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ew objects illustrate the passage of time more starkly than a gravestone. 
Inscribed with the dates on which a life began and ended—sometimes with 

additional, although tantalizingly scant, details—they relate the bare-bones 
version of an individual’s story. When combined with the context clues carved into 
relatives’ and neighbors’ surrounding stones, they become part of a larger narrative. 
Gravestones can provide genealogists, historians and researchers with data that sup-
ports the existing historical record of a family or a community, or even with previously 
unknown information that enhances our understanding of generations past. 

Church and 
cemetery in  

Lenox, Mass.
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Yet these symbols of eternal rest are not immune 
to the effects of time. At many older graveyards 
and cemeteries, markers that are leaning, bro-
ken or nearly unreadable outnumber intact 
gravestones. Often, it is still possible to preserve 

both the stones themselves and the information they convey—
provided the necessary manpower, expertise and funding can 
be summoned. Opportunities to take action are all around, 
from early colonists’ East Coast burial grounds to the pioneer 
cemeteries marking the path of westward expansion. Expert 
preservationists and volunteers offer the following advice and 
anecdotes to inform and inspire anyone considering or under-
taking a gravestone preservation project. 

Slow Down and Study Up
When confronted with a heavily damaged gravestone, or 

an entire cemetery suffering from deterioration and neglect, 
the impulse to take swift action can be strong. But resisting the 
allure of a quick fix allows more time to study the history, needs 
and condition of a site, as well as appropriate preservation strate-
gies. This is a key step, especially for amateurs. 

Shelter Island DAR Chapter, Shelter Island, N.Y., embarked 
upon a five-year project to preserve more than 100 18th- and 
19th-century gravestones in the historic North and South 
Burying Grounds of a local Presbyterian church, despite a lack 
of prior experience in gravestone preservation. “The hard part is 
trying to get people to slow down so you can educate them about 
the process. A handful of us really took the lead to learn,” said 
Karen Kiaer, chapter historian and cemetery project chair. 

One go-to source is the National Center for Preservation 
Technology and Training, based in Natchitoches, La. As part of 
its mission to advance the application of science and technol-
ogy to historic preservation, the center hosts training events 
and conferences, awards grants, and supplies a wide variety 

of articles, podcasts, videos and reference materials online at 
http://ncptt.nps.gov. The Association for Gravestone Studies, 
another trusted organization, works both at the national level 
and in localized chapters to expand public awareness and 
support for the research, preservation and conservation of grave-
stones and burial places. 

Individual experts also offer guidance. Jonathan Appell, 
monuments conservator and owner of Atlas Preservation, a  
restoration supply company in Southington, Conn., near 
Hartford, drives about 55,000 miles each year en route to the 
20 to 30 workshops he leads at locations across the country. 
“When I teach, I try to give people a lot of solutions to prob-
lems,” he said. “Different people within the field have different 
philosophies, opinions and ideologies. In certain subjects that 
have more variability in the exact treatment protocol, I discuss 
the way I would do it, but I do mention how other people might 
approach the same thing.”   

Regional organizations and events provide valuable learning 
opportunities, too. Last fall, a presentation by a representative of 
Fairfax County (Va.) Cemetery Preservation Association about 
the challenges of cleaning and researching gravesites in family 
and church burial grounds inspired many members of Lane’s 
Mill DAR Chapter, Centreville, Va., to volunteer. 

For Caroline Scott Harrison DAR Chapter, Indianapolis, 
Ind., the knowledge four members gained by attending a 
local cemetery preservation course proved critical to the suc-
cess of the chapter’s multi-year effort to restore and preserve 
nearby Bell Cemetery, containing 72 gravestones dating 
from 1841 to 1947.

Jonathan Appell, front left, leads volunteers in digging up tablet grave 
markers at the North and South Burying Grounds in order to reset them.
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Do No Harm 
An essential part of a 

gravestone preservation is 
knowing what not to do. 
Understanding the causes of 
damage and deterioration can 
be instructive in this regard. 
Water and pollution are the 
primary environmental cul-
prits. The former promotes 
the growth of mold, algae and 
fungus, while the acid in the 
latter gradually dissolves mar-
ble and limestone. Gravity, 
tree roots and even mole 
burrows can cause stones to lean over time. Landscaping equip-
ment such as weed eaters and lawnmowers frequently scar 
gravestones, and sometimes topple them. 

