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Introduction 

The current grounds of St. Matthew’s are the product of seven successive deeds 

of land from Thomas Ruffin, Sr and his Cameron family descendants.  Between 

1824 and 1951 they gave or sold to the church contiguous parcels totaling more 

than 5.5 acres from their original 48.5-acre property (the land which now 

comprises Burnside, the Orange Co. Board of Education, Cameron Park 

Elementary School, and St. Matthew’s).  The first five of these parcels (approx. 3 

acres) were brought into unity by the 1941 completion of a brick wall around the 

circumference.1  Within this boundary wall, the incorporation of large existing 

trees; the subsequent introduction of interior walkways, and the removal of all 

interior fencing, means that one now has to look closely to see evidence of the 

piecemeal way in which the churchyard came to take its current form. 

Let us examine each of these parcels in turn, to see how the churchyard we know 

today took shape over the course of 188 years. 

Thomas Ruffin agrees to give land for the building of a church:  September, 1824 

The first significant step in this development was Thomas Ruffin’s offer in 

September 1824 to give St. Matthew’s enough land upon which to build a church.  

The parish had been officially organized that August, and the first question before 

the new vestry was what to do about the fact that the Presbyterians had 

possession of the original Anglican Church site in town.  Ruffin smoothed the path 

forward for all concerned with his offer to allow a new church to be built on his 

land.  Plans for situating the new building were made in the spring of 1825 and 

construction commenced soon thereafter.2   

                                                           
1
 Linda D. Edmonson, Report of Survey for St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church, July 9, 1996. Copy in the parish archives. 

2
 On the decision to build a new church building, see the manuscript journal of Bishop J.S. Ravenscroft, entry for 

September 11, 1824  [microfilm in the NC Collection, Chapel Hill] and the Rt. Rev. Joseph Blount Cheshire, Jr. 

Centennial Address at St. Matthew’s, Hillsboro. 1924.  Pp. 20, 21.  On the locating of the church building, see the 

March, 1825 letter from Walker Anderson to T. Ruffin in the Ruffin Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Chapel 

Hill. 
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At this point in time, no definite plans were made to create a burial ground on the 

church property, at least none that have come down to us.  Indeed, Ruffin did not 

bother with executing and recording a deed for the ground on which the church 

was built.  As a result, it is difficult to know with certainty when plans for burial 

actually began at St. Matthew’s.  The existing records—and the evidence of 

existing graves—tell only part of the story, but this much can be ascertained. 

In April 1838, just before resigning his cure as rector of St. Matthew’s, William 

Mercer Green requested of the vestry permission to be interred under the church 

(preferably under the pulpit) and to relocate the body of his infant son (then 

interred elsewhere) to a site near the east wall of the church.3  This permission 

was granted, though its terms would not ultimately be fulfilled:  Green is in fact 

buried in Jackson, MS and not at St. Matthew’s.   

But what this entry (the first recorded in our vestry minute book) tells us is still 

highly revealing, namely, 1. That by 1838 Green and the vestry were clearly 

thinking of St. Matthew’s as a suitable place for burial, and 2. That burial near the 

east end of the church was a preferred location.  Such burials were in fact already 

happening, although precisely when is difficult to determine.4  It is possible, 

though I think unlikely, that Green’s first wife, Sarah, who died in 1832, was 

buried behind the church building.  During our recent renovations of the church 

building, I asked the contractor to report any signs of a burial under the altar or 

sacristy—and none were found, so the fact that the ledger stone for Sarah Green 

is now mortared into the East exterior wall of the church may be a way of 

preserving the stone but not of marking the actual burial site.  The same may hold 

true of the three children memorialized on the smaller ledger stone placed behind 

the organ room. 

                                                           
3
 The Minute Book of St. Matthew’s, Hillsborough 1838-1939.  Entry for April, 23, 1838.  Presumably the son Green 

referred to was Berkeley Green, who had died just the month before. 

