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ABSTRACT 

 

Deep East Texas is home to many historic cemeteries. The preservation of these 

cemeteries includes the care of gravemarkers and the management of cemetery grounds. 

Unfortunately, these practices often neglect gravegoods. The Caddo people have some of 

the earliest gravegood usage in Deep East Texas, dating back to the eighth century. 

European and American settlers brought other funerary traditions and influences into the 

area beginning in the sixteenth century. Gravegoods in historic Deep East Texas 

cemeteries reflect these influences and traditions. This thesis led to the creation of a 

preservation brief that will educate cemetery management on best preservation practices 

for these important pieces of vernacular culture.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Gravegoods are decorations or other items left nearby graves and gravemarkers. 

Gravegoods have taken many forms throughout history from the earliest graves in Europe 

and the pyramids in Egypt to the Caddo people of Deep East Texas. In many instances, 

gravegoods in historic cemeteries are damaged or completely broken. Oftentimes, seems 

that people attempting to clean cemetery grounds will mistake these items as rubbish. 

These gravegoods, however, when taken in context with their respective gravemarkers, 

can be indicative of serval aspects of life such as ethnic groups, social or familial status, 

religious preference, gender, age, and occupation.  

Therefore, the goal in creating a preservation brief for the gravegoods of Deep 

East Texas is to educate people in recognizing and preserving these gravegoods as 

historic and cultural resources. Deep East Texas, as defined for this project, is the area 

south of Interstate 20, east of Interstate 45, north of Interstate 10, and west of Louisiana 

(Figure 1). This area contains Nacogdoches, Texas, the oldest town in Texas, and other 

notable sites such as Caddo Mound State Historic Site, Mission Tejas State Park, and 

McMahan Chapel. All of these historically significant locations speak to the different 

people that lived in the region from the Caddo and the early Spanish explorers to Anglo 

settlers and African peoples both free and enslaved. All of these people have left behind 

various forms of vernacular culture in the form of artifacts in historic cemeteries.  
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For the Caddo, the use of gravegoods was ceremonial. They left gravegoods 

inside of their burial mounds for the dead.1 In Alto, Texas, examples of these mounds still 

exist. Archaeological surveys have been completed on these mounds and others like them 

in Deep East Texas. Examples of these gravegoods included items such as ceremonial 

knives and pottery. Archaeologists used these items to record information about the 

Caddo and their funerary traditions. Unfortunately, many of these items were also stolen 

or destroyed by people who did not understand their historic and cultural value to the 

Caddo people.2 Culturally, these items were symbolic of respect and honor for the dead.  

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Spanish arrived in Texas. Spanish 

missionaries and explorers brought their funerary practices with them beginning with the 

Spanish Missions of East Texas.3 The Spanish also established the oldest town in Texas, 

Nacogdoches, in 1779.4  Spanish influences that remain include the introduction of 

Catholicism and the use of the Spanish language. Religious beliefs are the basis for many 

gravegoods, such as Catholic iconography, angels, and crosses. The use of religious items 

is still common today as Christianity is still the most practiced religion in the Deep East 

Texas region. 

 
1  “Heading Home,” Texas Historical Commission, March 31, 2016, accessed June 06, 2021, 

https://www.thc.texas.gov/historic-sites/caddo-mounds/history/heading-home.  
2 “Caddo Fundamentals: Graves of the Caddo Ancestors,” Texas Beyond History, August 6, 2003, 

accessed June 05, 2021, https://texasbeyondhistory.net/tejas/fundamentals/graves.html.  
3 Ida Faye Hamilton and Joe E. Ericson, Texas Indians and Spanish Missions in Colonial Texas 

(Nacogdoches, TX: Ericson Books, 2006), 27. 
4 James McReynolds, “Spanish Nacogdoches,” Nacogdoches: Wilderness Outpost to Modern City, 

1779-1979, ed. Archie P. McDonald (Burnet, TX: Eakin Press, 1980), 19. 

https://www.thc.texas.gov/historic-sites/caddo-mounds/history/heading-home
https://texasbeyondhistory.net/tejas/fundamentals/graves.html
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Anglo settlers came to Texas in the early nineteenth century. Some arrived with 

men like Stephen F. Austin who had permission to set up colonies from the Mexican 

government. Others came on their own. In Deep East Texas, these settlers were mainly 

from the newly established United States and its territories. They brought with them the 

burial practices of western Europe. 

For the people of African descent in the region, funerary traditions developed 

from the oral traditions of their ancestral tribes.5 Grave glass and bottles and other liquid 

holding vessels are familiar sights in historic African American cemeteries. 

Unfortunately, many of these cemeteries have been abandoned or have had accessibility 

issues due to legal battles over land ownership. As a result, their gravegoods are often 

passed over, destroyed, or disposed of as rubbish by uninformed people. The loss of these 

items is a loss of a portion of the historical record.  

There have been many historical factors that have made preservation and 

cemetery management difficult for historic cemeteries. As mentioned previously, the 

taking of gravegoods from Native American burials and the removal of gravegoods on 

accident from various historic cemeteries has been a long-standing issue. Likewise, 

vandalism has been a problem that has grown worse since the Civil War (and even more 

so in the current political and social climate). This is because of the divisiveness of 

 
5 Roberta Hughes Wright and Wilbur B. Hughes III, The Death Care Industry: African American 

Cemeteries and Funeral Homes, ed. Barbara Hughes Smith, 2nd ed. (n.p.: Hughes Wright Enterprises, 

2007), 21. 
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reminders of that period in American History.6 However, in Deep East Texas, more 

communities are making efforts toward repairing, managing, and preserving their historic 

cemeteries to save, record, and remember their histories.  

Historically, the transition from families caring for graves to having overarching 

management teams or committees is still ongoing in some areas of Deep East Texas. 

Older families within the communities make up the cemetery committees who make most 

decisions about upkeep and general care.7 These historic cemeteries are smaller and not 

typically corporate-owned. Therefore, they often do not have the regular workforce to 

undertake large projects with any frequency, amongst other problems. 

Many smaller, historic cemeteries are not easily accessible. The locations of these 

cemeteries lead to a need for easements and, in some cases, legal action to gain access to 

family cemeteries. The cemeteries, in these cases, are often overgrown and have not been 

tended to in decades. Some hold signs of damage where livestock and wildlife have made 

their paths through the cemetery because humans have not visited regularly. When the 

families do gain access, with whatever frequency, a lack of education can lead to the 

unintentional destruction or damage of gravemarkers and gravegoods (Figure 2).8  

 
6 Steven B. Burg, ““From Troubled Ground to Common Ground”: The Locust Grove African-

American Cemetery Restoration Project: A Case Study of Service-Learning and Community History,” The 

Public Historian, vol. 30, no. 2 (Spring 2008), 52, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/tph.2008.30.2.51.  
7 Barbara Wooten and Sandra Jones, interview by Mary Tucker, April 22, 2021, East Texas 

Research Center, Nacogdoches, TX.  
8 Figure 2: A photo of pink spray paint being used to mark gravegoods. This paint can stain and 

cause chemical damage to gravemarkers and gravegoods. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/tph.2008.30.2.51
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Regularly maintained historic cemeteries often have their problems and concerns. 

