and ate the toast 
with some fresh butter. He told me good-bye and went 
.about his business. I didn't think there was anything 
wrong then. 

"In a little while I heard old master's bell. He always 
rings it when he is ready for his breakfast; so I carried 
it up to him. He poured out a cup of coffee for himself, 
took his toast and eggs, and ate and drank while he was 
reading the newspaper. 

" 'Lyddy,' said he, 'did I leave my keys in my desk 
yesterday, for I found them there last night?' 

"I suppose so, master, for I saw Mars George at the 
desk reading that paper yon gave me to put there, and 
which you said was your will. He said you had sent 
him to read it, and to tell you what he thought of it. 

" Master said, 'I fear I am getting old, Lyddy, for I 
am becomiug more and more forgetful every day. Take 
these things away, and give Michael his breakfast, and 
get your own, Lyddy.' 

" I gave Michael as much coffee as he wanted, and then 
I drank a cup myself. After that, with the hot water in 
the kettle I washed the plates, emptied the coffee-grounds 
out and scrubbed the coffee-pot bright, and by that time 
I became so sick I could hardly see, and had a violent 
-cramp. Michael was sick, too; and old master was as 
sick as he could be. He told me to send for the doctor. 
All these things makes me think Mars George must have 
put something in the coffee-pot. I didn't see him, but it 
looks monstrous strange." 
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"The doctor said, after hearing this statement, which 
the woman had also made to her master, they were satis~ 
fied poison had been placed III the coffee by the nephew. 

"The doctor ·further said the Chancellor had told him 
he ate nothing but two eggs and some toast, and drank a 
cup of coffee; that in a very short time he had been taken 
with severe pains, followed by nausea. He was complain­
ing of great thirst, dryness of the throat and mouth, 
restlessness, and anxiety. Moreover, he had found the 
woman, Liddy, not so ill, but seriously sick; and the boy, 
Michael, worse than either-cold in his extremities and 
having convulsions. These symptoms proved to his satis­
faction that arsenic had been put in the coffee; and from 
the rapidity of its effect he was satisfied a large quantity 
had been administered. 

" From the urgency of the cases the doctor had thought 
it advisable to have assistant medical aid, and had called 
in Dr. McCaw; but he thought the boy, Michael, would 
die, and did not think the Chancellor was by any means 
safe." 

With this information, our two friends, with melan­
choly hearts, wended their way to the Chancellor's house, 
where they found Mr. Munford. The old gentleman was 
Iiluffering intense agony, complaining of excessive heat, 
accompanied by occasional spasms. In the intervals of 
pain he was calm and composed, but said he felt his end 
was approaching. 

He extended his hands to the good Parsons, and gave 
to each a kind pressure of recognition; and when asked 
how he felt, said that a man of his age could not endure· 
such intense suffering and live long; that the remedies 
his physicians had administered had as yet afforded him 
no permanent relief. He said he had no fear of death, 
but regretted the manner in which it had been brought 
about. It would be a stigma on his own name, and a. 
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deep and lasting mortification to his sister, for whom he 
entertai!led the warmest affection. He knew his nephew 
had been wild and dissipated, but he had not realized his 
depravity. He had thought he had a warm heart and a 
strong attachment for himself. He had intended the 
bulk of his fortune for him, but he would be compelled 
now to revoke that intention. 

He then turned to Mr. Munford, and said, "For par­
ticular reasons, I desire my friend, Edmund Randoiph, to 
write the codicil, and must ask you to request his atten­
dance here at his earliest convenience." Of course this 
request was immediately attended to. 

It was evident the Chancellor had not mistaken his 
condition, for there were already symptoms of great 
weakness and a manifest change in his appearance. 
Nevertheless, he smiled kindly, and turning to our Par­
sons, again extended his hand, first to one and then to 
the other. He said no visit could have gratified him 
more. "It was a pleasure to have two such men smooth­
ing his pillow and giving him words of comfort at such a 
time." 

" There is a better friend than either of us," said Par­
son Buchanan; "He has gone before to prepare mansions 
for us in a better home than this." 

"He is the staff that will not break, nor pierce the 
hand that leans upon it," said Parson Blair. 

" Ah, yes!" said the Chancellor. "This is my conso­
lation." He raised his eyes to heaven, and his lips moved 
in an audible petition to the Almighty. 