4
 Part of the challenge stems from the lack of any notation in the Parish Register about the place of burial: just the 

name of the deceased and the date of death.  As a matter of routine, the practice of recording the place of burial 

did not begin until the tenure of Charles Curtis as rector in 1872.   
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Therefore the most certain candidate for the earliest burial at St. Matthew’s is 

Maria Octavia Jones (d. 1834), whose ledger is all but illegible now.  This grave is 

located directly behind the church.   

Box tomb for Maria Octavia Jones (d. 1834)
(shown in foreground)

First documented burial at St. Matthew’s
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Other burials followed, including the burial in 1843 of a 5-year-old son of Mary 

and Moses Ashley Curtis, William White Curtis.5 Since the vestry had already given 

permission for Wm. Mercer Green to inter his son near the east wall, it would 

stand to reason that the Curtis’s young son would be accorded a similar 

placement.  

Thomas Ruffin agrees to create a burial ground for St. Matthew’s:  April, 1854 

It was not until 1853, almost 30 years after the building of the church itself, that 

substantial efforts were made to define a burial ground adjacent to St. Matthew’s 

and to make orderly provision for additional burials. The precipitating event was 

the death in that year of Thomas Ruffin’s nephew, George Ruffin.  This seemingly 

spurred the Judge into making a formal deed of property to St. Matthew’s for an 

expanded burial ground.6   But the Judge was concerned to make various 

stipulations before granting the land. 

Ruffin wanted a wall erected around the property:  he made this a responsibility 

of the vestry. Moreover, he wanted to insure ownership of the land and buildings 

in perpetuity for the Episcopal Church.  And lastly, he wanted burials reserved for 

parish members.  Ruffin entered into conversation about all three of these 

matters before finalizing the deed itself.  The first issue he broached with the 

vestry in September 1853, and we have the vestry’s response in a letter to Ruffin 

from the Rector, James B. Donnelly: 

“A meeting of the wardens and vestry of S. Matthews parish Hillsborough 

was held yesterday, and it was determined by them to comply with and 

fulfil the conditions on which you offered them an additional quantity of 

land near the church for a place of burial.  They are ready, so soon as the 

                                                           
5
 Presumably this child was named for the man often regarded as the father of the Episcopal Church, Bishop 

William White. 

6
 See Jean B. Anderson, “Cameron Park Speech, May 24, 1995” typescript, and Jean B. Anderson to Brooks 

Graebner, July 16, 1996.  Possession of the author; copy in the St. Matthew’s parish archives.  
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circumstances of the case permit, to put up the front wall of stone and 

enclose the sides and rear with a neat fence or palings of wood.”7  

On the other matters, Ruffin sought counsel and advice from the Rev. R.S. Mason, 

then Rector of Christ Church, Raleigh, and from the recently-elected Bishop of NC, 

Thomas Atkinson.  We don’t have the letters sent to these men, but we do have 

their replies.  Both cautioned Ruffin not to make the burial policy too restrictive, 

in light of the extensive intermarriage of Episcopalians with those of other 

persuasions.  Here’s the way Bishop Atkinson addressed the matter: 

It does not seem to me advisable to prevent the burial of any persons, 

except according to our ritual.  Never are the feelings of friends so 

susceptible as immediately upon the death of one they have loved and 

honoured, and to refuse burial to a Dissenter, because in conformity to his 

wishes expressed or supposed, our service was not to be used at his grave, 

might do the good cause more harm than a serious offence against duty or 

charity might inflict.  And if of a married couple, one were a churchman and 

the other not, if the former died first & were buried in our cemetery and 

burial by the side of a husband were refused an affectionate and pious 

widow, because of her non-conformity to our principles, it would I think be 

considered something like persecution even after Death.  I know all this is 

as remote from your objects, character and feelings as any thing can be, 

but it might be the view taken by persons not willfully uncandid.  I see the 

evil you wish to guard against, but it seems to me not so great as the other.  