These larger cemeteries are usually located in or just outside of city limits. Often, they 

are open to the public at almost all hours. Despite this, however, there is a lack of 

constant security and surveillance for some of these cemeteries, making them targets for 

vandals and homeless people who wish to find a quiet place to rest.9 There is also the 

problem of vehicles driving into these cemeteries where people may accidentally run over 

gravemarkers and gravegoods that are difficult to see.  While many of these larger 

historic cemeteries may have full crews to provide general maintenance, they may not 

always know how to properly handle gravemarkers and gravegoods for preservation. 

Other challenges face larger historic cemeteries aside from threats of damage to 

gravegoods and gravemarkers. For example, these cemeteries may have higher volumes 

of foot traffic as people visit to attend funerals, visit graves, and, occasionally, get 

exercise. Cemetery management should consider the safety of these people. Therefore, 

there will be times when restrictions will be necessary on the number or type of 

gravegoods left at gravesites. However, this does not mean that historically and culturally 

significant gravegoods should be completely done away with. Instead, it means working 

with the families and friends of deceased people to determine what reasonable limits may 

be. At the very least, historic gravegoods need to be recorded and photographed in case 

they are removed or broken in the future. 

 
9 Gary Bass, “Vandals damage Nacogdoches' historic Oak Grove Cemetery,” KTRE, January 25, 

2013, accessed June 23, 2021, https://www.ktre.com/story/20709305/vandals-damage-nacogdoches-

historic-oak-grove-cemetery/.  

https://www.ktre.com/story/20709305/vandals-damage-nacogdoches-historic-oak-grove-cemetery/
https://www.ktre.com/story/20709305/vandals-damage-nacogdoches-historic-oak-grove-cemetery/
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This project will hopefully aid larger historic cemeteries in the preservation and 

recognition of significant gravegoods. For smaller, historic cemeteries, it can help by 

providing basic, small steps rooted in best practices that may not require a large group of 

people. Overall, this preservation brief should be a general guide of best practices for all 

historic cemeteries of Deep East Texas, regardless of size. 

This gravegoods preservation brief for Deep East Texas will follow the format of 

many of the National Parks Service’s preservation briefs. It will contain a basic 

introduction and explanation of gravegoods. The reader will also find a brief history and 

description of types of gravegoods in Deep East Texas to provide context for the kinds of 

gravegoods seen throughout the region. This information creates the basis for the rest of 

the brief because it determines factors for preservation best practices such as material 

type and common threats to these items. 

After this information, there is a section regarding best practices for preserving 

these gravegoods based upon their material type. Throughout the brief, there are 

photographs that serve as examples of each kind of gravegood. The primary methodology 

of preservation is, at the basic level, a need for recording. It details that those items 

should be emptied of any liquids or dirt, gently cleaned according to best practices, set 

into the upright position if fallen, and photographed from various angles. All of this 

should be recorded in a format that can be digitally backed up for future reference. 

Gravemarkers and associated gravegoods are culturally and historically 

significant artifacts that need to be preserved. When taken within historic context, they 
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can inform people about others who once lived. While gravemarkers frequently show 

information such as names, birth dates, death dates, wedding dates, involvement in 

various organizations, and other factual information, gravegoods can add to it. 

Gravegoods can indicate sex, age, ethnicity, and other factors. To quote Terry Jordan, 

“No where else, perhaps, is the imprint of Texas’ multiple peopling so sharp and clear as 

the places we set aside for our dead.”10 Preserving these items provides a glimpse into the 

history of Deep East Texas. 

  

 
10 Terry G. Jordan, Texas Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy (Austin: The University of Texas Press, 

1982), 1. 



8 

 

 
Figure 1. The outline drawn of this map of Texas shows the region defined as Deep East 

Texas for this project. 
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Figure 2. Here is a white vase with a pink flower and vine print at New Canaan Cemetery 

in Marshall, Texas. Someone has marked its location with pink spray paint rather than 

using proper flagging materials.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Cemeteries have long been places full of historical traditions and displays of 

cultural influences. All aspects of burial traditions, from the appearance and organization 

of gravemarkers to the clothing that people are buried wearing to the decorations left by 

family members and visitors known as gravegoods, are culturally and historically 

influenced. Many gravegoods have historic significance rooted in the culture and 

traditions of the local people. Availability, affordability, popularity, and other factors also 

impacted the types of gravegoods used. From the early days of the Caddo to the arrival 

Spanish explorers, then to the later influx of Anglo and African American people who 

migrated to Deep East Texas, gravegoods tell a part of the history of this region. Though 

the types of gravegoods have changed over time, nineteenth to twenty-first century 

gravegoods of Deep East Texas are part of the historically, culturally, and traditionally 

significant practices of historic communities.  

In Deep East Texas, the traditional use of gravegoods can be traced back to the 

eighth to thirteenth century Caddo and their great funerary mounds.1 There are examples

 
1 Timothy K. Perttula, Mark Walters, and Bo Nelson, “The M. S. Roberts Site (41HE8): 

Archaeological Investigations at a Caddo Mound Site in the Upper Neches River Basin in East Texas,” 

Index of Texas Archaeology: Open Access Gray Literature from the Lone Star State vol. 2017, no. 2 

(2017), 39-40, accessed July 3, 2021, https://doi.org/10.21112/ita.2017.1.2.  

https://doi.org/10.21112/ita.2017.1.2
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of these mounds today near Alto, Texas, at the Caddo Mounds State Historic Site.2 The 

Caddo first began living in Deep East Texas and the surrounding areas over two-thousand 

years ago.3 Within these funerary mounds were human remains and various gravegoods 

such as ceremonial objects and pottery.4 The Caddo people traditionally used burial 

mounds until the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries because of various 

environmental factors that impacted their quality of life.5 However, even after this time, 

the Caddo people buried gravegoods with their dead in smaller graves. The gravegoods 

used in both cases to show respect based on the status of the people who died as well as 

their age and sex.6 There is also some indication that these gravegoods may also have 

religious and economic implications for the Caddo people.7 The federal government 

 
2 F. Todd Smith, The Caddo Indians: Tribes at the Convergence of Empires, 1542-1854 (College 

Station Texas A&M University Press, 1995), 7. One small burial survives in Nacogdoches, TX along 

Mound Street. 
3 Timothy K. Perttula, “The Archaeology of the Caddo in Southwest Arkansas, Northwest 

Louisiana, Eastern Oklahoma, and East Texas: An Introduction to the Volume,” The Archaeology of the 

Caddo, ed. Timothy K. Perttula and Chester P. Walker (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012), 1. 
4 Timothy K. Perttula, “Caddo Ceramics from Mound Deposits at the Shelby Mound Site 

(41CP71) on Greasy Creek, Camp County, Texas,” Index of Texas Archaeology: Open Access Gray 

Literature from the Lone Star State, vol. 2014, no. 43 (2014): 10-14, accessed July 3, 2021. 

https://doi.org/10.21112/.ita.2014.1.43. See alsoTimothy K. Perttula, “The Harling Site (41FN1): An 

Ancestral Caddo Mound Site on the Red River in Fannin County, Texas,” Index of Texas Archaeology: 

Open Access Gray Literature from the Lonestar State, vol. 2015, no. 62 (2015): 76, accessed July 3, 2021. 

https://doi.org/10.21112/.ita.2015.1.62. See also Timothy K. Perttula, Mark Walters, and Bo Nelson, “The 

M. S. Roberts Site (41HE8): Archaeological Investigations at a Caddo Mound Site in the Upper Neches 

River Basin in East Texas,” Open Access Gray Literature from the Lonestar State, vol. 2017, no. 2 (2017): 

