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1. Five Basic Categories of Cemeteries 

1. Churchyard or Church-related Graveyards.  

Early American and colonial settlers were often 

buried next to their church. Today, these 

churchyards can be found wherever there were 

settlements along the east coast of the U.S. 

(Bothkennar Churchyard, Sterling, Scotland) 

 

2. Public Cemeteries. Public, or government owned 

cemeteries, are at the local, county, state, or 

national level that are maintained by tax monies. 

They include prisons and state hospitals/mental 

institutions. (Santa Maria Cemetery) 

 

3. Private/Family Cemeteries. In the early 19th 

century, most rural families had family burial sites, 

usually on the farm first settled by the family in the 

area. (Smith private cemetery, VA) 
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Five Basic Categories of Cemeteries (cont.) 

4. Commercial and Memorial Park Cemeteries. 

Can be either not-for-profit or profit oriented 

entities. They are designed as a place for the 

general public, to experience outdoor recreation 

and art. (Palm Mortuary, NV) 

 

 

5. Military Cemeteries. Can be found inside and 

outside of the US, at the site of a battle, within a 

military post, in veteran’s cemeteries, and next to 

veteran’s homes. (Arlington National Cemetery, 

VA) 

 

 
Source: Legacy QuickGuide, Cemetery Research by Sharon Atkins 
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2. Where to Look for Cemetery Records 

a. Church Burial Registers. These records sometimes include the 

names of other family members. A problem may be that some 

have been placed in central church archives. You may have to 

hunt for them. 

b. Sexton’s Records. Officially called the Sexton’s book, all 

municipal cemeteries, many large denominational facilities shared 

by two or more churches in a community, all commercially 

operated memorial parks have offices or official caretakers where 

you can expect to find a registry of burials. 

c. Cemetery Deeds.  Sales, transfers, and bequests of title to this 

property are given to the owner and kept by the sexton in separate 

cemetery deed books. 

d. Plat Records. Before the efficient recording of burials, attempts 

were made to record earlier burials. Sometimes the actual location 

of the grave was lost and had to be reconstructed which was 

sometimes incomplete. 
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Types of Records (cont.) 

e. Burial Permit Records. Since 1920 state health departments have 

regulated burials for the licensed mortician obtains a permit from the 

city or county authority – another valuable source of burial 

information. 

f. Grave Opening Orders. Most cemeteries preserve records of all 

grave openings. 

g. Family Bibles. While family Bible records are more appropriate 

classified as home sources, they are also a primary source, 

sometimes the only source, for private burials. 

h. Death Certificates. Sometimes at the bottom of the death certificate 

there is mention of the cemetery of burial. 

i. Inscriptions. Often inscriptions can provide many vital details about 

the deceased: name, birth, death, family relationships 
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3. Where to Look for Cemeteries 

1. Grave Locators  

a. American Battle Monuments Commission http://www.abmc.gov/ 

b. Ancestry.com  Has many military and other cemetery listings 

c. Arlington National Cemetery 
http://www.LegacyURL.com/arlingcemlocator 

d. Association of the Graveyard Rabbits 
http://www.thegraveyardrabbit.com  

e. Billion Graves http://www.billiongraves.com 

f. Cyndi’s List http://www.cyndislist.com 

g. FamilySearch.org  

h. Find A Grave http://www.findagrave.com  

i. Geographic Names Information System (GNIS) 
http://geonames.usgs.gov/apex/f?p=136:1:0 

j. Google: location and cemetery Google.com 

k. I Dream of Genealogy Cemetery Records 
http://www.idreamof.com/cemetery.html 

l. State and County GenWeb sites www.USGenWeb.com 
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A Visit to a Scottish Cemetery 
(want to take a trip to Scotland?) 
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Glenluce Cemetery.kml


Visiting the Cemeteries 
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Glenluce, Scotland 
William Torbron (1726-1771) 
Karen’s 4th Great Grandfather 

Lenawee County, Michigan 
Lucy Gage Torbron (1809-1870) 
Karen’s 2nd Great Grandmother 



4. Recording Cemetery Data 

Planning a trip to a cemetery means you must go prepared. Things to 

bring: 

1. Wetting tombstones with a spray bottle with water can make them 

more readable. 