If any precaution is necessary to prevent the ground being indiscriminately 

occupied, and thus speedily filled up, perhaps it might answer to erect a 

consideration in the nature of purchase-money of a lot & to give authority 

to the vestry to remit this when they saw fit, and thereby to provide that 

none of our own people should be excluded.8 

                                                           
7
 J. B. Donnelly to Thomas Ruffin, September 23, 1853 in J.G.deRouhlac Hamilton, ed. The Papers of Thomas Ruffin. 

II. 405. 

8
 Thomas Atkinson to Thomas Ruffin, February 22, 1854. Ruffin Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Chapel Hill. 
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For his part, Mason applauded efforts to insure that property wouldn’t someday 

fall into hands of a rogue vestry who became Presbyterians!9 

In the same letter, Bishop Atkinson also applauded Ruffin for wanting to take care 

of the grounds and build a wall:  

With regard to the cemetery at Hillsborough, let me express my 

gratification that something is about to be done toward the more solemn 

and reverent disposal of the bodies of the dead in at least one locality 

among us, for I see nothing in this state more evincive of neglect than the 

condition of the cemeteries, unconsecrated, dilapidated, and many times 

unprotected, so that those living may see the beasts trampling on the 

graves of the dead.  I thank you for doing your part, to introduce a state of 

things more consistent with the Christian view of Death, as not annihilation 

and of the Body as the Eternal companion of the soul.10  

Evidently casual regard for the condition of burial grounds was commonplace, as 

may indeed have been true at St. Matthew’s also. 

Ruffin’s resulting deed of April 10, 1854 runs to more than two single-spaced 

typewritten pages and has important details spelled out.  The vestry is to receive 

1.33 acres, the property to be enclosed by a wall.  It is to be used as a burial 

ground in conjunction with the life of the parish—and for the benefit of its 

members, with services conducted by the Bishop, the Rector, or some other duly 

authorized clergy of the Episcopal Church.11 

Not spelled out—but implemented in wake of this development—was the 

allocation of burial areas to families.  We see Ruffin graves clustered along the 

east boundary of the newly-expanded churchyard.   

                                                           
9
 R.S. Mason to James B. Donnelly, Raleigh, Feby. 16. 54 in Hamilton, ed., The Papers of Thomas Ruffin, II. 419. 

10
 Atkinson to Ruffin, February 22, 1854.   

11
 Deed from Thomas Ruffin to St. Mathews, dated April 10. 1854 and registered July 7, 1854. Orange County Deed 

Book 34, p. 404.  Typescript by Page Fisher in St. Matthew’s Parish Archives. 
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Ruffin family graves

 

Adjacent to them, to the south, is a Cain family grouping (comprising new as well 

as relocated graves of family members who had died in the 1830s) and next to the 

Cains, the Camerons.  An area close to the East wall of the church building 

contains a cluster of Jones family graves, and the Curtis family graves are also 

adjacent to East wall.  These developments are all in keeping with other Anglo-

American cemeteries in North Carolina, as is the use of distinctive styles of 

monuments by the various families.12   

Graves of soldiers from South Carolina & Missouri
April and May, 1865

 
                                                           
12

 Ruth Little, Sticks and Stones: Three Centuries of North Carolina Gravemarkers. Chapel Hill: 1998. Pp. 34-37.  
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It is also interesting to note within Ruffin’s 1854 tract an area used exclusively for 

burying soldiers at the close of the Civil War.13 These three recorded burials from 

the spring of 1865 have no known connection to this parish—two were soldiers 

from South Carolina and one from Missouri.14  Their status as outsiders is 

probably the reason that no other parish burials subsequently occurred in that 

section. 

Also about this time, there was launched an ambitious effort to create an 

arboretum on the larger 48-acre tract surrounding the church.  In 1856, Paul 

Cameron, Duncan Cameron’s son and Thomas Ruffin’s son-in-law, acquired 

Ruffin’s 48-acre 1818 property and enlarged the existing house into a substantial 

new residence which he named Burnside.  Cameron also undertook in 1858 an 

extensive garden and arboretum—now known as Cameron Park, complete with 

specimen trees and imported plantings.15 

                                                           
13

 One soldier from outside the parish was buried near existing graves at the east end of church― Willie Hardee—

probably because he was embraced as part of the Hillsborough and St. Matthew’s parish family. Hardee, the 16-

year-old son of Confederate General William Hardee, was mortally wounded while leading a cavalry charge at 

Bentonville.   His mother was a relative of the Kirkland family.  He died at Ayr Mount, where his mother was 

staying at the time.  Another soldier, 19-year-old Cabe Lamkin Ray, was buried from St. Matthew’s on March 19, 

after being mortally wounded at the battle of Kinston.  Because no mention is made of his being from someplace 

else, we can assume he was from Orange County. 

