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Class 4: Final Resting Place: Burial, 
Cemetery, and Gravestones Records
David Allen Lambert, Chief Genealogist

Beyond the Grave: 
Uncovering Life Stories 
from Death Records

Burial Records

Locations of Burial Records
• Cemetery offices or ground keeper's residence

• Offices of a church or a synagogue

• Town and city halls: cemetery or parks dept.

• National Soldier’s Homes

• Local or state historical societies

• Formats range from unique manuscripts to online 
searchable databases
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1850-1851 United Jewish Cemetery 
Association, Cincinnati, OH 

Burial Permits
• Issued from a city or town clerk to have a body 

buried in a community a death did not occur.

• Often used to travel with the coffin if it is being 
shipped over state lines.

• Generally these records are not microfilmed, and 
are occasionally bound with death records

Burial Permit, Leavenworth, Kansas
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Typical Burial Registers
• Details may include the following:

o Name of deceased or family
o Date of death
o Date of burial
o Ages
o Cause of death
o Burial plot details.  Including costs and size of lot.

1899  Oak Grove Cemetery, Hillsdale, 
Michigan  (FamilySearch)

1901 - National Home for Disabled 
Volunteers
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Cemetery Records

Church Cemeteries and 
Graveyards

• The church may oversee their own private 
graveyard or private cemetery.

• Burial records can include:
o Internment records
o Lot sales/transfers
o Maps of the burying ground

Plan of the Burying Ground, Church of the 
Saviour, Jackson, North Carolina (FamilySearch)
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Mt Auburn Cemetery Lot Card

Map of Forest Hills Cemetery, Jamaica Plain, Mass.

Map of Lakeview Cemetery,  Cleveland, OH
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St. Augustines Cemetery, South Boston, Mass. 
(AmericanAncestors.org)

Cemetery Rules and Regulations
When are the Cemetery gates open?

 Is photography allowed?

 Grave Rubbings?

Check List before your visit
 Location of Cemetery in the 21st Century

Have the gravestones or cemetery records been      
transcribed?

 Cemetery Office hours

 Existence of plot card(s) or location of grave(s)

 Request a cemetery map or find an online  
version showing sections for larger cemeteries
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From Rolodex to a Guide Book

• 1987 – Rolodex on my desk at the Mass. State Archives
• 2002 – First edition produced 
• 2009 – Second edition produced
• 2018 – Third edition produced 
• 2019 – E-book Edition produced

Why use this Guide?

Gravestones
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Voice of 

Colonial Markers
17th century 

Location
• Puritan Burying Ground

o Away from the meeting house
o Body did not need to rest in sacred 

ground

• Church graveyards
o Next to church building
o Sacred ground

• Family property
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Early Gravestone Markers
• Simple wooden cross or board

• Field stone

• Local slate, sandstone, limestone, 
soapstone
o Easy to quarry and carve
o Durability varied by type of stone

• Headstone at the head of the 
deceased

Earliest dated 17th century stone from New 
England

Early Style Grave marker –
Death Head with Wings
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Winged Death Head of the 18th Century

Beginning ca. 1690’s – Cherub motif

18th Century 
Gravestone Markers
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Description
• Gravestone markers became 

taller in size

• Typically made from slate or 
sandstone locally quarried

• New shapes appeared
o Plain rectangle
o Three part with shoulders modified

Damaged to Slate Gravestone

Cherub or Death Head Portrait Stones
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Scroll Work on slate 1776

Remember me as you pass by,

As you are now, so once was I,

As I am now, so you will be,

Prepare for death and follow me.

Here lies ye body of 

Mr.Humphrey Atherton 

who died Febr ye 2n

1748 

in ye  77th  year of his life

Just the FactsAdmonition

Typical Early Text

Inscriptions for the Living
Mrs Mary Monk 

the wife of 
Mr. Eliphalet Monk
she died May 19th

1784 in the 
21st year of 

her age
The gayest youth

fairest face 
Must lie at rest 

In this dark place
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With BonesWith Hourglass

Embellished Death Head

With Willow TreePlain

Urns

19th Century 
Gravestone Markers
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Location
• Burying grounds replaced by 

cemeteries, a planned burial 
ground

• Rural cemetery movement, e.g.
Mt. Auburn, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1831 and 
Greenwood Cemetery in 
Brooklyn, N.Y., 1840. 

