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View with cemetery, St. Matthew's Episcopal Church, Hillsborough, North Carolina, circa 1961
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When Thomas Ruffin deeded one and a third acres of land to St. Matthew’s in 1854 he gave us
the parcel of land on which the church was already built and provided a cemetery for church
burials. Bishop Thomas Atkinson wrote to Ruffin in February, 1857, thanking him in particular
for his attention to the issue of “solemn and reverent disposal of the bodies of the dead”:
“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.” 2
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Phyllis Roberson Hoots wrote: “a cemetery itself is a symbol of the civilization which created it.”
In her article “Cemeteries as Outdoor Museums” she added: “Every aspect of the cemetery
reflects the culture that created it: its vegetation, grave markers, ornamentation, and
boundaries (fences, walls, trees), even its orientation.”3 At St. Matthew’s, family plots were
clustered under the canopy of an arboretum. Within these family groups, gravestones proclaim
the individual by name, sentiment, and at times, by symbol, reflecting for each person life,
legacy and value - evidence of cultural refinement, social standing, and family affection.

Mary DeRosset Curtis,
St. Matthew’s Cemetery, Hillsborough, NC
(photo by author)

The 1800s saw a movement typical of Bishop Atkinson’s perceptions of the status of burial
grounds and the need for change toward a more sacred and peaceful repose. The concept of
cemeteries made a much needed transition from simple burial grounds to places where the
living could visit the deceased with feelings of reassurance, union and triumph.
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Hoots. “Cemeteries as Outdoor Museums.”

Cemetery stones showing transitional styles
St. Matthew’s Cemetery, Hillsborough, NC
(photo by author)

This transitional period in the first half of the 19th century saw the influence of European rural
naturalistic cemeteries evolve into more gardenesque settings with wrought iron fencing and
adornments. In the 20th century, utilitarian fashion and less expressive individuality were
obvious in plainer granite gravestones. Personal expressions were no longer permanently
represented, rather seen in seasonal remembrances of flowers and beloved trinkets.
If we consider the neighborhood around St. Matthew’s, we will understand the motivation that
eventually led the ladies of the congregation to formally undertake leadership of the care and
maintenance of the church and churchyard.

Map showing St. Matthew’s and surrounding homes4

Hillsborough’s gentility, the Ruffins, Camerons, Grahams, and Webbs were members of St.
Matthew’s. Fitting the model of Brother Gardeners: Botany, Empire and the Birth of an
Obsession, by Andrea Wulf, the men of these families displayed a passion for landscaping and a
culture of plantation gardening.5
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Maps. Courtesy of Orange County Historical Museum.
Seymour. “This Blessed Plot. How 18th-century gardeners brought American plants to England.” p.8.

The Planting of Cameron Park6

Paul Cameron, and his wife, Anne, Thomas Ruffin’s daughter, lived at Burnside, just next door
to us. Mary Claire Engstrom, a Hillsborough historian, noted that Cameron began a systematic
planting of trees at Burnside in 1858. Not only were their gardens filled with tree and shrub
specimens, tended by the English gardener, Thomas Adams, the Camerons also purchased great
amounts of flowers and plants from Parson’s and Company in Flushing, NY.7
…but believing that a Pinetum is a charming addition and calculated to heighten the
attractions of a country residence, we will now proceed to give an idea of an
arrangement which we think would satisfy the (“elegantia formarum” spectator) and
combine the scientific interest which the mere botanist would expect; and in doing this,
it will be necessary to bear in mind that in the age in which we live, while the principle
of utility is not to be disregarded, we must endeavour to make that which is simply
useful agreeable, elegant, and attractive to well regulated minds.8
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In “Gardens of Old Hillsborough”, by the Horticulture Committee of the Hillsborough Historical
Society, they wrote that William A Graham developed the gardens at Montrose in 1852 with
the aid of the University of North Carolina’s gardener, Thomas Paxton, who reportedly was
related to the famous English gardener and designer the Crystal Palace in London. 9
The return of the Rev Moses Ashley Curtis, rector and botanist, to St. Matthew’s in 1857,
completed a setting in which the transition from a churchyard set aside for family burials to the
establishment of a gardenesque cemetery could occur.