33, accessed July 3, 2021. https://doi.org/10.21112/ita.2017.1.2.  
5 “Caddo Population Decline,” The National Park Service, last modified February 10, 2020, 

accessed July 3, 2021, https://www.nps.gov/elte/learn/historyculture/caddo-population-decline.htm.  
6 Timothy K. Perttula, “The Character of Fifteenth- to Seventeenth-Century Caddo Communities 

in the Big Cypress Creek Basin of Northeast Texas,” The Archaeology of the Caddo, 399-407. 
7 James A. Brown, “Spiro Reconsidered: Sacred Economy at the Western Frontier of the Eastern 

Woodlands,” The Archaeology of the Caddo,131-133. 

https://doi.org/10.21112/.ita.2014.1.43
https://doi.org/10.21112/.ita.2015.1.62
https://doi.org/10.21112/ita.2017.1.2
https://www.nps.gov/elte/learn/historyculture/caddo-population-decline.htm
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relocated the Caddo people to Oklahoma in 1859. Therefore, there is little Caddo 

influence in Deep East Texas today. 

 However, the Alabama-Coushatta tribe do currently reside in Deep East Texas 

near Livingston, Texas.8 The Alabama-Coushatta began as two separate groups arriving 

in East Texas in the 1779.9 Originally from the eastern United States, the Alabama and 

Coushatta tribes were facing many of the same difficulties that other tribes faced at the 

entrance of American, Spanish, and other settlers moved into their lands: disease, 

enslavement, and other forms of violence.10 As a result, the Alabama Coushatta, who 

were a part of the larger Creek Confederacy, sought refuge in the Spanish controlled East 

Texas. Regardless, Anglo immigrants soon pushed into Texas, as well, after the 

Louisiana Purchase in 1803. 

Spanish explorers and missionaries first came to Deep East Texas in 1542 with 

Hernando DeSoto.11 They brought their languages and religion with them. Thus, the 

earliest Christian religious influence brought to Deep East Texas was Catholicism. 

However, it was not until the late seventeenth century that the Spanish actively began 

setting up missions in Deep East Texas. These missions rarely lasted more than five years 

at a time. The Spanish would establish, abandon, and then reestablish many of these 

 
8 Due to the 2020 pandemic, I was unable to contact the Alabama-Coushatta tribe directly. Nor 

was visiting the reservation an option. 
9 Michael Johnson, The Native Tribes of North America: A Concise Encyclopedia (New York, 

NY: MacMillan Publishing Company, 1994), 45. 
10 Robbie Ethridge and Sheri M. Shuck-Hall, eds., Mapping the Mississippian Shatter Zone: The 

Colonial Indian Slave Trade and Regional Instability in the American South (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 2009), 256-257. 
11 Donald E. Chipman, Spanish Texas, 1519-1821 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1992), 40. 
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missions repeatedly.12  The Spanish missionaries and soldiers had a dual purpose in 

establishing these missions. They created both an outpost and attempted to develop 

friendlier relations with the local Caddo people. They hoped that the outpost would 

prevent any intrusion by the French from Louisiana. Though there was little success in 

converting the Caddo, these missions did help begin the permanent Spanish occupation of 

Deep East Texas. The Spanish eventually established the oldest surviving town in Texas, 

Nacogdoches, in 1779 as a permanent outpost.13  

Anglo settlers began to arrive in Texas from the United States of America less 

than fifty years later, in 1825, with Stephen F. Austin and other empresarios as well as on 

their own.14 Though the newly established Mexican government stipulated that these 

settlers must be Roman Catholic, this did not stop the settlers from bringing their 

preferred religions and beliefs.15 In Bronson, Texas, Anglo settlers established McMahan 

Chapel in direct disobedience to these requirements in 1831.16 As a Methodist church, 

McMahan Chapel was the first organized Protestant church in Deep East Texas. Despite 

the legalities, both Protestantism and Catholicism flourished in the region.  

 
12 Ida Faye Hamilton and Joe E. Ericson, Texas Indians and Spanish Missions in Colonial Texas 

(Nacogdoches, TX: Ericson Books, 2006), 27. 
13 Archie P. McDonald, Nacogdoches: Wilderness Outpost to Modern City, 1779-1979 (Burnet, 

TX: Eakin Press),16-17 
14 Gregg Cantrell, Stephen F. Austin: Empresario of Texas (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 1999), 176. 
15 Cantrell, Stephen F. Austin, 118. 
16 Archie P. McDonald, “McMahan’s Chapel,” TexasEscapes.com, July 21, 2001, accessed 

January 5, 2021, http://www.texasescapes.com/AllThingsHistorical/McMahanChapelAMD702.htm.  

http://www.texasescapes.com/AllThingsHistorical/McMahanChapelAMD702.htm
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Religious preference is one of the most enduring cultural influences as it impacts 

beliefs about death. The most common religion of Deep East Texas is Christianity.17 

Catholicism and Protestant denominations share some common gravegoods. The Latin 

cross is one example. Regardless of denomination, the cross is one of the most common 

symbols in Deep East Texas cemeteries. As a gravegood, crosses are either figurines, art, 

or in the form of crucifixes (Figure 1.1). Crosses have long been a Christian symbol 

because of their connection to the belief in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 In many Catholic cemeteries, various representations of the saints and Jesus as 

well as rosary beads are a common sight next to the gravemarkers. All of these things 

have a connection to how people of the Catholic faith worship. Rosary beads are used in 

prayer and meditation. Many Catholic church members pray to the saints to intercede 

before God for them and others, including the deceased, for aid and comfort during times 

of grieving.18 In addition to Christian crosses, some Catholic people may place crucifixes, 

which are crosses depicting the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, on the grave. 

Another religion in East Texas is Judaism. While it does not have Christianity's 

numbers, there are still a few small Jewish communities in Deep East Texas.19 Many of 

the Jewish people that immigrated to Texas were originally from Germany. The primary 

 
17 “Texas Largest Religious Bodies,” Texas Almanac, 2010, accessed June 7, 2021, 

https://texasalmanac.com/topics/religion/religious-affiliation-texas.  
18 Simon Ditchfield, “Thinking with Saints: Sanctity and Society in the Early Modern World,” 

Critical Inquiry, vol. 35 no. 3, (Spring 2009),566, accessed June 14, 2021, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/598809.  
19 There are no known historic Muslim cemeteries in Deep East Texas. 

https://texasalmanac.com/topics/religion/religious-affiliation-texas
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/598809
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form of gravegoods left by Jewish people in cemeteries are small stones left on top of the 

gravestones to show that they have visited.20 

Early Anglo settlers not only brought their traditions with them but also enslaved 

African people. These enslaved people brought funerary traditions that developed from 

various practices that originated in the Congo and western and southern regions of 

Africa.21 As a result, historic African American communities have many of their 

traditions passed down within families with a deep-rooted history that began in Africa but 

evolved over time in the United States. 

