Mapping a Cemetery


There are several reasons why mapping a cemetery is important while doing this project.

1. It makes it easier for family members who purchase your books to   locate their ancestors in the cemetery, especially when the cemetery is large. 

2. If you need to return to recheck the dates or names on the stone, you will know exactly where the stone is located and will not waste time having to search the entire cemetery for it.

3. Most lots were sold as family plots, so when cross-referencing other materials such as obituaries, it is easier to identify other family members buried in the same plot.


Before going out to do an inventory of a cemetery, call the Cemetery Association, caretaker, local funeral home or owner of the property to inform them of your intentions and to let them know when you are coming. Also inform them that you will be chalking the stones so they will not become alarmed if they see some brightly colored markings. Ask if they have a map available and if so, ask for a copy and use this map when doing your inventory. Using a mapping system that is already in place saves confusion once the cemetery records go into print.


If a map is available, take it along with you on the day that you begin the inventory and keep it with you at all times. If someone is going to be helping you, make them a copy also. This will allow them to work on one section while you are working on another.


When you arrive, familiarize yourself with the cemetery layout and orient your location on the map. As you move from lot to lot, be sure and record which lot you are currently working in. It is a good idea to cross off the sections as you finish them and to mark the end stone of each lot or row with chalk as you complete it. You will find that as you concentrate upon recording the correct information from the stones that you often forget which lot you are working on and will continuously need to re-orient yourself on the map. Develop a method to help you keep track of where you are at all times. At the end of the day, if you have not completed the inventory, mark on the map where you left off so that you will know exactly where to start when you return.


Often times a map is not available and this is when you will need to create your own mapping system. This should be kept as simple as possible and details of how you mapped the cemetery should be listed at the end of the inventory. 


Step back and look at the layout of the cemetery. Is there more than one entrance? Are there roads running through the cemetery that create dividers for possible sections? Are the rows laid out in straight lines? Are there landmarks that could serve as dividing points? Come up with the most logical and simplest way to describe the layout. We found it easiest to name the sections using north, south, east and west as the basic description and then adding a little creativity to further define the location. As an example, look at the map below.
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The cemetery boundaries are indicated by the single solid lines. The roads that run through the cemetery are indicated with the bold triple lines. Two roads that are running through the cemetery with entrances on both the east and west sides and two access roads run north and south. We have mapped this cemetery using the roads as dividers between sections and simple compass directions to name them as follows: 

NW = Northwest

NC = North Center 

NE = Northeast

CW = Center West

C = Center 

CE = Center East

SW = Southwest 

SC = South Center

SE = Southeast

By forming a grid using the roads as dividers and using compass directions, you have now divided the cemetery into sections which are easy for everyone to understand. You will need to refer to them by these section names when doing your inventory.

Now that you have sectioned off the cemetery, you need to establish rows. Tombstones are usually set facing either the east or west so when looking down a row, your rows will run in a north/south direction. You can begin numbering your rows starting with Row 1 from either the west or east side of each section. Be consistent in the direction of which you are numbering in all sections. If you start Row 1 on the east side of the center section, be sure and start all Row 1 from the east in all the other sections. Include in the layout description rather your rows are numbered from east to west or visa-versa. When entering the stone location in the cemetery records, enter the description, such as CW-Row 1 or CW-R1.

See Example:

DOE, Catherine Jane (Jones)……………..CW-R1


The simpler you make your cemetery layout, the easier it will be for others to follow. Use common sense. A complicated map is not only confusing for others but can become confusing for you also. 

Brenda Marble

Cass County, Missouri Researcher

