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OPERATION GRANNY FILES
Cemetery Visit Field Kit

The stones are only half the record.

Field Guide & Quick-Reference

Mission 28: Graveside Intelligence — Cemetery Records

Clearance Level: Biscuit-Tin Operative
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QUICK-GRAB SUMMARY

This Field Kit is your complete companion for a productive, respectful cemetery visit. It covers what to 
prepare before you go, what to bring, what never to do to a headstone, a fillable log for documenting 
each stone you find, a quick-reference key for reading gravestone symbols, a follow-up research 
checklist, and a worksheet for mapping the family cluster around your ancestor's grave. Print it, tuck it 
in your bag, and use it in the field.

A cemetery visit rewards preparation. The stones themselves are only half the record — the office 
files, the surrounding plots, and the layout of the ground all carry information that a quick walk-
through will miss. This kit is built to travel with you: work through the prep checklist the night before, 
pack the bring-list, respect the do-not list absolutely, and use the log, key, and worksheets in the field 
to capture everything in one pass so you are not making a second trip for something you overlooked 
on the first.

Before You Go — Prep Checklist
A cemetery visit goes faster and yields more when you arrive prepared. Work through this checklist 
the night before.

Cemetery information

•  Cemetery name and full address — confirm the exact cemetery; many towns have more than 
one, and names repeat across counties.

•  Sexton or cemetery office contact info and hours — call ahead. Many cemeteries, especially 
small rural or church-affiliated ones, are only staffed part-time or by appointment.

•  Known plot numbers or section names — if you have them from Find A Grave, BillionGraves, a 
sexton record, or a family source, write them down. Do not rely on memory in the field.

Personal readiness

•  Camera or phone, fully charged — bring a portable battery pack if your visit will run long or the 
location has no signal.

•  Water — cemeteries are often larger and hotter (or muddier) than they look on a map.
•  Sturdy, closed-toe shoes — uneven ground, sunken graves, and fire ant mounds are common 

hazards in older sections.
•  Weather check — direct sun makes photographing worn stones harder; overcast light and early 

morning or late afternoon raking light are far more forgiving.
•  Permission-to-photograph confirmation — some cemeteries, particularly private, tribal, or 

church-owned ones, require advance permission to photograph. Confirm before you go, not 
after you arrive.

What to Bring
•  Phone or camera — your primary documentation tool. Take more photos than you think you 

need.
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•  Small handheld mirror — used to redirect sunlight across the face of a stone at a low angle. This 
raking light throws carved letters into shadow and can make worn or shallow inscriptions 
readable again. The mirror is for light, never for cleaning.

•  Soft brush and plain water — for light cleaning ONLY when truly needed and only when 
permitted by the cemetery. Use a soft-bristle brush (a natural-bristle paintbrush works well) and 
plain water. Nothing else.

•  Notebook or notes app — for recording what the camera cannot capture: condition notes, 
uncertain letters, and your own observations.

•  GPS or maps app — to record coordinates and to navigate large or wooded cemeteries.
•  This Field Kit — keep it with you for the Documentation Log and Symbol Key.

The Do-Not List
Gravestones are irreplaceable historical artifacts and, in most jurisdictions, legally protected. The 
following actions damage stones — sometimes permanently — and several carry legal consequences. 
When in doubt, document with photographs and raking light only.

•  No shaving cream. Shaving cream sits at roughly pH 5, similar in acidity to acid rain. It etches 
stone surfaces and leaves residue that feeds biological growth (lichen, algae, mold), accelerating 
the very deterioration you're trying to see past.

•  No chalk. Chalk dust lodges in stone pores and is extremely difficult to fully remove. It can 
permanently discolor the surface, especially on softer stones like marble and sandstone.

•  No flour, cornstarch, or baking soda. These "cleaning" folk remedies leave abrasive or alkaline 
residue in the stone's pores and can react with minerals in the stone over time, causing staining 
that is often worse than the original wear.

•  No wire brushes. Wire bristles scratch and gouge stone surfaces, permanently removing carved 
detail. In many states, damaging a grave marker — including through improper "cleaning" — is 
a criminal offense, in some jurisdictions charged as a felony.

•  No bleach or chemical cleaners. Bleach and most household chemical cleaners react with the 
minerals in stone, causing discoloration, pitting, and accelerated breakdown, especially in 
marble and limestone.

•  No rubbings without permission. Gravestone rubbing (paper and wax or graphite) puts physical 
pressure on a stone's surface and can crack already-fragile or deteriorating markers. Many 
cemeteries prohibit rubbings outright; always get explicit permission first, and never attempt a 
rubbing on a stone that shows cracking, flaking, or heavy erosion.

•  No touching, climbing, or leaning on stones. Old stones are often more structurally 
compromised than they appear. Weight or pressure — even a hand braced for balance — can 
crack a base, topple an upright marker, or shear off a corner.

GRANNY PRO TIP

If a name or date is unreadable, do not reach for a cleaning solution — reach for your mirror. Angle it 
to catch low sunlight and rake it across the stone face from the side. Worn letters that are invisible in 
flat daylight often reappear instantly under raking light, with zero risk to the stone.
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Headstone Documentation Log
Use one row per stone. Fill in every field you can; leave the rest blank rather than guessing, and use 
the Notes column to flag anything uncertain.

Name (as 
carved)

Dates (as 
carved)

Plot / 
Section / 
Row

Symbols 
observed

Stone 
condition

GPS 
coordinate
s / 
BillionGra
ves link

Photo file 
name(s)

Notes 
(illegible/
uncertain)

Field guidance:

•  Name as carved — transcribe exactly as it appears, including spelling variants, nicknames, or 
maiden names shown in parentheses.