African American cemeteries often have a variety of gravegoods. Some 

gravemarkers will have the previously mentioned symbols of Protestant Christianity. The 

most common type of gravegood, however, is glass. For many African Americans, this 

tradition goes back to their ancestors who believed that “broken possessions of the 

deceased should be placed on top of the grave” because it would protect their families 

from being haunted or following in death.22 Many of the glass gravegoods are purposely 

broken into pieces in many older cemeteries, but in more modern historic cemeteries, this 

glass takes the form of bottles or brightly colored vases. These gravegoods may link the 

 
20 Roberta Halporn, “American Jewish Cemeteries: A Mirror of History,” Ethnicity and the 

American Cemetery, Richard Meyer ed. (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green University Press, 1993), 154. 
21 Margaret Washington Creel, “Gullah Attitudes Toward Life and Death,” Africanisms in 

American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1990), 69. See also 

Leland Ferguson, Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 1650-1800 (Washington, 

DC: Smithsonian Institute Press, 1992), xxxiii. 
22 Roberta Hughes Wright and Wilber B. Hughes III, The Death Care Industry: African American 

Cemeteries and Funeral Homes, ed. Barbara K. Hughes Smith, 2nd ed. (n.p.: Hughes Write Enterprises, 

2007), 22. 
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past and the present for African Americans who may not have a clear connection to their 

direct ancestors. These traditions evolved because of the availability of materials, the 

restrictions of slaveowners, and changes in location. 

Enslaved African people were brought to Texas either over land or by ship to 

Galveston or New Orleans from other port locations in the Caribbean and United States.23 

The Gullah culture and others like it developed because of the arrival of people from 

different parts of Africa. After the Civil War, many newly freed African American 

families created their own communities in Deep East Texas. These communities are 

primarily known as Freedom Colonies and were fresh starts away from the former slave 

owners and people that once controlled them.24  Many traditions survived these times, 

such as grave glass and glass water vessels (e.g., pitchers, cups, vases, etc.) as 

gravegoods, and further pulled the communities together with their shared past.  

The Civil War continues to be a point of contention in the United States. This 

contention has even carried over into historic cemeteries. During Reconstruction, the 

creation of appropriate, federally approved gravemarkers for the deceased soldiers was an 

early source of disagreement for the United States government.25 The finally approved 

 
23 Michael A. Gomez, Reversing Sail: A History of the African Diaspora (New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press, 2005), 98-100. 
24 Jannie Nicole Scott, “Place and Mobility in Shaping the Freedmen’s Community in Antioch 

Colony, Texas, 1870-1954,” Journal of African Diaspora Archaeology and Heritage vol. 7, no. 1 (2018), 3. 

See also Andrea Roberts, “Freedom Colonies Program,” Texas A&M University, last modified 2021, 

accessed July 8, 2021, https://chud.arch.tamu.edu/Units%20-

%20Programs/Freedom%20Colonies%20Program/Fair%20and%20Affordable%20Housing%20Program.ht

ml.  
25 Bruce Elliott, “Memorializing the Civil War Dead: Modernity and Corruption under the Grant 

Administration” Markers XXVII (March 2010), 15-55. 

https://chud.arch.tamu.edu/Units%20-%20Programs/Freedom%20Colonies%20Program/Fair%20and%20Affordable%20Housing%20Program.html
https://chud.arch.tamu.edu/Units%20-%20Programs/Freedom%20Colonies%20Program/Fair%20and%20Affordable%20Housing%20Program.html
https://chud.arch.tamu.edu/Units%20-%20Programs/Freedom%20Colonies%20Program/Fair%20and%20Affordable%20Housing%20Program.html
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uniform stones are seen in historic cemeteries throughout Deep East Texas. In addition, 

on various patriotic holidays such as Memorial Day, it is customary to place Confederate 

or American flags at these graves. They show that, some people of Deep East Texas 

honor Civil War veterans alongside those of later wars. Thus, there is a strong sense of 

patriotism in historic cemeteries.  

Through World War II, agricultural and natural resource production remained key 

elements of the Deep East Texas economy. Primary goods included cotton, cattle, 

lumber, and oil. Since the 1950s continued movement out of Deep East Texas to urban 

areas and the return of retirees has caused fluctuations in the proportions of demographics 

of the region. Still, these three primary groups have remained consistent: Anglo, Spanish 

(now Hispanic or Tejano), and African American. The historic cemeteries of Deep East 

Texas reflect the cultural and historic traditions of these groups. Because of this, certain 

types of gravegoods can be seen in almost all historic cemeteries in Deep East Texas 

regardless of community demographics. Gravegoods for all groups include vegetation, 

toys for children, birthday presents, and seasonal decorations. 

Vegetation became a popular form of gravegood in Texas in the early twentieth 

century.26 Plants with a hardy nature that could survive Texas’s weather patterns without 

a great deal of maintenance were popular. Other plants were readily available and easy to 

transport across long distances. In Deep East Texas some of the most common plants in 

 
26 Jennifer K. McWilliams, “Plants as a Reflection of Culture and Popularity in Historic 

Cemeteries in Central and East Texas,” Bulletin of the Texas Archaeological Society, vol. 88 (2017), 98. 
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historic cemeteries include roses, crepe myrtles, bulbs such as irises and daffodils, and 

evergreen trees such as cedars.27 Some of these plants have historic cultural significance 

to certain people. For example, African Americans may use trees in their cemeteries as 

gravemarkers or “to provide honor and shade for the dead.”28 Other plants can be traced 

to the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries’ rise in popularity of ornamental 

plants, which may be connected to economic or social standing.29 Though these living 

gravegoods have different significance to different people, they still exist in many 

historic cemeteries regardless of race or cultural traditions. It is important to note that not 

all cemetery plants are gravegoods. For example, in some older cemeteries, cedar trees 

denoted the boundaries and internal layout of cemeteries. In these cases, the trees were 

not gravegoods, but boundaries within the cemetery.  

Toys are another common sight in many cemeteries. Typically, toys are placed on 

children’s graves or gravemarkers. Children’s graves have a different connotation to them 

that seems to extend beyond racial definitions. While the more modern understanding of 

childhood is a product of the Victorian era, the design and appearances of children’s 

gravemarkers have not undergone much change.30 Many of these gravemarkers still bear 

the imagery of lambs and other symbols of innocence. When children pass, gravestones 

 
27 McWilliams, “Plants as a Reflection of Culture”, 100-102. 
28 Robert Farris Thompson, “Kongo Influences on African-American Artistic Culture,” 

Africanisms, 172.  
29 McWilliams, “Plants as a Reflection of Culture,” 98. 
30 Ellen Marie Snyder, “Innocents in a Worldly World: Victorian Children’s Gravemarkers,” 

Cemeteries & Gravemarkers: Voices of American Culture, Richard E. Meyer, ed. (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI 

Press, 1989), 14. 
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and gravegoods are the last opportunities to express who the child was when they were 

alive.31 Many times, toys are left behind that were particularly precious or of strong 

interest to the child. Parents and family members will also go to the cemetery to leave 

balloons and other celebratory objects on the child's birthday. 

Birthdays are not the only seasonal celebrations that are carried over into 

cemeteries. Seasonal gravegoods are popular for many people. Though seasonal 

gravegoods are frequently placed and removed throughout the year, they show which 

holidays are important within the community and facts about the people buried in the 

cemetery. Popular holidays represented in cemeteries are Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, 

and Christmas. The majority of people in Deep East Texas celebrate Christmas. This 

holiday is a time of particular closeness for families as they will often gather together at 

that time of year even if they do not gather at any other time. During this gathering, it is 

important to some families to include deceased loved ones in their celebrations. Close to 

Christmas, families will sometimes decorate small Christmas trees or leave brightly 

colored wreaths in front of the graves of family members and friends (Figure 1.2). Other 

gravegoods may include decorative baubles and tinsel at gravesites. 