Description
• Markers began to be more varied:  

taller, different materials

• Marble and granite becomes very 
popular

• Late 19th century began see to 
stouter stones, layered stones

• Egyptian archeological influence 
including obelisks

• Less full dates more names and 
years on the stone.  

• Central family monuments

Marble and Limestone Gravestone 
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Sandstone Gravestones

Victorian Style Markers

ObeliskSculpture

More Victorian Markers
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19th Century Symbols
• Sleeping Child – an infant or child 

death

• Broken Columns – a life cut short

• Clasped hands – fidelity

• Anchor – for seamen

• Dove – resurrection, innocence, peace

• Ivy – fidelity and immortality

• Oak leaves – strength, honor, 
steadfastness

Lilies and Drapery

Cast Iron Gravestones 
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20th Century 
Gravestone Marker

Description
• Granite becomes predominant 

stone

• Markers stocky and solid

• Can include photographs 
attached or engravings in color

More Markers
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Christian Symbols

Jewish Symbols

Symbols of Fraternal Orders

52

53

54

Class 4: Beyond the Grave: Uncovering Life Stories from Death Records

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



10/25/2023

19

Military Headstone

Summary
• 17th century grave markers used locally available stone and usually 

bore a Death Head carving at the top

• 18th century markers began to use marble and branched out to other 
symbols such as the urn and willow tree

• 19th century markers were elaborate and multi-layered

• 20th century markers often use granite and tend to be stockier

• The symbols that appear on markers tell a story about the deceased’s 
beliefs and community
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QUESTIONS?

TipTip
Remember not everyone 

had a gravestone

In Search of 
a Tomb Burial
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In Search of a Tomb Burial 
 Burial records on the local level may reveal the 

tomb number.
 The names engraved on a tomb do not always 

reflect all those buried within the tomb.  
 Sometimes tombs will have multiple names 

engraved on it, as well as when the tomb was 
constructed or purchased above the door

 Tombs were bought and sold like real estate

Massachusetts Statewide Death Records - 1850

City of Boston Death Records - 1850
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City of Boston Death Records - 1850

Urban tomb of multiple unrelated burials

19th century family tomb
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Above Ground Tomb Burials

Temporary Receiving Tomb

Gravestone 
Transcriptions
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Cemetery Transcription Examples

Typed abstract of gravestone information arranged 
alphabetical

Cemetery Transcription Examples

Typed abstracts arranged in order of burial

Cemetery Transcription Examples

Handwritten abstracts arranged by cemetery rows
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Cemetery Transcription Examples

Abstract with additional genealogical research on 
each individual

Cemetery Transcription Examples

Typed abstracts in cemetery row order.  
With abbreviated gravestone data?

Cemetery Transcription Examples

Verbatim transcription with stone 
sketches and poetic epitaphs
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Cemetery Transcription Examples

Verbatim transcription with loss of order of the 
original transcription on the stone

Cemetery Transcription Examples

Inscription abstract arranged alphabetically and 
each gravestone is assigned a number

Hand Drawn Cemetery Maps
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Cemetery Transcription Examples

Newspaper column transcriptions

Cemetery Transcription Examples

Verbatim transcription with line breaks

Are you ready to 
transcribe a 
gravestone?

Verbatim Transcriptions
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Original Transcription Order

Original Transcription Order

Preserving the exact
gravestone inscription
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MAJ. GEORGE W. DUTTON
1836 – 1925.

HIS WIFE

SARAH E. BELCHER
1837-1906.

GEORGE W. DUTTON

1858-1859.

HIS WIFE

MARY E. MORTON

1850-1942

SUSAN M. DUTTON

1810-1865.