14
 The Parish Register, 1824-1881 records these 1865 burials as follows:  “March 27   Wm. Satterwhite, of Missouri, 

belonging to 1
st

 Missouri Battery; died in camp near this place on the 27
th

 inst.  He was 42 yrs. old.                        

April 11
th 

  A.B. Cato, of S. Carolina, aged 35 years.  Died in camp here of Pneumonia.     April 30
th

   John Kirkley, 22
nd

 

S. Car: Reg’t., aged about 40 yrs.  Died in Hospital.” 

 

15
 See Jean B. Anderson, “Cameron Park Speech, May 24, 1995.”  Also Kenneth McFarland, “Landscape Gardening 

in Antebellum Hillsborough, North Carolina:  The Camerons at Burnside” in Magnolia:  Bulletin of the Southern 

Garden History Society. XI.iii. Spring 1995.  
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Chinese Fir Trees (Cunninghamia)
Cameron Park Arboretum

Now on grounds of St. Matthew’s

 

In this endeavor, Cameron was doubtless aided and abetted by both M.A. Curtis, 

the Rector, and Thomas Ruffin.  All these men shared a passion for plants.16  

Another strong influence was that of the Rev. Joseph B. Cheshire, Sr. and the 

example of what he had done in Scotland Neck and Tarboro with the churchyards 

there. 

Indeed, because Cheshire’s two sisters lived in Hillsborough—and because his 

closest friend and colleague in ministry was M. A. Curtis—one finds similarities 

among the three churches and churchyards, including specimen trees from the 

Far East:  incense cedars and Chinese firs. In a booklet on the gardens of old 

Hillsborough, we find the following entry:  

“Dr. Cheshire was an enthusiastic planter of shrubs, trees, and flowers.  He 

procured plants from all over North Carolina, and requested missionaries in 

                                                           
16

 For Ruffin’s interest in gardening and specimen trees, see Jean B. Anderson, Piedmont Plantation:  The 

Bennehan-Cameron Family and Lands in North Carolina. Durham, NC: 1985.  Pp. 53-54, 116.  On Curtis, see 

Berkeley, Edmund; Dorothy Smith Berkeley, A Yankee botanist in the Carolinas: the Reverend Moses Ashley Curtis, 

D.D. (1808-1872). Berlin: J. Cramer. 1986.  Passim. 
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many foreign parts to send him plants, with which he filled his church yard 

at Tarboro.  Some he planted on his own grounds, and others in the yard of 

St. Matthew’s Church, notably the Western Arborvitaes, and weeping 

cedars, which he grafted on native cedar stumps.  He laid out flower beds 

around three sides of the house and, on the north side, all the way to the 

Eno.  . . .  The gardens were kept in order, until after the death of Miss Mary 

Webb, the expert flower gardener of the family, about 1930.”17   

So what we think of as St. Matthew’s churchyard and the surrounding property 

begin to take familiar shape in the 1850s.   

The early story of the churchyard wall is now a bit hard to reconstruct.  The 

vestry, as noted, agreed to stone along the front and wood along the sides and 

back.  There is some evidence of a stone wall just to the right of the steps leading 

from the road to the church.  But sometime between the 1850s and 1880s, a brick 

wall was erected.  Again, this is in keeping with Tarboro precedent.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17

 Mrs. Charles Blake et al, Gardens of Old Hillsborough. Hillsborough Historical Society, 1971. P. 25. 
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Further churchyard expansion to the east: the gift of 1896 

Extension of Brick Wall c. 1905
Note difference in the finishing of the top of the wall

New on left; Old on right

 