There are, however, certain historic cultural traditions that are becoming less 

common. This is likely due to people moving away. For many Deep East Texas families, 

however, homecomings surrounding have only recently started to fade out of popularity. 

 
31 Gay Lynch, “Contemporary Gravemarkers of Youths: Milestones of our Path through Pain to 

Joy,” Markers XXII (1980), 149. 
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Homecoming times are a time for the families of these communities to come together to 

catch up socially. Typically, during homecoming, community members go to the local 

cemetery to clean the graves and visit with the deceased. As people cleaned the graves, 

they sometimes dispose of old or broken gravegoods, but in some cases, they do basic 

repairs to damaged gravegoods. 

Gravehouses or grave sheds are disappearing as well (Figure 1.3). These once 

familiar structures stood over graves. There are many possible origins for these structures 

and are in various cemeteries with little connection to the race or origins of the people 

buried.32 They could be small enough to house one grave or large enough to cover a 

family plot. As the homecomings and clean-up days have stopped, so have most repairs 

to these structures. Many gravehouses have fallen in or been dragged off the property to 

prevent them from becoming a hazard to anyone visiting the cemetery. They may also be 

a nuisance for groundskeepers as they can make it difficult to attend to the graves 

underneath. Because of this removal, many people are unaware of what a gravehouse is, 

even though they were common in the late-nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries. 

As can be seen with both homecomings and gravehouses, the loss of gravegoods 

and other cemetery traditions is a loss of history for the Deep East Texas region. Because 

people continue to use gravegoods, cemetery management teams and volunteers should 

 
32 Terry G. Jordan, Texas Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1982), 34-38. 
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recognize the historic and cultural importance of these items. In doing so, they can help 

ensure that these important objects do not disappear.  

Beginning with the earliest construction of the Caddo burial mounds, Deep East 

Texas’s funerary traditions and gravegoods have held cultural and traditional significance 

for the region's people. Knowing more about the gravegoods of Deep East Texas can add 

to the information gathered from gravemarkers alone. They can inform about religious 

preferences, social status, race, and other people's roles within the community. In 

recognizing gravegoods, it becomes necessary to record and preserve them to continue to 

serve as historic resources and community resources.  
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Figure 1.1. A small Christmas wreath in Macune Cemetery, San Augustine, Texas.33 

 
33 Macune Cemetery, established in 1849 by Macune Baptist Church as a church cemetery, still 

active, remains a church cemetery, THC# SA-C006. 
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Figure 1.2. A gravehouse in Old North Church Cemetery, Nacogdoches, Texas.34 

 
34 Old North Church Cemetery, established in 1836 by Union Baptist Church (now Old North 

Baptist Church) as a church cemetery, remains a church cemetery, THC# NA-C051. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Cemetery management is the first step to preservation. This makes the overall 

management of historic cemeteries of great importance. Management, in this case, refers 

to the day-to-day activities that allow for the overall care of a cemetery. Preservation 

practices can also be considered a part of cemetery management. Cemetery preservation 

and management has taken many forms in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with the 

development of historic preservation, scientific research, the professionalization of the 

cemetery management field, and the growing use of municipal and commercial 

maintenance crews. Many attempts at management focus on the cemetery grounds, 

fences, gravemarkers – both headstones and footstones. The care and management 

process has not included gravegoods historically. When gravegoods are not considered 

during management practices, they are threatened. Therefore, educating volunteers and 

management teams on best practices is essential.  

In many historic cemeteries, families, churches, and surrounding communities 

conducted the earliest forms of cemetery management depending upon the cemetery type. 

Colonial Americans established many historic cemeteries in or near churchyards. These 

graveyards were reminders of the solemness of death and eternity for the local members 
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of the congregation and other visitors to the cemetery.1 These plain gravesites had 

gravemarkers depicting death's heads. Church members and families were the primary 

source of care for these cemeteries.  

Municipal cemeteries located near the center of a town or city were also common 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These cemeteries, or burial grounds, were 

similarly designed to those of churchyards with a basic grid pattern for burials. The 

primary difference was that municipal cemeteries were open to the public, regardless of 

denomination or church membership. The management of municipal cemeteries was not 

tied to churches. Instead, either families or city management would develop care methods 

for these cemeteries.2 This led to inconsistencies in the overall management of these 

cemeteries. In both instances, the growth of towns and cities led to overcrowding. 

In 1831, a new cemetery style began called the Rural Cemetery Movement.3 This 

movement attempted to make cemeteries more aesthetically pleasing. Unfortunately, this 

movement became problematic for many forms of cemetery maintenance. These rural 

cemeteries were designed to resemble parks and encourage people to spend time in 

reflection while visiting.4 During this time, the majority of management fell to the care of 

 
1 Scarlet Jernigan, “‘Why Should a Christian Desire to Sleep Here?’: The Unitarian Rural 

Cemetery Movement and Its Adoption in Macon, Georgia,” The Georgia Historical Quarterly, vol. 99, no. 

4 (Winter 2015), 294. https://www.jstor.org/stable/24636784.  
2 Keith Eggener, Cemeteries (New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 2010), 62. 
3 Stanley French, “The Cemetery as Cultural Institution: The Establishment of Mount Auburn and 

‘The Rural Cemetery’ Movement” American Quarterly, vol. 26, no. 1 (March 1974), 38. https://www-jstor-

org.steenproxy.sfasu.edu/stable/2711566. 
4 Joy M. Giguere, “‘Too Mean to Live, and Certainly in No Fit Condition to Die’: Vandalism, 

Public Misbehavior, the Rural Cemetery Movement,” Journal of the Early Republic, vol. 38, no. 2, 

(Summer 2018), 303-304. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24636784
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paid cemetery superintendents. Management under these superintendents primarily 

involved the use of trust funds or perpetual care funds preplanned by the owners of a 

burial plot. This money only went to care for the cleaning of gravemarkers and overall 

groundskeeping and landscaping, not to the care and recording of gravegoods.5 However, 

the rural cemetery aesthetic created further challenges for cemetery management because 

of the larger size, overall design, and amount of vegetation.  

Meanwhile, small, rural cemeteries continued to exist in many places outside of 

larger towns and cities. Many of these cemeteries began as small family cemeteries that 

grew as people joined the surrounding communities. As these rural cemeteries developed, 

community members and families performed seasonal management and other forms of 

care. This was the origin of homecomings and decoration days.6 These special times 

during the year allowed for families and communities to work together to clear the 

cemetery and clean individual graves. In the late nineteenth century, homecomings 

became particularly popular in southern rural communities.  

An interest in managing and preserving historically significant burial sites rose 

with the Civil War. As early as 1862, the War Department designated twelve national 

cemeteries.7 This was the beginning of the federal government’s involvement in 

preserving sites of national historic importance. Beginning in 1866, the observation of 

 
5 James R. Cothran and Erica Danylchak, Grave Landscapes: The Nineteenth-Century Rural 

Cemetery Movement (Columbia: University of South Carolina, 2018), 46, 110, 114, and 206. 
6 Terry G. Jordan, Texas Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy (Austin: The University of Texas Press, 

1982), 25. 
7 Richard West Sellars, “Pilgrim Places: Civil War Battlefields, Historic Preservation, and 

America’s First National Military Parks, 1863-1900,” CRM, vol. 2, no. 1 (Winter 2005), 32-33. 
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Decoration Day, which would eventually become known as Memorial Day, became a 

“special time of remembrance . . . throughout the North and South.”8 Both Confederate 

and Union veterans met near these cemeteries and on the former battlefields. The 

National Park Service took over the care of these battlefields and cemeteries in 1933.9 

These battle sites and cemeteries have been preserved as historically and culturally 

significant sites. 