LILLIAN I. DUTTON

1860-1949

GAGE 

DUTTON

MAJ. GEORGE W. DUTTON /1836 – 1925. / HIS WIFE / SARAH E. BELCHER / 
1837-1906. / GEORGE W. DUTTON / 1858-1859. / HIS WIFE
MARY E. MORTON / 1850-1942 / SUSAN M. DUTTON / 1810-1865.
LILLIAN I. DUTTON / 1860-1949 / GAGE      /  DUTTON

Transcribing Older Gravestones
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DEBORAH,

wife of

Benjamin Gannett,

died

April 29, 1827,

aged 68 years.

D E B O R A H,

wife of

Benjamin Gannett,

died

April 29, 1827,

aged 68 years.

DEBORAH / wife of / Benjamin Gannett, / died / April 29, 1827, / aged 
68 years. [Stone condition: Slate Gravestone, with a carved Weeping 
Willow tree within a circle].

Town and County Local Histories
19th century town 
history chapter on 
gravestones in the 
town cemetery
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Published Cemetery Abstracts
• Listed Alphabetically
• Dates abbreviated
• Each gravestone has        

been assigned a  
number

Pre-1850 Massachusetts Vital 
Record Series

• Death Records with the references:
GR - Gravestone Record
GS - Grave Stone Record

Published Cemetery Proprietor Lists
• Alphabetical list of 

cemetery plot owners
• Plot name and or #
• Location of Plot
• Date of Plot purchase
• Burials in each plot 
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Common Gravestone Abbreviations
• Æ, AE, æ, ae, Æt, æt, or A: Latin aetatis, “age of,” referring to age at 

death. Usually followed by the age in years, months, and days. 
When subtracted from the date of death, offers an approximate date 
of birth. 

• Y: Common substitute for the “thorn” symbol, which signifies the 
sound “th.” Example: 5Y = 5th, Ye = The, Yt = That, Yis = 
This 

• OB: Latin obit, “she/he dies.” 

Archaic terms that provide clues to married 
status found on gravestones

• Spinster: unmarried adult female
• Consort: wife; husband alive at her death
• Relict: widow; husband predeceased her

TipTip

Given names and Surnames may 
be abbreviated
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Published Boston Gravestones

Inventories of some Boston Cemeteries
Boston Historic Burying Grounds Initiative

Poor Farm Cemeteries
• Pauper Records
• Almshouse  Cemetery
• Marked Gravestones
• Location of Records
• NEHGS Manuscripts
• Published Histories

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

QUESTIONS?
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Online Cemetery 
Research

Billion Graves

www.billiongraves.com
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www.billiongraves.com

www.billiongraves.com

MM2

www.billiongraves.com
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MM2 Switch out headstone
McComb, Melanie, 12/20/2020
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www.billiongraves.com

www.billiongraves.com

www.billiongraves.com

MM3
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MM3 Fix screenshot
McComb, Melanie, 12/20/2020
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Find a Grave

Search Tips
• Include Maiden Names

o Many memorials include the woman's maiden name

• Year Died
o Change "Exact" to +/- # of years

• Similar Name Spellings
o Helps find other memorials with similar spellings for first and last 

name
o Do not rely on for abbreviations
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www.findagrave.com

www.findagrave.com

www.findgrave.com
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Tip
Search on last name, year 

died and location with no first 
name

www.findagrave.com

www.findagrave.com
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www.findagrave.com

MM1

www.findagrave.com

www.findagrave.com
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MM1 Homepage and email - blur
McComb, Melanie, 12/20/2020

Class 4: Beyond the Grave: Uncovering Life Stories from Death Records

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



10/25/2023

41

www.findagrave.com

www.FindaGrave.com
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www.FindaGrave.com

BillionGraves.com

Interment.net
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www.interment.net

www.interment.net

www.interment.net
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www.interment.net

www.interment.net

www.interment.net
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

Copyright © 2023

133

134

Class 4: Beyond the Grave: Uncovering Life Stories from Death Records

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center




