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Problems of neglect, ownership confusion linger at historic Lincoln Cemetery 
 
By Jill Nolin  
Annie Alloway, who died in January at the age of 76, wanted to be laid to rest with her 
mother and other members of her family. 
When her family and friends huddled together at Lincoln Cemetery to pay their final re-
spects to the woman who had entertained them so often with her jokes and stories, they 
saw tears, respect and love. They did not see the three large garbage bags of trash that 
Alloway's nephew, Autry Bostick, spent hours picking up before her service. 
"I didn't want them to see trash all around like that," said Bostick, a 57-year-old who once 
lived in Montgomery but now lives in St. Petersburg, Fla. 
Most say conditions at Lincoln Cemetery are actually better today than in past years, but 
that isn't saying much. There are worse troubles than litter plaguing Montgomery oldest 
commercial cemetery for African-Americans. 
When human bones are visible because of broken concrete slabs and there is no one 
tracking who is buried there, litter becomes a minor issue. 
Lincoln Cemetery has long been one of Montgomery's most notorious mysteries. 
Although privately owned, for years no one has acknowledged owning the cemetery. If 
the city, family members and volunteer groups did not periodically maintain the property, 
no one would. 
Yet the burials continue. 
A proud day 
When Lincoln Cemetery opened in 1907 and had its first burial in 1908, it was hailed as a 
great asset for the African-American community. 
It was named after President Abraham Lincoln, and many older members of the 
community were living when Lincoln was in office. The Emancipation Proclamation was 
issued only 45 years before Queen V. McLauren became the cemetery's first inhabitant. 
"Lincoln Cemetery was the pride of Montgomery. People took great pride in that ceme-
tery -- and there's no reason they should not do so today," said Richard Bailey, a local 
historian who has extensively studied black history in Montgomery. 
"Lincoln was their hero," Bailey added. 
Oakwood Cemetery is well known as the final resting-place of Hank Williams Sr., but 
Lincoln Cemetery has its own celebrity residents. 
Rufus "Tee-Tot" Payne, a mentor for Williams, is buried there in an unmarked grave. 
There's also Hugh Carson, who served in the Alabama Legislature during Reconstruction. 
Ben Moore, whose son named the Ben Moore Hotel after him, is also at Lincoln. The 
Ben Moore Hotel, located in the Centennial Hill neighborhood, is where Martin Luther 
King Jr. held meetings. 
"(Taking care of Lincoln Cemetery) is important because you have a lot of history there. 
Cemeteries provide a window to the past," Bailey said. 
"But everybody is important. These people are relatives of somebody, and we don't want 
those descendents to feel like they're forgotten. They're not forgotten." 
'Stop the burials' 



Greenwood Cemetery, which is on the same road as Lincoln Cemetery, opened about the 
same time as Lincoln Cemetery and started out as an exclusively white cemetery. (It is 
not anymore. In fact, civil rights leader Johnnie Carr is buried at Greenwood). The 
American Securities Co. opened both, but it only takes a glimpse today to see that a 
similar origin is about the only similarity the cemeteries now share. 
In fact, when Greenwood's General Manager Sandy Biscotti gives driving directions to 
customers, she sends them down Highland Avenue to avoid the drive by Lincoln 
Cemetery and the confusion that could cause. 
Biscotti said the conditions at Lincoln sadden her, but they also frustrate her. 
She said that poor practices give a "black eye" to those in the business who adhere to 
strict guidelines that are above what the law requires. 
"People will say, 'Your prices are high.' Well, our standards are also high," Biscotti said. 
The people who purchase "interment rights" at places such as Greenwood -- one does not 
actually buy the land -- are also paying for perpetual care. Today at Greenwood, a staff of 
nine perform that maintenance. 
"If something ever happened to us, we would never look like Lincoln or Remount," 
Biscotti said. Greenwood & Serenity Memorial Gardens is now owned by a corporation 
called Dignity Memorial. 
Remount, a smaller cemetery located next to Lincoln, is also considered to be without an 
owner at this point. 
Donald Jenkins, the president of the Centennial Hill Neighborhood Association, has 
relatives buried at Lincoln Cemetery whose graves he cannot find. That is not likely to 
happen at cemeteries such as Greenwood, where maps are available and an office is fully 
staffed. 
Jenkins said many of the residents of Centennial Hill end up being buried at Lincoln 
Cemetery. But Jenkins is staunchly opposed to any more burials taking place at Lincoln 
Cemetery until an owner is identified and held accountable. 
"No other burials should take place at Lincoln Cemetery unless they are plots that people 
have paid for and the spaces are obligated," said Jenkins, who said he plans to address the 
Montgomery City Council about the issue at tonight's meeting. 
A nagging question 
Lincoln Cemetery's story of abandonment has been told throughout the decades, includ-
ing in the pages of this newspaper. The ownership question also has been addressed, with 
different people and organizations -- including the city -- taking it on over the years. 
But after decades of wrangling, the question remains: Who owns Lincoln Cemetery? 
The two people who have been most recently associated with the cemetery have dis-
tanced themselves to the point where they consider their involvement to be a dead issue. 
Frederick Berrey, who is considered the owner on the property tax records, claims he sold 
the property to Bobby Cheney. Property records indicate that he did in 1982 and that the 
two men planned to profit from the cemetery. 
Cheney was to give Berrey "15 percent of all revenues derived from the operation of Lin-
coln Cemetery" until $75,000 was paid in full, according to a document filed at the 
Probate Office in 1982. Both men's signatures are on the documents, filed on Oct. 14, 
1982. 
Cheney then filed a quitclaim deed, which is when you give up your interest in a prop-
erty, deeding it back to Berrey in 1990. 