2. Use a mirror to reflect sunshine and throw shadows off inscriptions. 

3. Digital cameras are great for capturing photos of tombstones 

because you can see in real time whether you’ve captured the image 

you want. 

4. You’ll need grass clippers to trim away grass that has grown over the 

gravestone. 

5. Soft paint brushes work well to brush loose dirt off without harming 

fragile stones. 

6. You may want to kneel on a foam gardening kneeling pad while 

taking eye-level shots of smaller stones. 
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Recording Cemetery Data (cont.) 

7. You may also want to bring rubbing supplies such as large paper 
and masking tape and a thick crayon if you plan on doing any 
tombstone rubbings. However, be sure to check with the cemetery 
office first. Some cemeteries prohibit rubbings because they can harm 
fragile stones. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. For more information on taking 

 care of the tombstones see: 

       http://hubpages.com/hub/How-to-Clean-a-Headstone-the-Proper-Way 
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5. Gravestone Symbols 
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The main symbol that was used during 
the New England colonial era was the 
winged skull, also known as death's 
head, which is found at the top of many 
New England gravestones. It is one of 
the oldest gravestone symbols found in 
New England since it was used mainly in 
the 17th century. The skull is believed to 
symbolize physical death, while the 
wings symbolize spiritual regeneration. 

The next most commonly used New 
England gravestone symbol is the 
winged cherub. It is a modification of 
death's head and it represents the soul's 
flight to heaven. However, the winged 
cherub did not replace the death's head 
symbol. Both the cherub and death's 
head continued to be used. 

Check http://www.graveaddiction.com/symbol.html for more symbols 

http://www.graveaddiction.com/symbol.html
http://www.graveaddiction.com/symbol.html
http://www.graveaddiction.com/symbol.html


6. Three Important Cemetery Sites 

1. Billion Graves 

Billion Graves (www.billiongraves.com) 

a. What sets these user-submitted photos 
apart is that  they’re all GPS encoded, 
so they can be mapped. 

b. Contains over 9 million records. 

c. Uploading and transcribing both earn 
you credits toward BillionGraves’ 
notifications feature which requires a 
paid Plus account ($9.95 a year). 

d. Register for a basic account. 

e. Can do a headstone search by first 
name, surname, birth year and/or 
death year 

f. How to search 

1. Fill in at least a last name  
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http://www.billiongraves.com/


Billion Graves Results for “Torbron” 
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Results for Orin Forrest 

Torbron 

and  

Cemetery Results 
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2. Find A Grave 
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 Find A Grave Instructions 

1. Fill in the Name fields, (“last” is required). This is an exact match 

search, so be aware of that.   

2. Sometimes less information is better. (For example, if the name on a 

headstone for John William Smith was “J W Smith” a search for “John 

Smith” would not find this record.) 

3. Fill in other fields as desired to limit the search. 

4. After a state is selected a county list field will appear where a county 

can be selected. 

5. You can reverse the steps above and search for the cemeteries in a 

particular county first. 

• Search hint: When you find someone you are interested in, (for 

example, “John Smith”), you may want to click one of the “Find all 

SMITHs in:” links on the left of the screen to look for other family 

members in the same cemetery, city, county, or state. 
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2. Find A Grave 
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3. USGenWeb 
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US Gen Web (cont.) 
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7. Additional Recommendations 

1. Cemeteries may have been relocated for various reasons. Check for 

registrations with federal, state, or local agencies or local libraries for 

removal of graves. 

2. Check with the sexton for additional names and dates of your 

ancestor’s relatives. 

3. Try to obtain additional information about the cemetery and their rules 

and customs and history. Know their regulations about flower 

placement, pictures on graves, and headstones or ground placement 

or certain reserved sections. 

4. Know that certain inscription mistakes happen. 

5. Don’t assume burial and gravestone placement occurred 

simultaneously or everything listed on the tombstone are actually 

buried there. 

6. Make sure you transcribe everything accurately (better yet, take a 

picture of the tombstone).   
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