“In our beauteous little churchyard, many useful lessons are taught. The numerous
marble mementos with their speaking devices which dot its surface, entreat for the sake
of their own truthfulness, purity of life, consecrated, like the stone erected by Jacobs,
they should mark only the spots where ascended angels to their home. The bright,
beautiful plots of evergreens and flowers – the manifestations of the rarified, spiritual
taste of our pastor – speak, as himself, to the noblest, purest impulses of our nature.” 10

Add to this the fact that the Rev. Joseph Blount Cheshire, rector of Calvary Church in Tarboro
and an amateur botanist, had two sisters married and living in Hillsborough. Sarah Frances
Cheshire, wife of James Webb, lived at Over the River; his other sister, Elizabeth, wife of
Duncan McNair lived at the Highlands, across the road from Sarah. The cemetery around
Calvary church had been referred to as “our village ‘Garden Tomb’” in a Tarboro Southerner
article on March 27, 1852 according to Monika Flemings, in Edgecombe County: Along the Tar
River. In addition to creating his own beautiful churchyard, Rev. Cheshire often visited
Hillsborough with plants, trees, and shrubs for his sister’s gardens and St. Matthew’s
Churchyard. Looking at the image of Calvary’s Churchyard, we can speculate that he was the
designer of St. Matthew’s Churchyard as well.
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Calvary Church, churchyard designed and planted by Rev. Joseph Blount Cheshire (the elder)11

The St. Matthew’s Ladies valued Mr. Cheshire’s assistance. The Secretary of the Ladies Sewing
Society wrote in her Minutes on September 25, 1874, “The Prest intends writing a note of
thanks to Mr. Cheshire for work done by him this summer in the Churchyard.” 12

11

Calvary Church, Tarboro, NC church website. http://www.calvarytarboro.org/images/stories/contentimages/Calvary%20Episcopal%20Church/large-18.html
12
St. Matthew’s Church Ladies Sewing Society Minutes. September 25, 1874.

Cemetery at St Matthew’s Church, Hillsborough, NC
Influenced by the Rev. Mr. Cheshire of Calvary Church Tarboro, NC.
(Photo by author)

An ominous counterpoint to this image of preservation and beauty comes, however, in the
words of 15 year old Anna Cameron in her diary, dated March 27th, 1858. Anna and her sisters,
Emma and Sarah Rebecca, were daughters of Emma S. Moore (daughter of Justice Alfred Moore) and Dr.
William Cameron, and cousins of Paul C Cameron. They are all buried in our churchyard.

William Cameron’s family
St. Matthew’s Cemetery, Hillsborough, NC (photo by author)

The girls lived in Orange County. While Anna does not name the church she describes, her
composition provides a poignant view of the “yards” she visited – we see through her eyes
beauty, decay, and the need for care. We can imagine the ragged overgrowth of flowers on the
iron railing and the carefully placed flowers on the monument. The image of the church feels
richly furnished, but diminished by moths. The beauty of the organ is tainted by the loss of its
pure sound. Anna closes her composition with twilight and darkening shadows on the wall,
warning her that day’s end was approaching. She wrote:

Anna Alexander Cameron
St. Matthew’s Cemetery, Hillsborough, NC
(photo by author)

March 27th, 1858

Composition 5th Description of a Churchyard and a Church

On Saturday we planned a visit to an ancient graveyard a few miles distant from our
little village as ‘twas rather too far for a pleasant walk we ordered our horse & after a
ride of 1 hour we arrived at our destination! I was surprised at the number of graves
and monuments with which the yard was filled I noticed one particularly which was
marble but so weather stained that it was of a slate color. ‘twas a very large monument
on the top of which was an urn exquisitely carved & filled with flowers a light iron
railing enclosed it over which clustered grail roses & honeysuckle .