Then Parson Buchanan said, " 'Where two or three are 
gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of 
them.' And with your permission, myoId friend, we 
will unite with you in prayer." And kneeling, all heart­
ily joined in the prayer for the sick and dying. When 
he had finished, the Chancellor again took his ha.nd and 

" 
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pressed it most feelingly. He then extended it to Par­
son Blair, and said, " We will meet hereafter, arQund the 
throne of grace, where paiu and sorrow shall be felt no 
more." 

Dr. Foushee came to the door. The Chancellor beck­
oued to him, and said, almost in a whisper, "How are 
Lyddy aud Michael?" 

"Lyddy," said the doctor, "feels more comfortable. 
But Michael is dead. The effect of the poison has been 
rapid indeed." 

" I shall not be far behind," the Chancellor said. He 
uttered a groan, and tossed to and fro in visible agony. 

As our Parsons prepared to leave him, seeing he was 
too ill for them to be of any service, they said, " We 
hope to see you again. G09 be with you." 

"Not in this world," said he, and they passed out 
sorrowing. 

As they left, Dr. McCaw entered. The two doctors 
went to the window. A few words only were inter­
ehanged. They administered some antidote, and then 
waited for the paroxysm to pass off. 

An hour or two elapsed, during which the Chancellor 
dozed. Then Mr. Edmund Randolph, one of the best 
lawyers of that day, and the Chancellor's steadfast friend, 
gently came into the room, and finding him awake, re­
eeived full instructions from the Chancellor as to the 
codicil he desired him to write. 

It would be useless for us to enter into the minutire of 
the preparation of this codicil. But we give it in full after 
its execution to show what were the testator's wishes, and 
how they were carried into effect. We add what he said 
to Mr. Munford and Mr. Randolph after its exect;tion: 

"It is not my desire that this unfortunate nephew of 
mine shall be prosecuted or punished, further than this 
codicil will punish him, for the offences with which he 
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stands charged. I dread such a stigma being cast upon 
my name or my sister's. I do not believe he can be con­
victed in the teeth of our statute law, which prohibits 
negro testimony from being received agaiIl.llt a white man . 
under trial. Aud without such testimony he will be ac­
quitted. For myself, I shall die leaving him my forgive­
ness." 

This will explain the reason why Edmund Randolph 
appeared as counsel for the defence, when Sweeney was 
arrested and tried. 

The codicil is as follows: 
"In the name of God. Amen. 
"I, George Wythe, of the city of Richmond, having 

heretofore made my last will, on the twentieth of April, 
in the third year of the nineteenth century since the 
Christian epoch, and a codicil thereto on the nineteenth 
of January, in the sixth year of the aforesaid century, 
and another codicil on the 24t/" Feorual'Y, 1806, do 
ordain and constitute the following to be a third codicil 
to my will; hereby revoking the said will and codicils in 
all the devises and legacies in them, or either of them 
contained, relating to, or in any manner co.ncerning 
George Wythe Sweeney, the grandson of my sister; but 
I confirm the said will and codicils in all other parts, 
except as to the devise and bequest to Michael Brown, in 
the said will mentioned, who I am told died this morning, 
and therefore they are ,'oid. And I do hereby devise and 
bequeath all the estate which I have devised or be­
queathed to the said George Wythe Sweeney, or for his 
use, in the said will and codicils, and all the interest and 
estate which I have therein devised or bequeathed in trust 
for or to the use of the said Michael Brown, to the 
brothers and sisters of the said George Wythe Sweeney, 
the grandchildren of my said sister, to be equally divided 
among them, share and share alike. In testimony whereof 
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I have hereunto subscribed my name and affixed my seal, 
this first day of June, in the year 1806. 

"G. WYTHE, cfu!:) 
. 

"Signed, sealed, published and declared by the said 
George Wythe, the testator, as and for his lasi will and 
testament in our presence; and at his desire we have 
hereunto subscribed our names as witnesses, iu his pre­
sence a.nd in the presence of each other." 

(The interlineations of the words, "and another codicil 
on the 24th of February, 1806," and of the words" will 
and codicils" and "grand" being first made, and the 
whole being distinctly read to the testator before the ex­
ecution of this codicil.) 

"EDM. RANDOLPH. 

" W M. PRICE. 

"SAMUEL GREEN HOW. 

"SAML. MCORAW." 

The foregoing will and codicil are written upon parch­
ment by the testator in the handwriting of Edmund 
Randolph. 

