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SIMPSON   SLAVE   CEMETERY,   80 – 2 
 

 

 

Summary   Report 

 

 

 

 

 

 
[Abandoned Army vehicle “standing guard” at the cemetery entrance.] 

 

This cemetery is on the section line between the Southwest Quarter of 

Section 17 and the Northwest Quarter of Section 20 in Township 5, Range 1 

West.  It is almost a mile southeast of the Simpson Cemetery (65-3) in Test 

Area 1, and is shown on Sheet 14 of the October 1986 General Site Map 

series.  It is within about ¼ mile of the Cooper-Penland Cemetery (80-1). 
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This data shows that Charles G. Bowen in 1834 purchased the SW/4 of 

Section 17, and James Cooper bought the NW/4 of Section 20 in 1818. 
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This land record index shows that the SW/4 of the 17
th

 Section passed from 

Charles Bowen to William H. Clopton in 1844.  It was not until 1870 that 

John Simpson is shown acquiring the land of the adjacent NW/4 of the 

17
th

 Section.  There is no index record to indicate Simpson ownership of 

the land at the time when slaves could have been held, at least in the 17
th

 

Section.   However, land in this nearby area did involve the Simpson and 

related families after 1870 until 1918, as indicated by the continuation page 

of the INDEX TO LANDS for this section through the year 1919, as shown 

below: 
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This continuation page, along with the previous page, shows that the land of 

the SW/4 and adjacent quarters was owned or mortgaged at various times 

Jacobs, Jordan, Sugg(s) / Scrugg(s), and Horton families. 

 

 

The INDEX TO LANDS page shown below reveals the land transactions 

that involved the NW/4 of Section 20: 
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This data shows that Charity Cooper Lee, the widow of James Cooper, lost 

the land of the NW/4 of Section 20 to James W. Fennell and others by 1867 

and 1869, as a result of a Sheriff’s sale for her bankruptcy.  The bankruptcy 

was probably a result of the Civil War, but any slaves buried as such in the 

cemetery would have been before the Civil War.  Of course, the cemetery 

would not cease being a cemetery just because the former slaves were 

emancipated during the war, so it could well have continued in use by black 

families whose ancestors were there – whether the black families owned the 

land or not.  The INDEX TO LANDS reveals that eventually the NW/4 of 

Section 20 was under the ownership of George F. & Sarah H. Scruggs until 

at least 1902, when A. G. Proctor (who was married to a Simpson family 

member) purchased some of the land. 
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If this had been a slave cemetery, then the slaves would have been owned 

(before the Civil War ended in 1865) by Charity Cooper Lee, James W. 

Fennell, Charles G. Bowen, and/or William H. Clopton, according to the 

records of land ownership before 1865.  The latter two were owners of the 

land in Section 17, but there was no census record (with slaves or otherwise) 

found for Charles Bowen in 1830 or 1840 Madison County.  He sold the 

land in 1844 to William H. Clopton, who did have 5 slaves counted in the 

1840 census, but there was no listing for Mr. Clopton in the 1850 slave 

census.  Of course, the Clopton name in Huntsville is widely known in 

association with Ann Bradshaw Clopton, who in the early 1900s grew to 

worldwide fame for her paintings on spider webs.  Ann was the wife of J. 

Blount Clopton.  The 1840 record for William Clopton is shown below: 
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Charity Allison Cooper, widow of James Cooper, inherited his slaves when 

James passed away, and later she married Houston H. Lee.  Likewise, the 

Fennell family had numerous slaves prior to the Civil War, so these families 

would have had the majority representation of any slave burials in the 

cemetery.  The census records below provide some insight into the slave 

counts held by these families of Cooper / Lee, and Fennell: 
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In the 1850 census Houston & Charity (Cooper) Lee had 25 slaves, while 

James W. Fennell was not found with any slaves, but his close relative 

Isham J. Fennell of the same part of the county had 64 slaves.  The 1860 

census showed Isham J. Fennell with 74 slaves, some whom may have been 

occasionally loaned out to work James Fennell’s land, and may have been 

buried with their kinfolk in the “Simpson Slave” Cemetery. 

 

From these records, it would seem that if this is a slave cemetery, then the 

Clopton slaves may have been the first to be buried there.  However, there 

were few Clopton slaves, compared to the size of this cemetery.  The 

Fennells had the most slaves, but they also had many more parcels of land, 

so it would be unrealistic to expect that all of their slaves were buried here.  

The Cooper family lived closest to the Simpson Slave Cemetery, and they 

had at least 25 slaves, so it is likely that the majority of slaves buried here 

would have been Cooper slaves, concerning the burials before the Civil War 

ended.  None of these families (not even combined) had enough slaves to fill 

the cemetery, even through the entire period of 1809 – 1865. 

 

After the Civil War was concluded and the slaves emancipated, the white 

George Scruggs family from Triana, living among many black families, 

came into ownership of much of the land around the cemetery by the 1883 – 

1902 period.  However, even if the cemetery had been included in their 

holdings of the area, it would still be quite probable that they would have 

allowed continued burials of black families whose ancestors were in the 

cemetery. 

 

The only basis for assuming that the cemetery is actually a slave cemetery is 

the total lack of tombstones.  While that is a pretty good basis, it must be 

remembered that many known tombstones have disappeared from 

cemeteries on the arsenal lands over the years.  Accordingly, it is possible 

that there may have been tombstones here at some time in the past.  

However, since none are evident today, all that can be done is to assume that 

the cemetery was instituted for slaves and contains only black family burials.  

If that is the case, it still may be more appropriate to call it the Cooper Slave 

Cemetery, since it is so close to the Cooper – Penland Cemetery (80-1), and 

since the Cooper family owned the most slaves known to be in that 

immediate area prior to the Civil War.  There remains no evidence that the 

Simpson family owned the land around the cemetery during the time 

when they owned slaves in the county.  The only theory developed for 

“Simpson” to be included in the name of the cemetery is that often people 
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will refer to a cemetery in terms of the current landower of record, or at least 

the one of recent memory.  Accordingly, when people living in the 1940s 

were asked whose cemetery this was, they would have recalled who owned 

the land at that time (the 1940s) and in the generation immediately 

preceding.  Such “living memories” could well have associated the cemetery 

with the Simpson family, but any slaves buried here as such would not likely 

have been owned by the Simpsons. 

 

All that can be done now is to show the remaining area photos of the 

cemetery: 

 

 

 
Entrance Gate 
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(Interior of cemetery) 

 

 

 
(Interior of cemetery) 
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(Interior of cemetery) 

 

 
(View to northeast from gate area) 
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(Grave depression photo #1) 
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(Grave depression photo #2) 
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This is a large cemetery that could hold maybe 500 to 1000 graves, if full.  

However, there are few obvious grave depressions to be seen under the 

leaves.  Yet, the irregularity of the forest floor seems to indicate that the soil 

was disturbed throughout the area, as if not all of the dirt was returned to 

gravesites.  The surrounding forest floor outside of the fence does not 

display the same irregularities.  Therefore, it does seem likely that the 

cemetery is nearly full, and that it was used for many years.  Unfortunately, 

the exact identities of the persons buried therein went to the grave with them 

and with the passing of the living memories of those who might have 

recalled the names of the deceased.  It is conjectured that the majority of 

those buried herein would have surnames of Cooper, Fennell, Jacobs, and 

Jordan, with some distinct possibilities for Scruggs, Clopton, and Bowen, as 

well as Horton. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by John P. Rankin, September 4, 2005 