By the mid-1890s, it was becoming apparent that more burial ground might be 

needed, and so the next generation of Burnside owners gave a .5 acre tract along 

the east boundary.  Curiously, they reserved for themselves a 50’ x 50’ square we 

call the ‘Cameron exception.’  We don’t technically own this, but since it was 

quickly incorporated into the rest of the churchyard and now filled with graves we 

simply consider it our own.18   

Two developments followed in the early 20th century: one was a decision to 

expand the brick wall to incorporate the new section (1905); the other was the 

erecting of an iron fence around the Cameron family graves (1909).19  Also worth 

                                                           
18

 Linda D. Edmonson, Report of Survey for St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church, July 9, 1996. 

19
 The authorization to proceed with the brick wall expansion was given at the vestry meeting of April 24, 1905.  

Also in 1905 the vestry received a gift of $5,000.00 from Mildred Coles Cameron Shepard which stipulated that 

$150.00 be spent on “erecting an iron fence with gates around the said Cameron lot in said Churchyard.”  This 

must have been completed by 1909, when the vestry authorized painting the iron fence.  In 1971 the fence was 

removed at the request of family members.  See The Minute Book of St. Matthew’s, Hillsborough 1838-1939; The 

Minute Book of St. Matthew’s, Hillsborough 1955-1980. 
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noting are the changing style, size, and material of monuments occurring at this 

time, as granite was rapidly becoming the material of choice.20  Many of the large 

granite markers at St. Matthew’s were imported from Quincy, Mass.  Obelisks 

continue, as do crosses and ledgers and tablets, but now we see elaborate new 

forms, particularly within the Graham and Cameron family plots.   

 

In 1913, the vestry felt the need of revisiting the issue of eligibility as well as of 

addressing the potentially sticky question of who’s in charge of plantings.  In 1896 

the vestry had denied George Collins the right to remove an evergreen from his 

family burial area in the churchyard.  In 1913, the vestry wisely put Miss Mary 

Webb, the acknowledged master gardener (see above, p. 10), in charge of all 

subsequent decisions about removing or pruning trees and shrubs.21   

 

 

                                                           
20

 Ruth Little, Sticks and Stones: Three Centuries of North Carolina Gravemarkers. Chapel Hill: 1998.  P. 231. 

21
 The Minute Book of St. Matthew’s, Hillsborough 1838-1939. 
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The northward expansion of the churchyard:  the grants of 1909 and 1934 

 

Two more gifts of land followed.  The 1909 gift of land to the northwest of the 

existing churchyard was probably given to facilitate a drive and turnaround (a 

topic first discussed by the vestry in 1909); the 1934 gift was probably given to 

protect the church from possible encroachment on the north side by extending 

the boundary to the edge of St. Mary’s Road.  These gifts complete what we think 

of as the churchyard proper—the burial ground—as defined by a brick wall.  The 

final section of that wall—taking in the newly-acquired land—was completed in 

1941.22  Now the church possessed far more land than it actually needed for 

current or near-term burial requirements.    

The mid-20th century plan for expansion and development of the burial grounds.   

In 1887, Joseph W. Murphy made a formal request for a diagram and listing of all 

burials; this request was reiterated by Anne Ruffin Collins in 1916, and in 1946, 

the vestry requested that Mrs. R.B. Hayes bring the plot of the churchyard up to 
                                                           
22

 See Linda D. Edmonson, Report of Survey for St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church, July 9, 1996. Also The Minute Book 

of St. Matthew’s, Hillsborough 1838-1939.  A marker set into the wall notes that the 1941 addition to the brick wall 

was given by Anne Cameron Graham Shepard of Edenton, NC.  
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date.  In 1961, the task was finally accomplished, with the help of a surveyor 

named J. Watts Copley.  Copley’s survey not only indicated the existing areas 

where burials had already occurred, but also showed a new section of plots in the 

areas given in 1909 and 1934.  By resolution of the vestry, these new plots were 

to be smaller than any of the existing family plots and were laid out uniformly, 

separated by a grid of straight pathways.23  

1961 Survey by J. Watts Copley
Note new, smaller plots along the N. side of the 

Churchyard (left hand side of the diagram) 

 

Many of these newly-surveyed spaces were indeed claimed by parish families in 

the 1950s and 60s, as indicated on the listing of names around the border of the 

diagram.  Also around this time, numerous boxwoods were planted, especially to 

mark the corners of the various plots.  And we can see in this section of the 

churchyard evidence that by the mid-20th century, fewer grave monuments were 

custom designed and granite had almost completely replaced marble.  