Cheney, who now lives in Hope Hull, said in a recent interview that he didn't realize he 
was the owner of the property until representatives from the city confronted him about 
the condition of the cemetery in 1990. 
Cheney said he was defrauded into being the owner and learned years later that he was 
the alleged owner, which he was said was "like being kicked in the head." 
Berrey, on the other hand, points a finger at Cheney and has accused him of trying to re-
lieve himself of his obligations at the property. 
Berrey filed an affidavit at the Probate Office in 1992 that says the following: 
"(I) have no ownership interest in the property commonly known as Lincoln Cemetery. I 
sold the aforementioned property to an individual known as (Cheney) ... The quit claim 
deed on record is an absolute fraud stating I purchased said property from Cheney in 
1990." 
A message to Berrey on Friday was not returned as of Monday. Berrey now lives at Lake 
Jordan and has a Rockford mailing address. 
The problems started before either man became involved. A news article in 1978 reports 
that the city filed a lawsuit against Calvin Whitesell, who claimed at the time that those 
who bought the plots were the owners, not him. The Alabama Supreme Court ruled 
otherwise. 
Whitesell, who still lives in Montgomery, said he gave the cemetery away in the late '70s. 
But Whitesell said last week he couldn't recall the name of the person he gave it to. 
That person appears to be Berrey. 
Another man named Lloyd Geeslin told the Montgomery Advertiser in 2000 that he pur-
chased 1,000 burial plots at Lincoln. Geeslin is listed as the owner of the cemetery on the 
nomination form for the Alabama Register of Landmarks and Heritage in 1999, but his 
actual role in the ownership of the cemetery is unclear. 
Attempts to locate Geeslin have been unsuccessful. 
It's a riddle that remains unclear today, despite the many attempts over the years to 
resolve it. City Councilwoman Martha Roby, who represents the residential area that is 
across the street from the Lincoln, said that for years there has been a push for the city to 
resolve the irritating quandary once and for all, but that attempt has languished. 
"It just seems to always linger," said Roby, who is also an attorney. 
Deputy Mayor Jeff Downes said the city's legal department has tried without success to 
identify an owner so that the city could collect the outstanding abatement fees from when 
city crews cut the grass on the property. 
Somewhere along the way, the city stopped actively pursuing the owner and became re-
signed to mowing the grass there a few times a year as a "public service," according to 
Downes. 
Doing anything more than that would not be feasible, he said. 
"It's a struggle in this day and age of tightening the belt to come up with resources for 
large tracts of land that have been abandoned," said Downes, who described Lincoln 
Cemetery as a health and safety issue for the city. 
"It's an everyday struggle to keep the city clean, and we do the best we can," Downes 
added. 
The owner's avoidance also creates painful circumstances for family members such as 
Bostick. 



