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Agenda
• Archival Research

• Delineating a Cemetery

• Gravemarker Preservation

• Additional Resources



Archival Research for Forgotten 
Cemeteries
J. Faith Meader



Some Points Before You Get Started

• Names or no names?

• What's available in digital 
archival records varies by 
county.

• Cemetery research is detective 
work! You will have a web of red 
string connecting people, 
properties, and events from a 
variety of archival sources.

• Research the area surrounding the 
burial ground, not just the 
cemetery.



Map 
Research

• Historical maps with landowners 
(1825 Mill's Atlas, Civil War era 
maps, county maps, state 
highway road plans)

• Visit state archives, historical 
societies, libraries if not digitized

• Tax parcel maps



Land Ownership Records

• Do a chain of title (FamilySearch, SC Land Records, GSCCCA, or other)

• Read the deed description for geographical clues about the parcel, and 
look for any plats referenced.

• Use tax lists and court records too!



Deciphering Deed Descriptions

Don't be intimidated by parcel 
description compass bearings 
and measurements. Plot them 
on a map!



Identifying Decedents

Text here

U.S. Census data (population and agricultural) for 
possible identification

Death records for researching decedents in the 20th 
century



Newspapers, Oral Histories, City and County 
Meetings, and More!

• Newspapers! Search through them for any information on people (obituaries, weddings, 
other announcements), road construction, estate sales, church news, farm reports, etc.

• Other sources—Oral history studies, local city meeting records, county commission 
minutes, Works Progress Administration surveys, local cemetery surveys (not digitized)



Land Use Through 
Aerial Photos

• Compare aerial photographs to find changes to the cemetery and nearby landscape.

1951 1976



Cemetery Delineation
Sarah Lowry



What is Delineation? Where is the cemetery?

Define where the burials are 
located.

What needs to be protected?

Then you can add to property 
maps and site files

What is in the 
cemetery?

What kind of markers?

Do the markers have names and 
dates? 

Rre markers indicative of a 
particular community or family?

Where are unmarked graves?

Grand Avery Cemetery, Johnston County, North Carolina

Cemetery markers are only one way to identify 
graves in a cemetery. They are an unreliable 

indication of the actual number of graves. 



Why Delineate?

Beaufort Marine Corps Cemetery, South Carolina

Elmwood Cemetery, Mecklenburg County, North Carolina

Ground 
Disturbance 

Planned

Development 
planned near the 

boundary

Placing future 
interments 
within the 
cemetery

Research

Communities 
want to identify 
the location of 

graves

Memorialize the 
cemetery



What You First See Can Deceive You



How to Delineate?

Pedestrian 
Survey and 

Marker 
Map

Marker 
Inventory 

and 
Conditions 

Assessment

Cadaver 
Dogs

Ground 
Penetrating 

Radar
Probing

Top-Soil 
Removal Site Form and 

Revised Property 
Boundary



Pedestrian 
Survey

1. Walking cemetery

2. Flagging markers and 
depressions

• Note plantings, landform 
changes, funerary offerings

• Older trees (e.g. “Witness 
Trees”)

Unknown enslaved persons cemetery, Dillon County, SC

May be 
able to 

DIY



Marker Mapping and Inventory
• May require someone with 

expertise in precision mapping
• Mapping can be followed up with:

• Inventory
• Condition Assessment

• Inventory
• Marker Inscription
• Marker Type
• Material

• Condition Assessment
• Allows to prioritize cleaning and 

preservation work

May 
need a 

pro



Cadaver Dogs

Can be helpful in areas 
where vegetation makes 
accessibility difficult for 

other methods

Surveys are usually done by 
non-profit organizations and 

highly trained volunteers

Professionals may be useful 
for managing the survey

Photos by Paige Dobbins at MacDill Air Force Base

Need a 
Pro



Probing and Penetrometer

Systematic survey to identify areas with 
less compaction in the shape of a grave

Works best outside of agricultural fields 
and compacted clay areas

Good companion method in areas not 
suitable for geophysics

Non-professionals may be able to use 
with minimal training

Photo by Paige Dobbins

May 
need a 

pro



Geophysics

• There are five geophysical 
methods commonly employed 
in historic cemeteries
• Ground-penetrating radar 

(GPR)
• Electromagnetic 

conductivity
• Resistivity
• Magnetic gradiometer
• Metal Detecting

• GPR is the most common and 
typically the most effective in 
historic cemeteries

Sholar Cemetery, Wake County, NCPatteson-Hix Cemetery, Appomattox, VA

Need a 
Pro



How Does GPR Work?