•  Dates as carved — record the exact carved format (e.g., "b. 1847 d. 1912" vs. "1847-1912"); do 
not silently convert or correct.

•  Stone condition — note legibility (fully legible / partially worn / illegible), physical state (upright, 
toppled, cracked, sunken, sinking, broken base), and any lichen or biological growth.

•  Photo file names — record the actual file names so you can match photos to entries later; take 
at least one full-stone photo and one close-up of the inscription for each entry.

Symbol Quick-Reference Key
Gravestone symbols were chosen deliberately and often narrow down an era or tell you something 
about the person before you find a single document. Use this key as a starting point, not a rule — 
regional and denominational variation is common.

Symbol Meaning Era / Notes

Weeping willow Grief, mourning, the sorrow of 
loss

Common marker of the pre-1850s 
era; among the most frequent 
motifs on early American stones

Lamb A child's grave; "Lamb of God" Almost exclusively marks the 
grave of an infant or young child

Draped urn Mourning; the drawn curtain over 
death's finality

Strongly associated with the 
Victorian era (roughly 1837-1901)

Clasped hands Marriage bond, or a 
farewell/welcome-to-heaven 
gesture

Check the cuffs and sleeve details 
— a masculine cuff paired with a 
feminine cuff typically signals a 
married couple; matching cuffs 
can indicate a different 
relationship or a 
religious/fraternal meaning
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Broken column, cut tree, or 
broken flower

A life cut short The break point on the column or 
trunk is sometimes carved to 
roughly correspond with the 
deceased's age at death — a 
rough visual clue, not a precise 
measurement

Ivy Immortality, enduring memory, 
friendship

Appears across multiple eras; 
often paired with other mourning 
symbols rather than standing 
alone

Anchor Hope, steadfastness; sometimes a 
maritime or Coast Guard/Navy 
career

Common on 19th- and early 20th-
century stones, especially in 
coastal or river communities

Hourglass (winged or plain) The passage of time; a life 
measured out

More frequent on 18th- and early 
19th-century stones, often 
alongside a skull or death's-head 
motif

Obelisk (as monument shape, not 
carved symbol)

Eternal life, often signaling family 
status or wealth

Popular Victorian-era monument 
style, especially for family plots 
with a shared base

Rose (full bloom vs. bud) A full bloom marks an adult life; a 
rosebud or broken-stem rose 
marks a child or young life

Frequently paired with a name-
band or ribbon carving

BONUS INSIGHT

Symbols cluster by era more reliably than they cluster by religion or region. If you find several stones in 
the same family plot sharing a symbol vocabulary — willows on the older stones, urns on the Victorian-
era ones — you're looking at a rough visual timeline of the plot's use, which can help you guess at 
unmarked or illegible burials nearby.

Follow-Up Research Checklist
A cemetery visit is a starting point, not an endpoint. Before you leave the research phase behind, 
work through this list.

•  Request the sexton's record for the plot. Sexton records often include burial dates, cause of 
death, next of kin, and the funeral home used — none of which is carved on the stone.

•  Request a plot or lot map. A map showing who is buried where relative to your ancestor is one 
of the most underused genealogical tools available, and most cemetery offices can provide one 
on request.
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•  Search both Find A Grave and BillionGraves. The two sites serve different purposes and rarely 
fully overlap. BillionGraves is GPS- and photo-first — strong for pinpointing exact plot locations 
and raw, unedited photographs. Find A Grave is person- and memorial-first — it often carries 
richer secondary information (biographies, family links, contributed photos) but that 
information is frequently unsourced and should be verified independently.

•  Check for a funeral home record. Funeral homes often retain records long after a cemetery's 
own records have been lost or damaged, including obituary drafts, informant names, and cause 
of death.

•  Note names on nearby stones worth investigating. Burial proximity is FAN evidence (Friends, 
Associates, Neighbors) — family members, in-laws, and close neighbors were frequently buried 
near one another. A surname you don't recognize two rows over may turn out to be your 
ancestor's in-law or business partner.

Cluster Notes Worksheet
Sketch the plot layout below as you observed it, marking each stone's relative position. Use the 
guiding questions to work through what the layout might be telling you.

[ Sketch space -- mark each stone's position relative to your ancestor's grave. ]

Guiding questions:

•  Who is buried closest to your ancestor?
•  Do you recognize any of those names from other records — census, church, or land records?
•  Could they be in-laws, siblings, or neighbors rather than direct ancestors?
•  Are the surrounding stones from the same era, or do they suggest the plot was used across 

multiple generations?
•  Is there a family monument or shared marker anchoring the cluster, and does it name people not 

found on individual stones?
•  Are there unmarked or sunken depressions near the plot that might indicate an unrecorded 

burial, and does the sexton's map account for them?
•  Does the cluster's symbol vocabulary (see the Symbol Quick-Reference Key) suggest a rough 

chronological order to the burials, even where dates are worn away?
Record your answers alongside the sketch. Even a rough, hand-drawn layout — done once, in the 
field, while the stones are in front of you — is worth more than a perfect memory reconstructed later 
at home.

GRANNY SAYS

"A cemetery only gives up its secrets to the patient. Walk slowly, write down more than you think you 
need, and let the stones nearby speak as loudly as the one you came for. Every name in that plot was 
placed there on purpose — your job is simply to notice."
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Notes
Use this space for personal notes and discoveries.