I saw a great many others but none so pretty as the first there were some so old that
the inscription was completely effaced. We next visited another yard in which over one
of the graves was a snowy octagon marble pillar the inscription was on it was in French
& I could not read it. The yard was laid off in flower beds & gravel among others I
found a little grave the only monument over it was an urn on the edge of which sat a
dove which looked almost as if it was living. We next entered the Church it was an
older gothic building with lancet windows which were filled with diamond shaped
glasses of variegated colors—
The church was very handsomely furnished The floor was covered with a soft purple
velvet carpet. The windows were hung with silk damask silk to match with the carpet!
The altar was mahogany elegantly carved. The chairs and chancel were rose wood in
the center of the church was a superb baptismal font in marble in which a fountain of
water was always playing. The organ was very much out of tune but was still a very
handsome piece of furniture. The Pews were all of rose wood cushioned with purple
velvet upon which the moths had committed great many depredations the fast fading
twilight casting many shadows upon the wall warned me that it was time to go.
Anna Cameron 13
We know from the Journals of the Annual Conventions that parochial reports praised ladies’
working associations and spoke proudly of their accomplishments. The post-Revolutionary War
re-organization of the Episcopal Church reflected significant change from Colonial Vestrymen
responsible for the financial well-being of parish, church and clergy, to a new focus where
upkeep and repair, improvements, refashioning, and comforts of the clergy became
substantially the domain of the ladies of the congregation. The Ladies were a significant portion
of church membership and as such, an integral part of the rebirth of the Episcopal Church and
emergence of the Diocese in the early 1800s. When our Sewing Society began a 35-year written
record in 1866, the Ladies had already established themselves as financial supporters of the
parish, first noted by Mr. Green in 1826! Ann Kirkland Ruffin, wife of the Chief Justice, most
likely had been a member of the Ladies Working Society.

“The Ladies of the Congregation have formed a society, the object of which is, by the
profits of their labors, to afford pecuniary aid to the church, which has already reaped
the benefits of their labors.” 14
13
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Diary of Emma and Anna Cameron, In the Sarah Rebecca Cameron Papers 1827-1970
Green, Rev. WM. Parochial Report, Journal of Convention Dio NC, 1826

While there were no recorded minutes of our earliest society, documentation of the Society’s
work did appear in an 1861 journal, the author, unknown15 In her first entry the Lady wrote
that she had been made President of the Episcopal Society.

Miss Eliza Adam Jones, Secretary, worked on a tidy that she sold to Mrs. Ruffin (Ann
Kirkland). Miss Minna Curtis, daughter of the Rector Moses Ashley Curtis, was 8 years
old; she was given wash rags to work. Nannie Brodnax was ten; she was “forwarded
some crochet cotton. Nannie’s grandmother was Ann Kirkland Ruffin. Members also
included Eliza’s sister Mary, Annie Roulhac, and Maggie Cameron.16

The business of the Society was filling orders for specific items meeting the fashion needs of
men and women in the community and the teachers and young men of a nearby male
academy, “the Barracks”. It is reasonable thinking that the Society was well aware of the fact
they conducted a business.

March 12, 1861. Un-named diary.17
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Significantly, these entries began March 12th and continued only until April 16, 1861. No
mention of politics, no mention of the impending Civil War or secession of North Carolina from
the Union only weeks later on May 1st. But for the first time we learn the Ladies’ names and
that their work was spread across generations of women.

Ladies Sewing Society Minute Books, Courtesy of St. Matthew’ Church Archives

During the War, the ladies directed their energies to the Confederacy, then returned to the
work of the church in 1866, despite the obvious poverty experienced by their community. With
an indication that the ladies had already met informally, the Society’s Minutes began with the
re-organizational meeting on April 28rd, 1866, a year after the surrender of General Johnston
and the Southern armies to General Sherman at Bennett Place (April 26, 1865). To focus their
attention on their needlework was purposeful, to use the benefit of that work for the church
was intentional.
The business focus of their meetings allows us to understand how they re-channeled their post
war sorrows into dreams and those dreams into the reality of sacred space.

The story of the Ladies and the Churchyard

The war had not gone through Hillsborough directly, but the impact of its devastation and
destruction touched every family. To build something beautiful and lasting was as vitally
important for the Ladies through their needlework as for Anne and Paul through their gardens.