GPR only works when there is contrast 
between the features of interest and 

the surrounding material.

Friendship Chapel Baptist Church, Wake County, NC

GPR Profile Example

Distance (m)



How does GPR not work?

Image from CSI: New York

Images from Bones

Popular media depicts GPR as a machine 
that tells you where to find graves.



Case Study: Rice Family Cemetery, North Carolina



GPR Profiles and  Slice Maps



GPR Interpretations

• Cemeteries of the poor, 
disenfranchised, and enslaved 
can often appear on the 
surface to be sparsely used

• Layouts may follow seemingly 
erratic patterns. 

• Fences are not always and an 
indicator of cemetery extant



Subsurface Testing – Topsoil Removal

Does not involve the 
excavation of graves

Removal of topsoil to look 
for soil staining

This may be advised if 
construction must impact 
cemetery near boundaries

Should be done under 
supervision of qualified 

archaeologist

Need a 
Pro

Photo by Paige Dobbins



Site Form and Revised Property Boundary



Gravemarker Preservation and Care
Jason Harpe



Gravemarkers are historic objects rather than simply stones that need cleaning or straightening.

Gravemarker Care: Preservation Begins with Understanding



Gravemarkers contain:
• Genealogical info
• Craftsmanship
• Iconography
• Social history
• Geology
• Technology
• Evidence of changing 

funerary traditions
• Weathered surfaces are 

part of their history

Gravemarkers Are Cultural Resources

Obelisk, Cynthia Graham McEwen, Rest Haven Cemetery, Franklin, TN Pierced headstone, Josiah Spurgin. "Maid By 
The Hand of Joseph Clodfelter."  Abbott's 
Creek Primitive Baptist Cemetery, Wallburg, 
NC. Photo courtesy of Doug Compton 
@dctheceemeteryman.



• Minimal Intervention
• Compatible materials
• Documentation
• Retention of historic fabric

Improving appearance is not 
necessarily preservation

American Institute for 
Conservation (AIC) emphasizes:
• Careful examination
• Responsible treatment
• Preventative Conservation

First Principle: Do No Harm

HARM! NO HARM!



Know What You're Working With: Materials



• Marble
• Limestone
• Brownstone
• Slate
• Granite
• Concrete/cast stone
• Bronze
• Cast Iron
• Wrought Iron
• Zinc (white bronze)

Know What You're Working With: Materials

Left to right: limestone; top row: concrete, slate, brownstone, and cast iron; bottom 
row: white bronze, granite, soapstone, and marble



Know What You're Working With: Safety and Structural Risks
Identifying 

Safety Hazards:

Leaning, 
unstable, or 

toppling stones

Tall obelisks, 
stacked 

monuments, and 
pedestal tombs

Cracked bases

Immediate 
Actions:

Temporary 
stabilization 

measures

Restrict Public 
Access

When to call 
the 

professionals:

For gravemarkers 
with extensive 

damage (broken 
into many pieces)

When specialty 
products are 

required

For very large 
monuments.

When you must 
have an exact 
mortar match

Signs of 
advanced 

deterioration Greenwood Cemetery, Jackson, MS

Greenwood Cemetery, Jackson, MS Cedar Lawn Cemetery, Paterson, NJ



Look for:
• Cracks
• Delamination
• Sugaring
• Erosion
• Staining
• Failed repairs
• Instability
• Settlement
• Missing elements

Read the Condition Before Treating the Stone



• Photograph the stone
• Record:

o Dimensions
o Materials
o Iconography
o Orientation
o Inscriptions
o Conditions
o Previous repairs
o Surrounding 

landscape
o Stonecutter's 

markers
o Backdating

Document Before You Touch Anything

RGA survey database form, Passaic 
County, New Jersey

Old North Cemetery, Nantucket, MA

Old North Cemetery, Nantucket, MA



• Does this stone actually 
need cleaning?