"Whoever is responsible for (Lincoln) doesn't even have a heart to let that cemetery get 
into disrepair like that," Bostick said. "It hurts me very much to see what has happened. 
The person isn't making any effort at all to maintain the cemetery." 
'It's free' 
When Lincoln Cemetery opened in 1907, the cemetery had 700 spaces available. Almost 
102 years later, the burials continue even though there is no one overseeing the cemetery 
and no known repository for the records. 
The lack of both supervision and record-keeping violates a city ordinance that requires 
established cemeteries to have a sexton and gives that individual "the power and authority 
of a police officer of the city for the enforcement" of the pertinent laws and regulations. 
The same ordinance requires that the sexton maintain a permanent register and even goes 
on to demand that it be alphabetically indexed and that it include basic information such 
as name, age, sex and place and time of death. 
The sexton is tasked with maintaining a map and "shall mark on such map the place of 
each burial as soon thereafter as possible," according to the ordinance. 
None of this appears to be happening at Lincoln, which is located behind the Walmart on 
Ann Street. 
When family members wish to bury a loved one, all they must do is find a spot close to 
relatives -- or any otherwise available spot. A funeral home will handle the service; a 
vault company will handle the interment, according to funeral directors who perform 
services there. 
"It's free. There's nobody in charge," said David Ross with Ross-Clayton Funeral Home. 
"There's nobody to call." 
James Cummings with E.G. Cummings Funeral Home said the same. Family members 
select a space at the cemetery and coordinate with a vault company. Cummings said, as 
far as he knew, Laster King with King Vault Co. was in charge of Lincoln. 
Ross said there was no way to know how many people are buried at Lincoln. He also said 
there was no shortage of plots available, saying that there were plenty of "virgin spaces" 
there. 
King, who also digs the graves and buries people, said he has been overseeing the cem-
etery in the absence of the owner. He estimated that he has replaced as many as 75 graves 
at his own expense after they broke. 
King, whose wife is buried at Lincoln, said he also stepped up because there were issues 
with burials happening where people were already buried. 
"I tried to take charge of the cemetery to keep that from happening," said King, who ex-
plained that some plots have already been claimed. King said there are "plenty" of spaces 
available at Lincoln and very few remaining at Remount. 
As for the future of Lincoln, Ross suggested it was time to stop waiting for an owner to 
step forward. 
"You know who's responsible for it? The city of Montgomery," Ross said. "You can't 
straighten it. It's like a ghetto. Like Tulane Court (which is being torn down). You can't 
demolish a cemetery." 
In contrast, there are more than 40,000 people buried next door at Greenwood Cemetery, 
which is now also connected to Serenity Cemetery. There are also two fireproof rooms 
that hold maps, record books and 40 filing cabinets full of files on the people buried 
there. 



There is no one keeping track of the activity at Lincoln Cemetery. 
No resolution in sight 
Improving conditions at Lincoln Cemetery has been a pressing issue for the Lakeview 
Heights Neighborhood Association since at least the 1980s -- and the residents there have 
not given up just yet. 
"It's kind of a thorn in our side. Every time we open another door, we find a brick wall," 
said Ray Peacock, vice president of the neighborhood association and a resident since 
1970. 
Peacock and Jenkins both say they are flabbergasted -- there is a city ordinance on cem-
etery upkeep that is not being enforced at Lincoln. That ordinance, which mandates that 
owners maintain their cemeteries, calls for fines and even incarceration when an owner 
violates the ordinance. 
The owner faces a $200 fine for the first offense and a $500 fine for the second with at 
least 30 days in jail for subsequent offenses. 
City Councilman Jim Spear, who represents District 1 where Lincoln Cemetery is 
located, said last week that he recently obtained information that individuals may be 
scamming people at Lincoln. He said he planned to meet with city attorneys about the 
issue. 
City Councilman Tracy Larkin, who has relatives buried at Lincoln, said he would be 
willing to collaborate with the council representative of Lincoln to do capital improve-
ment projects that would improve the aesthetics or create a better road through the ceme-
tery. Currently, a dirt road is the only way around the cemetery. Roby said she was 
talking to Lakeview Heights residents about planting a tall hedge around the cemetery. 
Larkin said he did not think the city's leadership in the past "cared enough to hold (the 
owner) accountable and hold their feet to the fire," but he is not putting blame on the city 
officials past or present. 
"People are very concerned, but they've, more or less, just accepted the reality that there's 
not much that can be done about it because nothing has been done about it," Larkin said. 
"People are just discouraged by the situation, but they feel powerless to do anything 
about it. 
"We're all guilty in not having been more proactive," Larkin said. 
Additional Facts 
CLEANUP PROJECT A cleanup is being organized for Lincoln Cemetery on Feb. 27 to 
honor the cemetery’s 102nd anniversary. 
Volunteers are asked to call Montgomery’s planning office at 241-2041 to register before 
the cleanup. 
Those who come are asked to bring items such as lawn mowers, grass trimmers and large 
garbage bags. All participants should meet at the entrance at 7:30 a.m. Feb. 27. The 
cleanup will last from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. 
Rufus “Tee Tot” Payne, who was a mentor to Hank Williams, Ben Moore and Hugh 
Carson, who served in the Alabama Legislature during Reconstruction, are buried at 
Lincoln, which was named after President Abraham Lincoln.  
 