Record keeping is a part of cemetery management that has been more consistent 

for larger cemeteries but is vital for smaller cemeteries. It is important to know what 

person is buried in what plot. Knowing the dates of burials helps establish the age of the 

cemetery. Before digital records became mainstream, many records were kept in funeral 

home registries and by cemetery managers. These records typically only detailed family 

plots and who was in each plot and payment and ownership information, not details of 

gravemarkers or any other artifacts.10 With this basic information, however, cemetery 

records could be used as both a cultural and historic resource. 

Discussions about the importance of cemeteries not directly connected to battles 

as a historic resources began in the early twentieth century. Historians and genealogists 

made up the majority of these early efforts because they were interested in preserving and 

research locations of importance for key historic figures or filling in family records 

 
8 Sellars, “Pilgrim Places,” 36. 
9 “Quick History of the National Park Service,” The National Park Service, last modified May 14, 

2018, accessed June 01, 2021, https://www.nps.gov/articles/quick-nps-history.htm. 
10 Funeral Register: March 2, 1930 to April 29, 1935, March 2, 1930 – April 29, 1935, Cason 

Monk-Metcalf Funeral Directors, East Texas Research Center, Stephen F. Austin State University, 

Nacogdoches, TX. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/quick-nps-history.htm
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gaps.11 Such was the case for Harriet Merrifield Forbes when she changed from 

genealogy to research on the gravestone carvers of New England.12 Forbes used various 

sources to gather information about gravemarkers, including bills of sale, ship logs, and 

letters.13 Similarly, these kinds of sources are helpful in researching cemeteries that do 

not have records stored elsewhere. Thus, she was a pioneer in treating gravestones as 

historic resources and advocacy for their preservation.  

Other writers expanded upon this view of gravemarkers as historic cultural 

resources. James Deetz and Edwin Dethlefsen proposed that gravemarkers be considered 

for their research potential regarding the symbolism present on them and their design and 

material.14 Deetz and Dethlefsen state that gravestones are archeological resources that 

show changes in cultural and societal beliefs toward death. Marking how gravestones 

show these changes indicates that even changes in cemeteries do “not occur in a 

vacuum.”15 They can be influenced by social changes, as well. 

Federal and state programs that focus on identifying, documenting, and preserving 

historic places, including cemeteries, encouraged more preservation-minded management 

practices. The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 authorized the National 

 
11 Norman Tyler, Ted J. Ligibel, and Irene R. Tyler, Historic Preservation: An Introduction to its 

History, Principals, and Practice, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: W.W. Norton and Company, 2009), 27-28. 
12 Harriette Merrifield Forbes, Gravestones of Early New England and the Men Who Made Them: 

1653 – 1800, (Boston, MA: The Riverside Press, 1927). Forbes is credited as the creator of gravestone 

studies. However, outside of carver studies, there is not a traditional evolution of academic study that 

creates a historiography. This may be because of the interdisciplinary nature of grave studies. 
13 Forbes, Gravestones of Early New England, 6-13. 
14 James Deetz and Edwin S. Dethlefsen, “Death’s Head, Cherub, Urn and Willow” Natural 

History, vol. 76, no. 3 (1967), 31. accessed June 14, 2021, 

http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/deathshead.html.  
15 Deetz and Dethlefsen, “Death’s Head, Cherub, Urn and Willow,”30-34. 

http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/deathshead.html
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Register of Historic Places under the National Park Service in 1966.16 This act also 

“established preservation roles for federal, state, and local levels of government.”17 The 

National Register of Historic Places was created to “support public and private efforts to 

identify, evaluate, and protect America's historic and archaeological resources.”18 These 

efforts coincided with preparations for the United States’s bicentennial, which “brought 

preservation and conservation ethic to [the] forefront of communities across the country” 

in 1976.19  

At the same time, the Civil Rights Movement led the National Park Service to 

increase the number of National Historic Landmarks for sites that were significant to 

African Americans and other minorities.20 Before this effort, many minority groups 

managed and preserved many of their culturally and historically significant sites, 

including historic cemeteries.21 Therefore, there has been a push to find and reclaim 

historic African American cemeteries that have fallen into disuse either because they are 

located on private property or because families have left the area. 

 
16 Genevieve P. Keller and J. Timothy Keller, “Preserving Important Landscapes,” A Richer 

Heritage: Historic Preservation in the Twenty-First Century, ed. Robert E. Stipe (Chapel Hill: University 

of North Carolina Press, 2003), 188. 
17  Tyler, Ligibel, and Tyler, Historic Preservation, 61-62. 
18 “Publications of the National Register of Historic Places,” National Park Service, last modified 

April 08, 2020, accessed June 27, 2021. https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/publications.htm.  
19 Tyler, Ligibel, and Tyler, Historic Preservation, 62. 
20 Antoinette J. Lee, “Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Historic Preservation,” A Richer Heritage: 

Historic Preservation in the Twenty-First Century, ed. Robert E. Stipe (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2003), 387. 
21 Lee, “Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Historic Preservation,” 386. 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/publications.htm
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The National Park Service began working to establish a list of characteristics of 

cultural landscapes in 1980.22 This list culminated in National Register Bulletin 30, 

“Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Rural Historic Landscapes,” in 1988.23 The 

importance of this bulletin, which was updated in 1999, is that it showed that the National 

Park Service ways landscapes have been utilized as historically significant. However, this 

did not and does not prevent these landscapes or historic resources from being used in 

different ways than their previously intended purposes.24 Instead, it does provide for 

forms of federal assistance, including a basis for grant funding eligibility for preservation 

activities.25  

Nevertheless, cemeteries typically do not apply under the criteria of the National 

Register of Historic Places.26 According to National Register Bulletin 41, this is because 

most cemeteries are viewed “with a sense of reverence and devout sentiment that can 

overshadow objective evaluation.”27 National Register Bulletin 41 lists “gravesites, 

gravemarkers, boundary enclosures, walkways, gateways, road systems, natural and 

planted vegetation, buildings, structures, and the spatial relationship,” as elements for 

 
22 Keller and Keller, “Preserving Important Landscapes,” 195. 
23 Linda Flint McClelland, J. Timothy Keller, Genevieve P. Keller, and Robert Z. Melnick, 

“Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Rural Historic Landscapes,” National Bulletin #30 

(Washington, DC:  National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1999). 
24 Tyler, Ligibel, and Tyler, Historic Preservation, 34-35. 
25 Tyler, Ligibel, and Tyler, Historic Preservation, 49-50. 
26 King, Cultural Resource Laws & Practice, 93-95. 
27 Elisabeth Walton and Beth M. Boland, “Guidelines for Evaluating and Registering Cemeteries 

and Burial Places,” National Bulletin #41 (Washington, DC: National Park Service, U.S. Department of the 

Interior, 1992) 1. 
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consideration in evaluation.28 Therefore, for a cemetery to be placed on the National 