Some preservation takeaways are obvious. The fact that 
hand trimming, while tedious, is the safest way to clear 
grass and brush surrounding gravestones, falls under that 
umbrella. In other cases, seemingly logical remedies are, in 
fact, damaging. “There are things you can do to make a stone 
look nice quickly, but they could be shortening the lifespan 
of what’s left,” Appell said.

For example, resetting a broken historic stone in a modern 
concrete base works temporarily. But because the concrete is 
much harder, eventually the stone will break off where the two 
substances meet—and there may be even less historic mate-
rial left to work with after a repeated break. A softer mortar 
formulated for compatibility with centuries-old stone offers a 
longer-term, more historically appropriate hold. 

Fleeting treatments can impart lasting adverse effects. Grave 
rubbing can inadvertently mark the stone with crayon or pen-
cil. Or, worse, the pressure could exacerbate leaning or hasten 
a break. Applying chalk or talc to highlight a stone’s carvings 
is problematic because the substances leave behind residue. 
The fastest, least invasive way to read an obscured carving is to 
reflect sunlight onto the gravestone using a mirror. 

Members of Caroline Scott 
Harrison DAR Chapter carefully 

clean gravestones at Bell 
Cemetery.

Departed, 
Exited, Left This 

Mortal Plane
How many ways have we described the 
death of a friend or loved one? 

Pass through any cemetery, and you’ll notice 
that the majority of epitaphs include just the basic 
information: name, birth date and date of death. 
Some headstones, however, bear more descriptive 
phrasing, detailing how the person passed away or 
offering a glimpse into his or her life.

Caitlin Hopkins began indexing the color-
ful ways early American mourners have used to 
describe death, collecting them on her blog, Vast 
Public Indifference. Highlights include Anna 
Barnard’s headstone, which says she “rose upon 
the Horizon of perfect endless day on the 24th 
of August 1774,” and Hannah Symmes’ poignant 
one, which reads she “yielded her spirit to its 
benevolent Author.”

Other epitaphs get right to the point, explaining 
that Charles Frost “was killed by a waggon,” or 
Captain Joseph Melcher “perished in a storm  
Nov. 7th 1802.” Others offer more intrigue, such as  
Mrs. Freelove Ball’s headstone, which cryptically 
says, “She died April 18, 1836, from stabs inflicted 
with a knife, in her 44th year.”

Read more at www.vastpublicindifference.
com/2008/08/101-ways-to-say-died.html. 

—Elizabeth Partridge
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Deep cleaning gravestones requires time, attention and 
care, as well as the right tools. Leave wire brushes at home; 
this is a job for gentler tools. At Bell Cemetery, Caroline Scott 
Harrison DAR Chapter members used handheld, soft-bristle 
brushes, and sometimes even old toothbrushes. Plus, they 
picked up some tricks along the way.

“Initially, we were using wooden tongue depressors and 
popsicle sticks, but we found that if you use plastic straight-edge 
scrapers you can get a lot of the protruding biological material off 
before you begin brushing,” explained Kay Nickey, the chapter 
Historic Preservation Committee chair. 

The choice of cleaning agent is equally important. “In one 
day, a harsh cleaner can cause as much surface erosion as 50 
years of normal weathering,” Susan H. McGahee and Mary W. 
Edmonds write in the 2007 edition of South Carolina’s Historic 
Cemeteries: A Preservation Handbook (available online). A non-
ionic cleanser that won’t erode stone or impart residue, such as 
D/2 Biological Solution, is a must-have tool for preservationists. 

For Appell, the goal is neither to return a gravestone to its 
original state nor halt the aging process. “Generally, in con-
servation, you want reversibility, so that if better technology 
comes along, or if the repair you did fails, it would be possible 

to rework it,” he said. 

Use Your Workforce
Many gravestone preservation  

projects benefit from outside assistance 
in some form, be it from subject matter 
experts, local government officials, man-
ual laborers or community volunteers. 
Welcoming these people onto the pres-
ervation team and coordinating their 
efforts helps to maximize a project’s effi-
ciency and ensure its success. Caroline 
Scott Harrison DAR Chapter partnered 
with the Perry Township Trustee’s 
Office to restore Bell Cemetery, and 
invited local groups, experts and officials 
to join the project.