Miss Lizzie’s President’s address in July, 1871 began by reminding the Ladies that Mr. Hill had
“called on them” and that “perhaps all here should live to see St. Matthew’s completed.”

Only months later in November 27th, 1871, Ann Ruffin Cameron (Mrs. Paul Cameron) was
appointed President of the Churchyard Society and Nannie Brodnax Treasurer during a regular
meeting of the Ladies Sewing Society.

Nov. 27, 1871
Mrs. P. C. Cameron was appointed Pres’t of Churchyard Society & Nannie Brodnax, Treas of
same- the sum of $12.70 collected by Annie Nash, was placed in Nannie’s hands, & it was
resolved that she should in future attempt to collect by the envelope system. 18

They also resolved that Nannie would be responsible for attempting to collect funds for the
Churchyard Society by an envelope system.

Miss Nanny Brodnax is the daughter of Susan Mary Ruffin (daughter of Anne Kirkland and
Thomas Ruffin) and John W Brodnax. She is raised by her aunts, Alice Roane, and Sarah (Sally)
Nash Ruffin in the Ruffin home while her father is away during the Civil War. Nanny was the first
Treasurer of the Churchyard Society.
Anne Ruffin (Mrs. Paul C. Cameron) was the daughter of Anne Kirkland and Thomas Ruffin.
While she was not involved in Nanny’s childhood directly, she clearly had a close relationship
with her. The two women must have shared a love of gardening. Anne was President of the
Churchyard Society – when she resigned no other Lady was appointed President, in honor of her
service.

What’s interesting to note is that it was the Ladies who first initiated and were responsible for
insuring regular and consistent financial contributions to the fund! It would not be the last time
the ladies took the lead in financial planning for the Churchyard!
Early expenditures from the Churchyard fund paid for cleaning, washing surplices, varnishing
pews (June 1, 1875), white- washing the Church, and work done in the Churchyard.
18

Ladies’ Sewing Society Minutes

July 18th [1872, Thur]

- The Treas of the Church yard fund Miss Nannie Brodnax, submitted her report- since
she came into office, $10.05 has been expended in paying for Church- cleaning, surplice
washing, & attention to the Church yard- the receipts during the time amount to
$23.20- L. Jones moved that the sum necessary for the washing of the Clergyman’s
surplices always be taken from this fund- after some discussion & objection, this motion
was carried- 19

An entry on August 12, 1874 recorded: “It has also been decided that many necessary articles
for the Vestryroom, which the Church yard fund could not afford, must come from the Treas’
purse, & Miss Roulhac had been appointed to make the purchases, which consisted of towels,
pitcher, & basin.”20 Churchyard Society funds were not limited to the work on St. Matthew’s
grounds. The financial lines between the two societies overlapped but with the Sewing Society
primarily supporting the capital improvements of St. Matthew’s, and the Churchyard Society
supporting the daily needs of the church and churchyard
A very subtle clue, however, to the importance of memorialization for the Society was the
repeated emphasis on cleaning the church for All Saints’ Day. Arrangements such as “dressing
the Church for the festival of ‘All-Saints’” and having cocoa matting to protect the carpet in
place by All Saints Day were specifically noted.

October 18, 1872
Sally Cameron spent the morning in darning a surplice- The meeting adjourned after
making arrangements for dressing the Church for the festival of “All-Saints”21
In 1874, Anne Ruffin Cameron resigned as President of the Churchyard. The Society was so
depressed by this that they resolved NOT to have a successor. Mrs. James Webb was installed
as Treasurer, later to be followed by Miss Rebecca Jones.
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April 15th, 1874

A letter of resignation was handed in by Mrs. P.C. Cameron – the Prest of the Ch yard
society- it was the wish of the Society, that a note of regret be written her- & in the
depressed condition of its members, caused this unlooked for intgelligence & valuable
loss- The Society resolved, she should have no successors, the office expired, with this
venerable & worthy Head.22

Then in early May, 1878, there is tremendous drama – loud lamentations and pale cheeks
covered with briny tears:

