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When Madison Columbus Henry Died 

By Don Henry 
April 2008 

 

When M. C. Henry died in Tennessee, funeral homes were almost nonexistent outside of major 

cities and undertaking was not a service-oriented business as it is today.  Here is a look at 

Madisonôs death based on family and county records to see how things have changed in the 

nearly ninety years since his passing.  

The timeline: 

Madison Columbus Henry died at 6:00 AM on 27 June 1919 and was buried the next day.  

In 1919 in Tennessee, burial normally happened promptly after death because embalming was 

rare unless the deceased was to be transported to a distant location. The funeral business was not 

regulated except that, after 1914, death certificates were required and embalmers required 

training. However, embalming was not required by the state and usually not accomplished for 

burial. It was railroads not the state that required embalming if the body was to be transported.  

Funeral parlors were rare except in major cities. Sometimes families built their own caskets but 

they could buy one and pick it up, or have it delivered to their home. At home, friends and 

neighbors helped take care of the body, bath it, dress it, and bury it. If viewing was to occur, it 

would usually take place in the home or at the place of burial.  

There were undertakers who could ñundertakeò everything: build the casket, line the casket, dig 

the grave and fill it. Most undertakers worked in conjunction with a hardware or furniture 

company where the burial boxes and caskets were often constructed. In the Cookeville area, the 

Jere Whitson Hardware Co. was the source for store-bought coffins, caskets, and undertaker 

services.  

The day Madison died, John D. Burnett rode to Jere Whitsonôs Hardware in Cookeville 

and purchased a coffin and box for Madisonôs burial. (Receipt shown on next page) 

John D. Burnett, his wife and three daughters, lived on a farm near the Henryôs. John and his 

wife Nancy ran the one-room Burnett schoolhouse which was the closest building to the Henry 

farm and where the Henry children attended grades one through eight. Nancy was the sole 

teacher. Schools operated only four of five months of the year and John ran a farm as well.  

Burnett Ridge, the area where the Henryôs lived, was named for Johnôs Burnettôs ancestors. 
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John probably rode into Cookeville early enough in the day to purchase the coffin and box and 

transport it to the Henry log cabin in time to make preparations for burial the following day. It 

was a long trip by horse and wagon: over eighteen miles to Cookeville and back. The Sand 

Springs Cemetery was another six and a half miles away from the Henry cabin. 

 

John D. Burnett charged the $30 expense for the Coffin and Box to the MC Henry account at the 

Whitson Hardware Co., and it was paid in full four days later.  

Note the items for sale at the wholesale hardware as listed in the box in the upper left corner. 

Cane mill: Used to produce juice that yields syrup and sugar from stalks of sorghum or sugar 

cane. A mill is usually made up of two steel rollers powered by horse or mule to crush cane or 

sorghum stalks. The juice is cooked in a large kettle until reduced to syrup or sugar crystals. 

Queensware: Common name for white dinner sets originated by Wedgewood for the Queen. 

Several factories also used the name Queensware, and it became the general name for all 

utilitarian dinner sets imported into America after 1771. Also called Creamware.  
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On 22 July 1919, AZ Henry ordered a tombstone for Madison from the Cookeville Marble 

and Granite Works for delivery about the 10
th

 of August 1919. 

This document contains one of the few known signatures of AZ Henry. 

The note at the left shows the writing on the back of the order 

above indicating the tombstone price of $46 and the payment 

made on August 12. 

Interestingly, the order specifies delivery at the Granite Works 

shop on Aug 10, which indicates the family probably picked up 

the stone and transported it to Sand Springs Cemetery. 

 