“Our restoration was a success 
because the project was embraced by so 
many people and volunteer groups in the 
community,” Ms. Nickey said. 

Pax Romana DAR Chapter, Rome, 
Italy, received assistance from the 
director of Rome’s Non-Catholic 
Cemetery, who was instrumental in 
securing legal clearance to work on 
national monuments in a historic site, 
which gravestones in the 300-year-
old cemetery are designated to be. 
Subsequently, the chapter rehabili-
tated the gravestones of four American 

A DAR Special Projects Grant helped Shelter Island DAR Chapter 
restore two tabletop gravestones, including one honoring  

Brinley Sylvester and Mary Burroughs Sylvester. Plexiglass covers 
protect the carving on the delicate stone insets.
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women—two mothers and their two daughters—who 
belonged to the former Rome DAR Chapter. 

Shelter Island DAR Chapter tapped a trio of experts to assess 
and preserve more than 80 gravestones in the Presbyterian church 
cemetery that most urgently required attention. Southampton, 
N.Y., town historian Zachary Studenroth measured all 550 grave-
stones, described their condition and suggested treatment for 
their preservation. His report helped members decide which 
stones to tackle themselves and which to save for on-site work-
days led by Appell and local preservationist Joel Snodgrass, each 
of whom visited the cemetery three times. “When Jonathan got 
here, we already had picked 12 stones to work on, so it was very 
efficient,” said Mrs. Kiaer. “He’s a real workhorse.”

It takes some heavy lifting to reset tilting gravestones. Even 
tablet markers just 2 to 3 inches thick are heavier than they might 
seem, because the aboveground portion is only part of the whole. 
The stone may extend an equal length or longer below ground 
to act as an anchor. On Shelter Island, Appell set up a scaffold 
and hoist system to raise and reset stones with the help of local 

Vietnam War veterans. 
But volunteers don’t have 

to possess superior strength 
in order to be of service. At 
projects all across the coun-
try, DAR members can be 
found shoveling dirt, pulling 
weeds, mixing epoxy and 
cleaning gravestones. 

“For  our  North and 
South Burying Grounds 
project, we gave four of our 
80-year-old members chairs 
and sun hats and rubber 
gloves and had them clean 
the stones,” Mrs. Kiaer said. 
“They loved it. They felt they 
were really contributing.” 

Everyone has something to offer to the field of gravestone 
preservation. Preparation, organization, collaboration, motiva-
tion, problem-solving savvy and a tolerance for the unexpected 
are just a few of the components involved. As Appell said,“It’s a 
trade, an art, a craft, a science; it’s a combination.” 

At Bell Cemetery, a Caroline Scott 
Harrison DAR Chapter member 

digs around a stone base as a 
volunteer prepares to hoist an 

obelisk marker into place.

Obadiah Havens, 
one of a number of 
Revolutionary War 
Patriots interred 
at the North and 
South Burying 
Grounds, served in 
many public offices, 
including overseer 
of the poor. 

Gravestones 
Through the Years

The earliest gravestones in the Colonies  
consisted of field stones and wooden slabs. Many 
have since been moved or disintegrated.

In the 18th-century, 2–4 inch-thick tablet-style 
stones made of slate, soapstone and sandstone 
were favored. These tended to be dark in color, 
though light-colored marble tablet stones were 
also used.

By the mid-19th century, elaborate monu-
ments, often made of marble, became popular. 
Marker styles included obelisks, statues, cradles 
and tabletop stones. Tabletop stones, in partic-
ular, became common during the rural cemetery 
movement of the mid-19th century. 

The movement introduced combination cem-
eteries/gardens on large plots of land outside 
cities, as an alternative to overcrowded church 
graveyards. Families actually used tabletop grave-
stones as picnic tables during excursions to these 
park-like burial grounds.

As gravestone carving became standardized, 
mechanized and commercialized by the turn of 
the 20th century, granite became the material of 
choice, and the use of local gravestone carvers 
tapered off. Monuments were available via mail 
order from sources such as the Sears Catalog.
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