The original envelope which enclosed the will and 
codicils is evidently written by the testator himself: 

" To WILLIAM DUVAL. 

To be. opened when G. Wythe shall cease to breathe, un­
less by him required before that event." 

The Ohancellor lingered from day to day, far beyond 
the expectation of his physicians and friends. Michael 
had been buried, and Lydia had recovered. Our Parsons 
had regularly repeated their visits, and aided somewhat 
in reviving his spirits, and keeping alive the flickering 
flame of life slowly sinking in its socket. 

They called for the last time on the morning of the 
8th of June, hoping against hope to find him better; but 
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he was too far gone to recognize them, and in a short 
time he was numbered with the dead. 

He died in the eighty-first year of his age, and was 
buried on Monday, the 9th of June, 1806, in the burial­
ground attached. to St. John's Church, in the city of 
Richmond. 

There is no monument or other mark to designate the 
spot where his remains repose; but it is believed he was 
buried on the west side of the church, near the wall of 
that building. 

There were at that period only two newspapers pub­
lished in the city, the Virginia Argu8 and the Ricltmond 
Enquirer, and they were only published semi-weekly. 
They did not appear until the 10th of June. Each of 
them published the action of the executive council, 
which, though it was Sunday, met on that day, and en­
tered the following order: 

"COUNOIL CHAMBER, June 8, 1806. 
"Preparatory to the intenMnt of George Wythe, )ate 

Judge of the High Court of Chancery for the Richmond 
District, a funeral oration will be delivered at the Capi­
tol, in the Hall of the House of Delegates, to begin pre­
cisely at 4 o'clock P. M. on to-morrow; after which the 
procession will commence in the following order: The 
Clergymen and Orator of the Day.-Coffin, with the 
word' Corpse' on the lid.-Physicians.-The Executor 
and Relations of the Deceased.-The J udges.-Members 
of the Bar.-Officers of the High Court of Chancery.­
The Governor and Council.-Other officers of Govern­
ment.-The Mayor, Aldermen and Common Council of 
the City of Richmond.-Citizens." 

The Enquirer adds: "Need it be said that the crowd 
which assembled in the Capitol was uncommonly nume­
rous and respectable ~ After the delivery of a funeral 
oration by Mr. William Munford, a member of the Exe-
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cutive Council, the procession set out towarda tIt(; church. 
It is no disparagement to the virtues of the living to as­
sert that there is not, perhaps, another man in Virginia 
whom the same solemn procession would have attended 
to the grave. Let the solemn and lengthened procession 
which attended him to his grave declare the loss which 
we have sustained." 

A doubt has been expressed whether the Chancellor 
was buried in the cemetery attached to St. John's Epis­
copal Church in Richmond. After reading these notes 
on the procession no doubt exists in our mind. The 
words, "Prepam.tory to the interment," in the order of 
council, and "the proceasion aet out towarda the cn,urch," 
and" attended to hia grave," in the narrative in the En­
quirer, are conclusive. 

Thus ended the career of no common man. Mr. Jef­
ferson says: "His virtue was of the purest kind; his in­
tegrity inflexible and his justice exact; of warm patriot­
ism, and devoted as he was to liberty and the natural and 
equal rights of man, he might truly be called the Cato 
of his country, without the avarice of the Roman; for a 
more disinterested person never lived. Temperance and 
regularity in all his habits gave him general good health, 
and his unaffected modesty and suavity of manners en­
deared him to everyone. He was of easy elocution; his 
language chaste; methodical in the arrangement of his 
matter, learned and logical in the nse of it, and of great 
urbanity in debate; not quick of apprehension, but with 
a little time profound in penetration and sound in con­
clusion." 

After the first shock had subsided to which the public 
mind was subjected by the death and burial of such a 
truly great man, the attention of the law-abiding commu­
nity was attracted to him who had been guilty of such an 
atrocious crime. We find it chronicled in the papers of 
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the day, that on the 23d of June, 1806, George Wythe 
Sweeney was called before the examining eourt of this 
city on the charge of poisoning his nncle, the venerable 
George Wythe, and a servant boy. It is stated that he 
was unanimously remanded to jail for further trial before 
the district court, to be held in the following September-

The proceedings before that court are subsequently re­
ferred to, as follows: 

"The District Court met in this city on Monday, the 
1st of September, 1806. Present: Judges Prentis and 
Tyler. On Tuesday came up the celebrated trial of 
George Wythe Sweeney on the charge of administering 
arsenic to his great nncle, the venerable George Wythe. 

