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 What’s
happening

Forgotten graveyard holds traces 
of Athens County’s pioneer past

Tom O’Grady of the Southeast Ohio History Center in early March 2021 cuts brush from around 
the gravestone of Esther Hull, who died in 1814 at the age of 29, according to W.E. Peters. � at 
grave and one next to it for Ezra Hull are within six feet of a house that sits beside the cemetery. 
� e inscriptions are no longer readable. O’Grady is one of several local residents working to reha-
bilitate the long-abandoned Snowden Cemetery. Photo by Terry Smith.

By Terry Smith
Athens NEWS Contributor

L
ittle did I know while helping raise a family on a hilltop 
subdivision in Athens County’s Alexander Township that 
the remains of some of southeast Ohio’s earliest settlers 

are buried a couple hundred yards down the hill in an all-but-
forgotten graveyard.

Among them is Margaret Haning Snowden, according to 
various accounts the first female white settler in central Athens 
County and one of the first two in the entire county. Her mem-
ory is preserved in the names of nearby Margaret’s Creek and, a 
few miles to the southeast, Lake Snowden reservoir. The story of 
Margaret and her family’s arrival and settlement in what became 
Athens County, in 1798, are significant to local history, but also 
are interwoven with the history of the Northwest Territory and 
its first institution of higher learning, Ohio University. 

Since January 2021, I’ve been working with a small group to 
bring the Snowden Cemetery to the attention of local residents 
— and perhaps spark a campaign to ensure its continued main-
tenance. While three members of our group — local landscaper 
Joel Hobbs and his daughter Emily mainly but also Bill Hayes — 
cleared brush from the small cemetery in the early spring, nature 
had mostly reclaimed the site by midsummer.

Other group members include Tom O’Grady, director of de-
velopment and outreach for the Southeast Ohio History Center in 
Athens, who tipped me off to the cemetery’s existence; and Nancy 
Tatarek, associate professor of anthropology at Ohio University.

For the most part, the cemetery — which according to differ-
ent accounts contains between 50 and 100 graves — remains the 
way it’s been for many decades: overgrown with brush, hidden 
from nearby Fisher Road, with 12 to 15 deteriorating grave-
stones mixed among what appear to be mossed-over fieldstones. 
There’s no easy way to tell whether some of the latter mark 
graves as well.

Fronting the cemetery site, a badly tarnished plaque, easy to 
miss on its sandstone slab beside Fisher Road, reads, “Margaret 
Snowden: First White Woman in This Section, for Whom Mar-
garet’s Creek was Named.”

From that historical marker, placed by a local Daughters of 
the War of 1812 chapter during a ceremony in 1932 (reported 
at the time by the Athens Messenger), one can’t see the grave 
markers; they’re perhaps 60 feet farther back scattered in no 
apparent pattern over around a half acre of land. The two largest 
gravestones, marking the final resting places of Esther and Ezra 
Hull, stand about six feet from a house on Fisher Road, though 
apparently not on that house’s lot. The cemetery land is owned 


