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UNKNOWN   CEMETERY,   52 – 1 
 

 

 

Summary   Report 

 

 

 

 

 
Actually, the above caption is not correct.  William Lanier never owned the 

land where this cemetery is located.  He did own an adjacent quarter section 

for a time. 
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This cemetery is located in the Southeast Quarter of Section 28, Township 4, 

Range 1 West.  It is less than half a mile southwest of the Jordan – Lanier 

Cemetery (51-1).  As historical land record research reveals, it is located 

between the old sites of a school (Chapman School?) and a “Negro 

Cumberland Presbyterian Church”, thought to have been the Poplar Hill 

Colored Cumberland Presbyterian Church, dating from 1874. 

 

The cemetery as it appeared in 2003 is shown in the photographs below.  No 

tombstones were found, indicating a likely black cemetery, but the remains 

of internal fencing indicated burials in the 1900s. 
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The jogging trail north of the Sparkman Center runs through the trees at the 

right in this photo, to the east of the cemetery by about 50 yards. 
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There was an obvious grave depression near this fieldstone, but there were 

otherwise very few grave depressions found in the cemetery at the time 

visited.  If visited during February or early March, more depressions may be 

visible, as the overgrowing vegetation would be killed and matted by cold 

weather at such a time. 
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These coils of fencing are recent.  It is not known why they were here. 

 

 

The map shown below was produced by unknown parties in the year 2001.  

This map labels a cemetery in the area as the Chapman Cemetery.  The basis 

of that name is not known, but it may be related to the former nearby 

presence of an old school, probably called the Chapman School, but that is 

simply conjecture at this point.  The point indicated on the map for the 

Chapman Cemetery is actually in the NW/4 of Section 34, rather than the 

SE/4 of Section 28, but it may be a positioning error, as the map maker 

probably intended to show the Unknown 52-1 Cemetery.  There is no known 

cemetery in the location plotted for the Chapman Cemetery. 
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The 1998 Southern Engineering map excerpt below shows the more precise 

location of the Unknown Cemetery, 52-1.  The map excerpt has been 

outlined to show Sections 28 and 33 of Township 4, Range 1 West, for 

subsequent land record study. 
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(1998 Southern Engineering Map excerpt, Madison County, AL) 

 
The “Old Land Records” page below shows that Thomas Freeman, the first 

official surveyor of government land here, bought the cemetery land in 1809. 
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According to the INDEX TO LANDS below, Thomas Freeman sold his 

interest in this land in 1816 to Francis Anderson, who had in 1818 bought 

the other 13 acres of land in Section 28 that was west of the old Indian 

Boundary Line. 

 

 
 

The record above shows that ownership of the land of Section 28 continued 

to transition from Francis Anderson to Eldred Rawlins (who married a 

Lanier relative of Rev. William Lanier of the nearby Jordan – Lanier 

Cemetery) and Jones Wood.  From them it transitioned to William and 

Thomas Brandon, and thence to George Lane by about 1850.  In 1853 

George Lane sold portions of the land to William Matkin, and other parcels 

to Zebulon P. Davis and William Brown.  William and Margaret Matkins 



 13 

had a daughter named Emma who married William M. High.  They sold the 

land to her and vice-versa, until Margaret Matkins was the sole owner.  

However, she mortgaged it to Isham J. Fennell, and it was foreclosed, then 

redeemed and returned to the Matkin family, according to old land title 

abstracts.  Archibald McDonnell was involved in various transactions with 

the Matkin land as trustee of the estate. 
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During Matkin ownership of the land, a half acre of it was sold to trustees of 

the “Colored Cumberland Presbyterian Church” in 1874 in the Southwest 

Corner of the Southeast Quarter of Section 33.  Another acre was sold for 

the purpose of a school (Chapman School?) in 1902.  The quarter of Section 

28 for school location was not specified in the INDEX TO LANDS, but it 

was found to be in the NE/4 in other documents.  That places the cemetery 

about halfway between the school in the NE/4 of Section 28 and the church 

in the SE/4 of Section 33 (examine the 1998 map excerpt).  Such a location 

suggests that the cemetery may well have been the burying ground for the 

Negro church, as well as the community around the school. 
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The census records were examined to see if some Chapman families lived 

near the cemetery in order for it to be named the Chapman Cemetery at 

some time.  The only Chapman families on arsenal lands were found in the 

1930 census:  James S. and Frank Chapman as heads of households.  

However, they were enumerated along the Pond Beat Road, near the Green 

Grove Road.  That location is much further south, in the Pond Beat and 

Green Grove communities.  If they had lived in the area of the Unknown 

Cemetery 52-1, the census record would have indicated that they were along 

the Triana Pike or in the Mullins Flats community. 
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Selected pages of the old Madison County Land Title Abstracts are 

reproduced herein for reference to see the ownership transitions and the 

many exclusions from deeds of the land for the school and for the church.  

The cemetery itself was never mentioned in the exclusions, and it was not a 

part of the church deed or the school deed, as the cemetery size exceeds the 

size of those properties.  Therefore, it was not simply a church cemetery, but 

it had to have also been a community cemetery.  It was perhaps always 

treated informally, with permission to bury the dead just understood by 

residents of the community around the school and the church, without ever 

pursuing formal documentation of ownership.  If it ever had a name during 

its use, the cemetery was probably called the Poplar Hill Cemetery or the 

Poplar Hill Church Cemetery, even though it served a community broader 

than the church. 
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Prepared by John P. Rankin, September 6, 2005 