"Philip N. Nicholas (Attorney-General) for the prose­
cution, and William Wirt and Edmnnd Randolph connsel 
for defendant. After an able and eloquent discussion, 
the jury retired, and in a short time brought in the ver­
dict of not guilty. 

"A similar indictment against him for poisoning ¥i­
chael, a mulatto boy, who lived with Mr. Wythe, was 
quashed without a trial. 

"Some of the strongest testimony which had been pre­
sented before the called court and the grand jury was 
excluded from the petit jury, because it was gleaned 
principally from the evidence of negroes, which, by the 
statute law of the State, could not be used agaim"t a 
white man. 

"On a subsequent day of the same court the prisoner 
was brought up for trial on two indictments found against 
him for counterfeiting his uncle's name to checks drawn 
upon the Bank of Virginia. 

"The indictment consisted of two counts. The first 
charged that the prisoner presented, on the 27th of May, 
1806, a check on the Bank of Virginia for the sum of 
one hundred dollars, which was accompanied by a forged 
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letter, directing the cashier of the bank to pay the said 
check, the letter and check purporting to have been 
written by George Wythe. The second eount charged 
that the money was obtained by a false, feigned, and 
counterfeit token to the similitude and likeness of a true 
check or order of George Wythe. 

" Upon these counts the prisoner was found guilty by 
the jury; whereupon he moved to arrest the judgment, 
because the offence is not within the statute under which 
the indictment was laid, 'inasmuch as the statute which 
was passed on the 18th of November, 1789, was intended 
to punish a pre-existing evil, which is represented as hav­
ing become common, and which is minntely described in 
the preamble to the statute, to wit: the falsely and de­
ceitfully contriving, devising and imagining privy tokens 
and counterfeit letters in other men's names, unto di'vel's 

'perMitS, tlteil' particular friends and acquaintances, 
whereas bank::; were not introduced into this Common­
wealth until many year::; after the said 18th November, 
1789, and therefore conld not have been within the con­
templation, any more than within the langnage, of the 
statute. 

" 'The phraseology of the statute precludes the possi­
bility of its application to bank::;: the terms" di vers per­
sons, their particular friend::; and acquaintances," can 
relate only to private individuals, not to a body corporate 
or ideal lJ,1'1y. The Bank of Virginia is no more a per­
son than the Commonwealth of Virginia, much less is it 
the particular friend and acquaintance of anyone. 

"'The statute requires that the person who shall be 
punished under it shall have gotten into his possession 
the money or good::; of another; whereas the defendant 
is charged with having gotten possession of a note of the 
Bank of Virginia, which is neither the money or goods 
of the said G. W., because, having been delivered under 
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:a check not drawn by him, the bank hath no right to 
.charge it to his account; neither is it the money or goods 
of the bank, but simply the promissory note of the bank 
for the future payment of money; and as to all legal 
purposes merely on a footing with the promissory note 
of an individual.' 

"The question arising from these reasons in arrest was 
.adjourned to the general court. 

"November 17, 1806.-The Court, consisting of Judges 
Tyler, White, Carrington, Stuart, Brooke, and Holmes, 
decided, that 'judgment on the verdict in the record men­
tioned ought to be arrested.' 

"There was another indictment against the defendant, 
founded on the said act of Assembly, for fraudulently 
obtaining from the bank, on the 11th of April, 1806, by 
means of a counterfeit letter, or privy token, the sum of 
fifty dollars. The indictment consisted of two counts, 
and was exactly like the indictment in the first case above 
mentioned, except that in this case the defendant was 
charged with having obtained, by the means before men­
tioned, 'fifty dollars in money current in the said Com­
monwealth of Virginia.' 

"The defendant was found guilty on this indictment 
. also, and the same reasons were assigned in arrest of 
judgment as in the other case. It was also adjourned. 

"The general court, composed of the same judges as 
in the last case, and on the same day, decided, 'That the 
errors aforesaid are not good and sufficient in law, and 
that judgment on the verdict in the record in the said case 
.mentioned ought to be rendered by the district court.'" 

What the district court's action upon this ruling was, 
we have not been able to discover; but we are confident 
that no punishment was ever inflicted on the prisoner. 

The technicalities and defects of the law are so power­
ful in some cases as to defeat the ends of justice. 