                                                           
23

 The vestry resolution of January 9, 1961, which resulted in Copley’s survey, refers to a plot made by Robert 

Strange, but this document has not come to light.  It evidently set forth a proposed plot system for the new section 

of the churchyard.  The resolution also set forth a policy of reserving the older sections of the churchyard for 

members of families already interred there.  The newer sections were for active members and their families 

without restriction.  The Minute Book of St. Matthew’s, Hillsborough, 1955-1980.   
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A vision renewed: The churchyard committee, 2000-2003. 

 

By the year 2000, the shortcomings of the steps taken in the 50s and 60s were 

becoming conspicuous. Because walkways went unmaintained, there was only 

one established path in the entire churchyard—and it was paved with gravel.24  

This meant that the churchyard was largely inaccessible for those with mobility 

issues.  The boxwoods planted in the 1950s were now crowding graves.  And the 

burial record-keeping system utilizing the 1961 survey was complicated and 

inexact.  Moreover, the increasing prevalence of cremation made allocation of full 

body burial sites impracticable in many cases. 

For all these reasons, the vestry in 2000 formed a long-range planning committee, 

chaired by Kenneth Garrison, to address the needs of the churchyard.  The 

committee met and worked for 3 years:  we are now living with the good fruit of 

their labor.  The committee commissioned Mary Ayers to undertake a new survey, 

this time mapping every monument and tree.  With the help of landscape 

architect David Swanson, the committee proposed introduction of a permanent 

                                                           
24

 At the March 10, 1952 meeting, the vestry proposed putting gravel on all of the walkways, along with widening 

the main walkway from the church to the east gate.  Whether that proposal included any other walkways within 

the burial grounds is unclear.  See Minute Book, 1946-1955.   
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pathway system both accessible and easy to maintain.  Rather than expand the 

existing plot system, they developed a plan for a memorial garden for cremated 

remains, which could also serve as outdoor gathering and liturgical space.   

What the committee sought was not to effect a radical or revolutionary re-

visioning of the churchyard, but rather to take another step in an evolutionary 

process.  They wished to maintain the beauty and character of what had come to 

be—partly through design and partly through accident―and to create something 

consistent with the earlier mid-19th century vision of a park-like setting.  They 

wanted further development to be guided by norms, but to allow for distinctive 

expression in monuments and plantings (note that in the last 20 years, there has 

been a return to much more variety in monuments).  They wanted to honor 

Ruffin’s vision of a burial ground for parish members and their families.25 

In 1999, Meriwether Hill, then a landscape history student in the NC State School 

of Design, wrote a paper on the concept of sanctuary as applied to chapel 

gardens.  She described sanctuary as a “holy refuge” and the church garden as “an 

outdoor chapel, where one could worship in serenity and recollect.”  Such spaces, 

she noted, “are quite rare and ironically needed now more than ever.  If they 

were large enough they could serve as a space for ceremonial occasions . . . and 

most importantly a place of peace, serenity and reflection.”26  The kind of place 

Ms. Hill envisioned in her paper exists:  it is St. Matthew’s Churchyard as it has 

evolved over the course of the last 188 years. 

                                                           
25

 Kenneth Garrison et al, The Churchyard Committee Report to the Vestry.  St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church, 

September 23, 2003.  Copy on file in the parish archives. 

26
 Meriwether Hill, “Analysis of the Sanctuary:  Emphasis on Chapel Gardens and Garden Shrines.” Paper submitted 

for a course in the history of landscape architecture with Professor Fernando Magallanes, [NC State] School of 

Design. Fall, 1999.  Typescript copy in possession of the author and on file in the parish archives. 