May3rd [Fri, 1878]
Wild excitement prevailed at the meeting of Society this morning- loud lamentings were
heard by the neighbors to proceed from Mr. Hill’s parlor- briny tears flowed copiously
down the pale cheeks of those present- The source of this commotion was the receipt of
Miss Rebecca Jones resignation as Treasurer of the Church Yard Fund! There were
causes which rendered this step absolutely necessary- but none the less were our hearts
wrung with grief at having to give up our valued Treasurer. Alas! such is life! “We
never choose a Treasurer” But twas the first to love & wed.” This being the case, we,
the ladies of the Society, will endeavor not to set our affection too violently, nor depend
too absolutely upon Miss Annie Jones, who was unanimously chosen as her sister’s
successor.23
Rebecca was off to get married…

The Secretary’s Book of the Vestry Minute Books included scattered references to the decisions
made by the men of the Vestry’s Churchyard Committee. It would appear that the ladies ran
the business of the Churchyard Society, much the way they ran the business of the Sewing
Society, but since women had no right of inclusion on the Vestry, the Vestry’s Churchyard
Committee had to either defer to the Ladies and their decisions or make decisions official
through their Vestry positions.
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“…in reference to putting a wall around the church yard. On motion of J W Graham the
Ladies of the congregation be consulted and have their views as what is best to be done
in the matter. Mr. Watters was requested to notify the Ladies and call a meeting .”24

It is interesting to note that while the ladies and the Vestry seemed to travel parallel paths of
leadership for many years, in 1938, Mrs. J C Webb [Mrs. Joseph Cheshire Webb] “requested
information as to the authority of her committee. After discussion, it was suggested that Mr
Beckwith [the rector] advise Mrs. Webb that the Vestry would be glad to have a report from the
Churchyard Committee as to its activities and as to the present status of their fund.” 25 At the
following month’s Vestry meeting, Mr. Beckwith reported his conversation with Mrs. Webb “in
which Mrs. Webb said that at a recent meeting of this Committee consisting of Mrs. Webb,
Miss Sue Hayes, Miss Henrietta Collins & Mrs. T M Webb, it was recognized that the committee
was subordinate to the Vestry.”
It was clear that Mrs. Webb felt very strongly about her role in caring for the churchyard. She
was used to having a leadership role – she had been president of the Woman’s Auxiliary of St.
Matthew’s and given much of her time and energy for the betterment not only of St.
Matthew’s, but for the work of the mission of the Episcopal Church. This decision by the Vestry
and Rector must have been hard, but she would have accepted it and kept right on working.
Women were used to this, but knew the impact they really had on the Church.

“In only two years during the 1930s did the total raised by the auxiliary amount to less
than $20,000. Consistently the women contributed to the Church’s program, supported
specific mission work overseas, ranked high in the National Church in the United Thank
Offering, maintained a supply room , and carried out an impressive program of
education and worship.26
This was, however, also a reflection of the times. In 1937, the Diocese had granted women the
right to vote in parish meetings (only 17 years after the 19 th Amendment, August 18, 1920). It
was not until 1964 that the question of whether women could serve on Vestries was a Diocesan
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discussion – it took the men of the diocese three more years to agree to that! 27 It wasn’t until
1972 that St. Matthew’s elected a woman to the Vestry - Miss Henrietta “Boo” Collins.
The political rights of Episcopal women to be included in decision making roles had been
refused beginning in 1919, repeated at the 1934 General Convention of the Episcopal Church. It
puts into perspective the work of the Ladies who supported and built the church at the
parochial level at the beginning of the diocese, creating churches, rectories, and churchyard,
that it was not until 1970 that women were allowed the rights to be seated as delegates to the
General Convention. Remember, the 19th amendment gave women the right to vote in 1920,
but they had no right to do so in the Episcopal Church until 1970.
We also have in the Archives a Journal of the Churchyard Society. In it were recorded the
monthly envelope donations of St. Matthew’s and the expenditures for work in the Churchyard
from 1916 to 1926. Most interesting, however, is the planning for a permanent source of
income for the churchyard.