Register of Historic places, factors of these elements must meet one of the Criteria A 

through D.29 If the cemetery does not meet these criteria, then the nominator should 

consider Criteria A through G from the “National Register Criteria Considerations.”30  

In the1990s, National Register Bulletin 36 and 38 and Executive Order 13007, 

otherwise known as the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 

(NAGPRA), were a further recognition and involvement by the federal government in 

preservation.31 These bulletins and NAGPRA fulfill the roles of protecting and preserving 

culturally significant Native American properties. However, Bulletins 36 and 38 can 

apply to other types of archaeologically and culturally significant locations, such as 

Chinatown in Honolulu.32 They require that a certain level of preservation and 

communication with members of the corresponding cultural groups prevent desecration 

or destruction of culturally or archeologically significant locations, including 

cemeteries.33 

 
28 Walton and Boland, National Register #41, 18. 
29 Walton and Boland, National Register #41, 1-2. 
30 “National Register Criteria Considerations: Implications for Federal Preservation Officers,” 

Facts for Feds (Washington, DC: National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 2008) 

https://www.nps.gov/fpi/Documents/NR%20Criteria%20Considerations.pdf.  
31 Thomas F. King, Cultural Resource Laws & Practice, 4th ed. (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 

2013), 255-86. See also Barbara Little, Erika Martin Seibert, Jan Townsend, John H. Sprinkle, Jr., and John 

Knoerl, “Guidelines for Evaluating and Registering Archaeological Properties,” National Bulletin # 36 

(Washington, DC: National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 2000). See also Patricia L. 

Parker and Thomas King, “Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties,” 

National Bulletin # 38 (Washington, DC: National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1992). 
32 Little, Seibert, Townsend, Sprinkle, and Knoerl, National Bulletin # 36. See also Parker and 

King, National Bulletin # 38, 5. 
33 King, Cultural Resource Laws & Practice, 262. 

https://www.nps.gov/fpi/Documents/NR%20Criteria%20Considerations.pdf
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The Texas Historical Commission (THC) took possible benefits, such as potential 

grant funding, from a national level to a state level with the development of the Historic 

Texas Cemetery (HTC) designation in 1998.34 The requirements for HTC designation are 

less stringent than for the National Register of Historic Places. For HTC designation, the 

cemetery must be at least fifty years old and “deemed worthy of recognition for its 

historical associations.”35 The benefits from a state level are that the cemetery can be 

recorded and recognized from a state level as historically significant and worthy of 

preservation.36 The forms for recognition from the THC require information about 

gravemarkers, fences and other structures, cemetery vegetation, community or church 

association, and ethnicity. They do not include information about gravegoods in this list. 

This project recommends this information be included in future versions. 

These previously mentioned programs, forms, and processes create clear 

preservation best practices for cemetery management and volunteers. Best practices are 

practices that best aid management, volunteers, and other would-be preservationists in 

preserving historically significant places. For example, current best practices include 

measures for security such as building fences, having appropriate lighting, keeping 

 
34 Texas Historical Commission, “Historic Texas Cemetery Designation,” last modified December 

22, 2020, accessed June 28, 2021, https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/cemetery-

preservation/historic-texas-cemetery-designation.  
35 Texas Historical Commission, “Historic Texas Cemetery Designation.” 
36 Texas Historical Commission, “Cemetery Preservation Program,” Preserving Historic 

Cemeteries: Texas Preservation Guidelines (Austin: Texas Historical Commission, 2020), 3. 

https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/cemetery-preservation/historic-texas-cemetery-designation
https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/cemetery-preservation/historic-texas-cemetery-designation
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underbrush and other vegetation cleared, and cleaning, repairing, and recording 

gravemarkers.37  

Like the push that arose with the National Register of Historic Places, HTC 

designation and awareness program has also led to communities and families to seek out 

cemeteries that were previously left unattended for various reasons. The reasons for 

abandonment include the buying and selling of private property, the movement of 

families from rural to more urban areas, and running out of space. In Deep East Texas, 

the majority of historic cemeteries are smaller, rural cemeteries.  

For example, Old Mount Gillion Cemetery in Nacogdoches, Texas, is now located 

on a private hunting lease (Figure 2.1).38 The cemetery is no longer used because the 

church that it was associated with changed locations. Therefore, the community 

established another cemetery closer to the church. It is difficult to access by anything 

other than all-terrain vehicles or foot.39 As family members and volunteers accessed the 

grounds to clean and record the graves of people buried there in November 2020, they 

followed many best practices. The volunteers and family members had a plan and 

listened to the experts out there working, too (Figure 2.2). Volunteers used hand tools to 

clear brush, the family members allowed volunteers to fill out cemetery survey forms and 

 
37 Texas Historical Commission, “Cemetery Preservation Program,” 5-8. 
38 Old Mount Gillion Cemetery was established by Mount Gillion Congregational Methodist 

Church as a church cemetery in the late nineteenth century. It was abandoned in the 1950s due to a change 

in church location. THC# NA-C196. 
39 Rodney Hawkins, “CBS News Producer's Mission to Restore his Family's Cemetery Reveals 

Country's Buried Past,” (video news recording) CBS this Morning, posted December 29, 2020, accessed 

December 29, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4_hDpO5Qnw.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4_hDpO5Qnw
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record information about the cemetery, and workers watched for gravegoods once they 

were made aware of their presence in the cemetery (Figure 2.3 and Figure 2.4).  

When people do not follow best practices, typically due to a lack of education or 

awareness, damage can occur to many important historic resources within cemeteries. For 

example, when people are so eager to help and clean, they discard historically and 

culturally significant gravegoods and gravemarkers without realizing what they are 

working with. It is also tempting to bring in tractors and other large landscaping 

equipment to better clear the underbrush, but this can lead to further damage and 

destruction without proper care (Figure 2.5). Therefore, this search for historic cemeteries 

can be both an aid and a threat to management and preservation. 

For cemeteries, through regular maintenance, there are basic management 

concerns with the use of gravegoods and decorations in addition to headstones, 

footstones, and other gravemarkers. While many newer cemeteries restrict the use of 

certain types of markers and decorations, older cemeteries may still have all of these 

things. The question arises on what to do in these situations as many cemetery managers 

are not necessarily trained in the historic preservation side of cemeteries but rather the 

management and business side. Therefore, when groundskeeping needs to occur, the 

groundskeepers need to be educated and aware of how to proceed correctly and 

cautiously around these gravegoods. If necessary, the removal of gravegoods during 

maintenance may be appropriate. Perhaps a better solution would be for the families to 

place curbing around the grave plots. Adding gravel or other barriers within this curbing 
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would prevent the growth of grass in these areas. This would eliminate the need to weed 

eat around gravestones and gravegoods. Families can then be responsible for their grave 

plots and gravegoods moving forward.  

Many historic cemeteries face threats such as vandalism, livestock, wildlife, 

weather, and neglect. Basic management of small, rural cemeteries may be more left to a 

locked gate and regularly inspected for damage. Like large cemeteries, there does need to 

be a working record of graves, gravemarkers, and gravegoods. However, funding is a 

primary issue for many of these small cemeteries. That is where designations such as 

HTC and the National Register can help if the cemetery meets all of the criteria. 

Organizations can use this designation to apply for grants and bring awareness to 

communities to gather volunteers to help keep and preserve these cemeteries and all they 

contain. 

