Locating, Recording & Preserving Historic Cemeteries.
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I am just one of many individuals / organizations in the Austin, Texas (Travis County) area, who as a hobby locates, records & helps preserve older cemeteries. With cities ever expanding into the rural areas, the small family plots that were once in pasture lands are now surrounded by shopping centers, highways & in some cases in the front yards of private homes.

It is the goal of many individuals & organizations to better record the location & history of these sites. Many people publish their information on the World Wide Web, so genealogist & historians have access to our local history. I collect data, photograph & map each site. Working with the Texas Historical Commission, cemetery preservation section, I help to achieve historical designation for sites 50 years of age or older.  

Copies of my files will soon be at the Austin History Center (AHC), Texas Historical Commission (THC), & the Austin Genealogical Society (AGS) to name a few. Here are Questions I am frequently asked & my best answers. Following the FAQ’s you will find a list of resources. If you have any further questions please contact me.

Dale Flatt





110 Cloudview Dr.

Austin TX 78745
512-917-1666

daleflatt@aol.com
FAQ’s

Who are you? – Just an average guy. I have lived in Austin since 1982, I have worked for the city of Austin as a firefighter for the past 15years, I am 42 years old, married with an 11-year-old daughter & have a home mortgage payment each month.

Who do you work for? -  Some folks think I work for a developer or a special interest group. NOPE, It’s just a hobby. I spend my own $ for gas & film processing.  I have been known to accept a cold soda now & then.

Why do you do this? – It’s like working on a big jig saw puzzle. And with any luck I can contribute something to recording history in this area.
Hasn’t this cemetery been recorded already? – Yes & No – There are records at the Austin History Center dating back to the early 1900’s, However a lot has changed since then. Every time a new road goes in or a section of land is developed, older directions become vague & confusing. Many of the older lists are incomplete. Very few have photos & almost no site maps exist. Families have moved away from the area & older documents have been forgotten or discarded.  With computers & desktop publishing we are able to reconstruct a history, sort & arrange data, & include photos to compile a compressive history.

How do you find old grave yards? -  Lots of research. Here is a list of places to start.

1. Local libraries- old lists, maps, newspaper stories….

2. Current & older maps- United States Geological Survey Maps (USGS), road maps of the area, collect all the different publications.

3. Monument Companies- they carve & place the headstones

4. Funeral homes- they keep records
5. County Court House – search land deeds & maps
6. County Tax Office- plat maps & data bases
7. Local Law Enforcement. - They drive all the back roads.
8. Oral Histories- from local residents, kids & old timers know!!

9. Census records- tell ya if & when they lived in the area, as well as relationships of family members.

How do you locate graves without headstones? – 

1. Grave sinks – Depressions left in the ground when the coffin has collapsed inward & the soil fills the air space. In newer burials a concrete vault is used to protect the casket & prevent ground settling.

2. Orientation of Depressions- in multiple burials the depressions can be on 3 to 4 foot centers with the axis facing east – west. In the Christian faith the body is laid out so when the resurrection happens the body will rise to face the rising sun.

3. Soil Scrapings- This is usually done by an archeologist, not by my self or other volunteers When developing near a burial site or working within the cemetery boundaries, to locate a grave shaft use a bobcat / tractor with a blade & scrape off the top 3-6 inches of soil.  If there is a discoloration in the sub surface, the shape of a sq. or rectangle you can suspect a grave shaft. Gravesites should not be disturbed, contact local authorities if you have any questions.  When one digs a hole in the ground & piles the displaced soil, it mixes the different layers. So when you refill the grave it is all mixed together, years latter when you scrape the topsoil the different soil mixture should stand out.  Unless it’s all clay or sand. Most of the time there will be definition.

Why do you think there is a gravesite on my property? - Research methods such as those listed above. Usually an old tax record, USGS map or a strong oral history.

This is now My property, why should I let you look around? – Researchers should always have the property owner’s permission

Section 711.041 of the Health & Safety code states that any person who wishes to visit a cemetery that has no public ingress or egress shall have the rights for visitation during reasonable hours and for the purposes associated with cemetery visits. The owner of the lands surrounding the cemetery may designate the routes for reasonable access. There are many laws on the books in Texas that deal with cemeteries. As a landowner who has an historic cemetery within the boundaries of their property, you should be familiar with them. The THC web site has a section on cemetery laws. Look at the end of this document for a list of related web sites.

Don’t I have the right to keep you off my land? - It is not my intention to force the access issue; however repeated denial of access tends most researchers to think that the land owner may not be a good steward of the site. If there is prior documented evidence of a cemetery a researcher can force the issue within the boundaries of the law.

What about liability, what if you get hurt while on my property, or remove artifacts? -  I am not a lawyer. When there is no public access, I do feel that any researcher should be accompanied by the landowner whenever possible & should have permission for each visit. If the landowner wants researchers to sign a liability release, I don’t think that is asking too much.

What are your intentions if you find an area suspected to have burials? Photograph, map & record the site. Assemble all documents & give copies to all parties involved. Update the file as new information comes to light.

How long do you expect this to take? - This depends on the size & condition of the site. If the site is over grown and difficult to document the researcher & landowner should discuss their options. There are few if any public funds to clean cemeteries. Once both parties have walked the site then they should discuss a timetable for cleaning & recording. Most small sites can be recorded in 2 visits. The initial to gather data. On the second visit (once the photos come back from processing. 10-14 days for B&W film). To check the data & photographs for accuracy.

How does this affect my rights as a property owner? - Again I am not a lawyer. Review the web sites & then consult a lawyer if you feel you need to. 

Where will copies of your work be kept?  The owner will receive a copy, THC, AHC, AGS, & Save Texas Cemeteries, to name a few. If the public has access to a well-prepared document then they will most likely not want to brave the weeds & bugs to gather information when they could sit in the library or read it off a computer screen. 

Web sites of interest 

Texas Historic Commission 
www.thc.state.tx.us/cemeteries/cemdefault.shtml
Save Texas Cemeteries

www.rootsweb.com/~txstc
Save Austin’s Cemeteries

www.sahome.org
Travis County tax office online
 www.traviscad.org
Cemeteries, graveyards, burial grounds www.potifos.com/cemeteries.html
Grave net project


   www.edutel.org/gravenet
Association of Gravestone studies
   www.gravestonestudies.org
Texas law sites

Texas Statutes

www.capitol.state.tx.us/statutes/statutes.html
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