Journal of the Churchyard Society, 1916,
(Courtesy of St. Matthew’s Archives)

In 1916 the Ladies, Mrs W A Hayes, Mrs. W B Snow, Miss Sarah Webb, Miss Elizabeth Hamilton,
Miss Henrietta Collins, and Mrs. Norfleet Webb, asked Mr. Lawrence , the rector, to adopt a
new plan for the Churchyard. They asked the Vestry to give $10.00, the Rector $5.00 and the
Churchyard Committee would raise $10.00 a month, thereby providing for a full time sexton to
27
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care for the church, churchyard, and rectory. He agreed and the plan was sent to the Vestry.
They declined the plan at which point the Ladies requested that they set up a permanent
Endowment fund of $4,000 with the interest paying for care of the Churchyard. The Vestry
approved their plan, and gave permission to start an appeal.
Care of the church and churchyard from the time of our re-organization in 1825 well into the
20th Century was first and foremost a spiritual investment of the Ladies, a commitment made of
a deeply rooted sense of faith and love of the Church. To provide for the perpetuation of that
investment, financial support was initiated by the Ladies, and preserved by successive
generations of women through the work of their hands and purses.28
1896, May 26 Miss Martha P Ruffin $1,120.56
1897, March
Mrs Anna Cameron, Miss M C Cameron and Paul C Graham ½ acre of land
1897, Nov 8
Interest from Miss Martha Ruffin’s bequest pays Rector’s Salary
1897, Dec 13
Miss Martha P Ruffin’s legacy finalized $1,433.58
1901, Sept 2
Miss Annie Roulhac legacy of $500
1905, March 5 Mrs. MC Shepherd legacy of $5,000. With stipulation the Vestry consult Bishop
J B Cheshire and the President of the Board of Trustees of St. Mary’s School for investments
1915, July 14
Elizabeth Graham Fund $300. Care of the Graham lot
1916, Jan 11
Mrs Annie R Collins For the care and maintenance of her plot and subsequent
monument. The surplus to be used from time to time to make and update a diagram and listing
of names for the churchyard
1939 Dec 20
Miss Helen Webb $500.00

This is only an initial study of legacy of the Churchyard Society. But our need to connect, our
need to relate, our need to memorialize family and loved ones connect us all to this legacy. Our
need for the future, to feel a part of a living Church, includes those memories and traditions
that are the bridge between the past and our present
Isabelle Webb can tell wonderful stories about women in her family who connect us very
directly with the Sewing Society. Hunter Dula can tell stories about St. Matthew’s gatherings in
the churchyard and rectory. Cindy Cook’s dream of decorating the churchyard with wreaths for
Christmas expands our sense of timelessness from Past to present…
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The following photographs of women’s grave sites were taken by the author and discussed by a
St. Matthew’s parishioners, Isabelle Webb and Hunter Dula, who introduced the Ladies from
their own wealth of knowledge of Hillsborough families:

Ann Ruffin Cameron (Mrs. Paul C Cameron) (right)
First President of Churchyard Society

Eliza Harwood Drane Webb
(Mrs. J C Webb) Churchyard Society

Mary Exum Meares Shepherd

Sarah Frances Cheshire Webb and her daughter, Mary Webb29

29
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Miss Sue Beard Hayes

Meta Roundtree Masterton

Miss Annie Sutton Cameron

Cindy Cook, another parishioner spoke about memorial wreaths placed on family grave sites as
part of the annual Festival of the Society Tree (FeST). FeST is a December fund-raiser which
highlights the talents of many St. Matthew’s parishioners and benefits Orange, Durham and
Alamance County outreach programs.

Eloise Rosemond Hughes Hudspeth
St. Matthew’s Cemetery, Hillsborough, NC.

In 2010 FeST honored Eloise Hudspeth for her contribution, received shortly before her death.
Mrs. Hudspeth wrote:
“I read with interest in the June 2010 … about this year’s project for the Festival of the
Society Tree. To help with that program, … May the Lord continue to bless the Church,
its leaders, members and friends for what they are doing in His name.”
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