• Cleaning should have a 
preservation purpose, not 
simply an aesthetic one

• Biological growth
• Atmospheric soiling
• Staining
• Cleaning cannot reverse 

deterioration

Cleaning: The Most Common and Misunderstood Treatment

Old St. David's Episcopal Church Cemetery, Cheraw, SC



• Water
• Conservation 

Cleaners/biocides
• Soft natural/nylon 

brushes
• Low-pressure rinsing
• Testing
• Common Sense
• Patience
• Controlled treatment
• Supervision

How to Clean Without Damaging the Stone



• No pressure washers
• No wire brushes
• No power tools
• No bleach
• No acids
• No household cleaners
• No grinding
• No sandblasting
• No aggressive scraping
• No re-lettering
• No polishing historic stones
• NO CONCRETE!

What NOT to do

Courtesy of Doug Compton 
@dcthecemeteryman



Resetting isn't simply "dig a hole and make it 
straight"
Consider:
• Original setting
• Soil conditions
• Buried portions
• Bases
• Fragments
• Adjacent graves
• Archaeology
• Appropriate aggregate/support system

Leaning, Fallen, and Sunken Markers

Sunset Cemetery, Shelby, NC



Conservation of fractured/broken markers

• Retain original material
• Carefully recover fragments
• Determine whether repair is necessary
• Use compatible conservation material 

and appropriate structural methods
• Avoid improvised ahesives and 

irreversible repairs.

Broken Does Not Mean Lost

Greenwood Cemetery, Jackson, MS



Historic markers frequently 
contain:
• Portland cement
• Inappropriate mortars
• Iron pins
• Epoxies
• Caulk
• Paint

Sometimes conservation means 
carefully undoing previous work.

Sometimes the Old Repair Is the Problem



Gravemarker preservation is not 
only about the stones.
Issues:
• Mower/weed eater damage
• Falling limbs and trees
• Roots
• Drainage
• Erosion
• Irrigation
• Vines
• Vandalism
• Visitor Impacts
• Critters (groundhogs)

The Landscape Is Part of Gravemarker Care

Greenwood Cemetery, Jackson, MS

Zion Lutheran Cemetery, Hickory, NCProspect Hill Cemetery, York, PA

Colonial Cemetery, Metuchen, NJ



Preventative Conservation

1. Regular Inspections
2. Vegetation Management
3. Appropriate Cleaning Cycles
4. Drainage Management
5. Documentation
6. Minor Stabilization

Preventative Conservation is preferable to 
waiting for catastrophic failure.

Maintenance Beats Restoration

Sycamore Cemetery, Washington, NC
Before and After



1. Identify
2. Document
3. Diagnose
4. Intervene Minimally
5. Maintain

The Five Rules of Gravemarker Care

Final message: When you don't know what to do, doing nothing until you 
obtain appropriate guidance is often safer than doing the wrong thing.

Greenwood Cemetery, Jackson, MS



Resources
• Historic Maps Sources

• Historic Aerials (private company): https://www.historicaerials.com/viewer
• Historic USGS Topo Maps (USGS): https://ngmdb.usgs.gov/topoview/
• Check Individual Counties for historic aerials and property boundaries

• Society for Historical Archaeology – Abandoned Burial Grounds (https://sha.org/resources/abandoned-burial-grounds/)
• Identification
• Laws and Regulations Summary

• The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine - Transportation Research Board – “Practical Guide for 
Developing Effective Scopes of Work for the Geophysical Investigation of Cemeteries” 
(https://apps.trb.org/cmsfeed/TRBNetProjectDisplay.asp?ProjectID=3973)

• Description of geophysical methods
• Determine if a cemetery is good candidate for geophysics

• Cemetery Guidebook - https://gahistoricburialgrounds.org
• National Park Service – Preservation Brief 48: Preserving Grave Markers in Historic Cemeteries 

(https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/preserving-grave-markers-in-historic-cemeteries-preservation-brief-48.htm)
• Primary federal guidance for the preservation and conservation of historic gravemarkers.
• Covers stone identification, condition assessment, deterioration, cleaning, resetting, repair, maintenance, and treatment pla nning.
• Particularly useful for determining when treatment can be undertaken by trained cemetery personnel and when a professional 

conservator should be consulted. 

• National Center for Preservation Technology and Training (NCPTT) – Cemetery Conservation 
Resources (https://www.nps.gov/subjects/ncptt/cemetery-conservation.htm)

• Extensive collection of practical information on gravemarker cleaning, resetting, repair, documentation, monument materials, and 
cemetery maintenance.

• Includes articles, research, instructional videos, course materials, and preservation guidance developed specifically for his toric 
cemeteries.
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