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Tombstones are the last monuments to our lives on this earth. But they are being destroyed by 
acid rain, vandalism, weather and changes in land usage, which make them illegible or eradicate 
them altogether. There are signs that show where abandoned cemeteries lie and ways to read 
“illegible” stones that may be the last time a person may hear the tombstone “speak.” Analyzing 
all the information may shed light on relationships the deceased had. 
 
Finding the Right Cemetery 
Know where they had lived 
The time frame that they died 
Their religious and fraternal associations 
Their ethnicity, military service, and economic background 
How long they were married to the surviving spouse 
 
Types of Cemeteries 
Commercial: usually have an office 
Church: contact church or archives 
Family or abandoned: Head for the trees! 
 
Types of Stones 
Symbols on the gravestone may have significance, i.e. a thistle may indicate Scottish heritage. 
 
Getting the Most from Reading a Tombstone 
Note exactly what you see on the stone (abbreviations, “wrong” information) in its entirety 
Check back of stone and sides for inscriptions and stone carver’s name 
Techniques: digital camera and regular, videotape, mirror, rubbing (paper or foil), chalk, water,  

mud, shaving cream? 
 
Problems in Reading Tombstones 
Broken, moved, or misplaced stones, or missing altogether 
Worn stones give no contrast to reading; leaning or toppled stones; material that doesn’t last 
“Cleaned-up” cemetery where all the markers have been removed 
Numbers easily confused: 4 vs. 1 or 7, 8 vs. 3 or 2, 5 vs. 6, 6 vs. 8, 8 vs. 9 
 
Analyzing the information 
Is the age of the stone contemporary with the death date? Or is this a replacement stone? 
Assuming relationships based on the proximity of stones; Spelling changes 
Not noticing relationships in the proximity 
Stones in a foreign language indicate ethnicity as do symbols and burial customs 
Reasons that what was cast in stone is false 



Information on the Internet 
 
Web page for your county, or genealogical or historical society may have a cemetery list 
 
The USGenWeb project at http://usgwtombstones.org/ and a site of abbreviations and symbols 
found on tombstones is at http://olivetreegenealogy.com/misc/grave_symbols.shtml 
 
A site showing emblems of belief is: http://www.cem.va.gov/cem/hm/hmemb.asp 
 
The US Geological Survey database of map features (feature class = cemetery):  
http://geonames.usgs.gov/pls/gnispublic 
 
Association for Gravestone Studies has much how-to information: www.gravestonestudies.org 
 
Cemetery Junction Directory has cemetery listings, a directory of over 50,000 cemeteries, 
articles & helpful hints for researching. http://www.CemeteryJunction.com 
 
Links to over 2,000 web sites concerning cemeteries (and counting): 

http://www.cyndislist.com/cemetery.htm 
 

Links to on-line cemetery burial records, and tombstone inscriptions, including Australia, 
Bangladesh, Canada, France, Germany, India, Norway, Philippines, Serbia, Thailand, the U. K. 

http://www.interment.net 
 
Searchable database of millions of user-contributed world-wide readings and photographs:  
 http://www.findagrave.com 
 
Billion Graves project to collect photographs, transcribe, and search gravestone images 

http://billiongraves.com/ 
 
Links to worldwide cemeteries including Africa, Asia, Australia, Canada, England, as well as 
Catholic cemeteries in various U.S. cities: 
 http://homepages.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~maggieoh/Links/cem.html 
Symbols and wording on tombstones with their meanings: 

http://homepages.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~maggieoh/tomb.html 
 

Directory of US Funeral Homes, Obituary Search & Cemetery (including VA) Index 
http://www.funeralnet.com 
 

International Jewish Cemetery Project has gathered information on more than 21,000 cemeteries 
around the world including Slovakia, Czech Republic, Ukraine and Poland, and almost 500,000 
names of individuals from all around the world from over 1,100 cemeteries that have already 
been indexed. Also help on how to interpret tombstones.  
http://www.iajgsjewishcemeteryproject.org/ and http://www.jewishgen.org/databases/cemetery/ 
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SAMPLE FORM USED IN THE FIELD 
as developed by The North Hills Genealogists [of Pittsburgh, PA] 

 
FINAL BOOK FORMAT from Pioneer Cemeteries of Pine and Richland Townships, Allegheny County, PA 
 
Row 3 
LOGAN (3,1,s) upright, white marble, poor condition 

On top curve: “Our Father”  “John Logan / Died / Oct. 30, 1859, / Aged 82 ys. 11 m. / & 
15 ds. / He is not dead but sleeping” Stone carver:  “W. H. Marshall” This stone is facing 
west.  It has metal rods behind it for support. 

 
THOMPSON  (3,2,s) upright, white marble, poor condition, carved finger pointing up 
  “Samuel P. Thompson / Died / June 28, 1870. / in the _5 year of his age. /  

[4 lines of epitaph]” Note: 1987 reading shows 45 years of his age 
 
NO SURNAME  (3,3,?) upright, rounded fieldstone, illegible 
 
McCORD (3,4,s) upright, white marble, good condition, leaning 
  “John McCord. / Died / J_n. 5, 1850 / in the 91 year of his age”  

Note: 1987 reading says Jan. 5, 1850. 
 
McCORD (3,5,s) upright, white marble, good condition, leaning 
  “Eleanor, / wife of / John McCord. / Died / July 22, 1856. / In the 91 year / 

of her age.” Stone carver:  “J. W. Logan. / Johnstown.” 
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