For this project, that means treating gravegoods with the same level of care and 

management as gravemarkers. Gravegoods reflect people and their historic culture, as 

mentioned in Chapter One. They can show how traditions have changed over time in 

Deep East Texas, as the symbols changed on gravemarkers in New England to reflect 

changing attitudes toward death and dying.40 They can aid in the identification of 

cemeteries that lack easily recognized markers. Unfortunately, cemetery caretakers have 

often disposed of gravegoods as rubbish. These historically and culturally important 

items need to be recognized and preserved as a part of cemetery preservation and 

 
40 Deetz and Dethlefsen, “Death’s Head, Cherub, Urn and Willow,” 30. 
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management. A basic start for many historic cemeteries would simply be recording 

gravegoods along with information about gravemarkers. 
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Figure 2.1. Sign at Old Mount Gillion Cemetery, Nacogdoches, Texas. 
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Figure 2.2. Dr. Perky Beisel (second from the right) instructs volunteers on best practices 

for cleaning gravemarkers at Old Mount Gillion Cemetery, Nacogdoches, Texas. 
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Figure 2.3. A ceramic vase in Old Mount Gillion Cemetery, Nacogdoches, Texas. 
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Figure 2.4. From left to right, a metal pitcher and ceramic vessel in Old Mount Gillion 

Cemetery, Nacogdoches, Texas. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Gravestone studies and cemetery preservation is a field unto itself within the 

realm of public history.  Therefore, much of cemetery preservation focuses on the 

maintenance and care of gravemarkers and the cemetery grounds. To quote Terry Jordan, 

“Folkways survive better there [in graveyards] than in the world at large.”1 For these 

folkways to continue to exist, they must be preserved according to best practices. This 

project aims to apply best preservation practices to gravegoods. 

 Cemeteries and graveyards have a different kind of attraction for the public than 

many other historically significant locations. This is because they exist in a space both for 

the living and the dead, yet entirely filled with history. Gravemarkers and gravegoods can 

reveal the feelings and thoughts of people about the deceased, as well. In interviews with 

people from smaller Deep East Texas communities, the living often create their own 

communities’ stories by remembering and honoring the dead through preserving their 

cemeteries.  

Gravemarkers, in particular, tend to garner the vast majority of these preservation 

efforts. Gravemarkers usually tell the names of people who are buried there, and 

 
1 Terry G. Jordan, Texas Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1982), 6. 
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sometimes those yet to be buried there, along with their birth and death dates. This is not 

the only information that gravemarkers can provide, however. Gravemarkers have 

wedding dates, children’s and grandchildren's names, and other relationships, while 

others have photos of the deceased. Epitaphs, stylistic choices, motifs, symbols, and 

aesthetics reflect different time periods, carvers, and beliefs and attitudes surrounding 

death.2 As stone carving technology has developed from hammers and chisels to 

computer-aided lasers, people may also have their hobbies or work reflected in the shapes 

and designs on their gravestones or even cut into shapes like the gravestone shaped as an 

eighteen-wheeler truck at McKnight Cemetery in Cushing, Texas (Figure 3.1).3 

Gravestones inform about the individual people buried there and about the history 

of a community as a whole. The type of stone used may bring forth facts about how it 

was brought to the location. For example, marble is not a native type of stone found in 

Deep East Texas. Yet, marble gravestones stand in the region’s cemeteries. This not only 

tells the researcher that these stones had to be transported here but that this was 

someone’s occupation. Another person also carved inscriptions on these stones. There are 

few if any records about stone carving in Deep East Texas, so it most likely occurred in 

other places. What about the economic standing of those purchasing the gravemarkers? 

All of this information can be gathered beginning with researching gravemarkers.  

 
2 James Deetz and Edwin S. Dethlefsen, “Death’s Head, Cherub, Urn and Willow” Natural 

History, vol. 76, no. 3 (1967), 37. accessed June 14, 2021, 

http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/deathshead.html.  
3 McKnight Cemetery was established in 1853 as a family cemetery for the McKnight family, still 

active as a community cemetery, THC# NA-C031. 

http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/deathshead.html
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Gravegoods, though often times overlooked by people visiting cemeteries, add to 

this overall history of Deep East Texas. Despite their importance as historic resources, 

very little has been said about the preservation of gravegoods in the literature of cemetery 

preservation. Many current preservation works follow in the vein of Lynette Strangstad’s 

A Graveyard Preservation Primer, in which it is recommended not to “miss or dismiss 

these items [gravegoods].”4 While it is wise to be aware of gravegoods, the point of this 

preservation brief is to recommend that there is more that can be done in order to 

preserve gravegoods. 

The number of written works specifically about cemetery preservation and, by 

extension, gravegoods for Deep East Texas are few. That does not, however, mean that 

there are none. This project was first inspired by the previously mentioned Texas 

Graveyards by Terry Jordan. Throughout his work, Jordan, a historical geographer 

speaks to the fact that almost every aspect of a cemetery from the gravemarker to the 

gravegoods to the method of burial are all influenced by the culture and history of the 

people who live in Texas.5 Cemeteries, and therefore, gravegoods also show how 

traditions change over time to reflect changes in culture. He references gravegoods such 

as the broken glass and bottles at African American graves, the personal items left at 

children’s graves, and other gravegoods that are all connected to past traditions from 

 
4 Lynette Strangstad, A Graveyard Preservation Primer, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 

2013), 59. 
5 Jordan, Texas Graveyards, 1. 
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ancestral homelands and societal changes.6 Knowing that these traditions exist in Deep 

East Texas enables cemetery visitors and local community members to uncover or 

understand more about their origins and the origins of these communities. Therefore, 

research needed to be done regarding existing types of gravegoods. 

When doing a brief search regarding a gravegood that has no express or obvious 

cultural or traditional significance, it is important to consider the object from all angles. 

Things to look for include makers marks or labels, item material, and overall appearance 

of the item along with any symbolism on the gravemarker by which the gravegood sits. 

There are some gravegoods, however, that are more important for what they are. For 

example, at Lake Creek Cemetery, there is a fenced in grave that has a small Disney 

inspired ashtray.7 There is no way of knowing with certainty what importance this little 

figurine had for the person buried there. The figurine does, however, have the potential to 

provide other historic information. 

For example, makers marks or labels are often found on pottery or bottles. These 

little identifying marks, though not always noticeable are a good place to begin research. 

An example of this can be seen in a handful of blue bottles found in Old Canaan 

Cemetery in Harrison County, Texas (Figure 3.2). The inscription on these bottles reads 

“Emerson Drug Company.”  Emerson Drug Company’s product was marketed as Bromo 

 
6 Jordan, Texas Graveyards, 19-20. 
7 Lake Creek Cemetery was established as a family cemetery by the Scurlock family circa 1901. It 

was donated to the Lake Creek community, still active as a community cemetery, THC# HO-C238. 



43 

Seltzer which claimed to be “headache and hangover cure.”8 This could further lead to 

information about popular products and economic information in the area in which these 

blue glass bottles were found. As Old Canaan Cemetery is an African American 

cemetery, the people of the community may have also used these bottles because they 

were symbolic vessels similar to the African American traditions mentioned in Chapter 

One. Thus, these bottles further inform the community about their history. 

Item material is also informative. Various materials can be more costly than 

others. In Sacul Cemetery in Sacul, Texas, there is a short, but heavy metal statue of a 

fireman in front of a grave (Figure 3.3 and Figure 3.4).9 Metal statues are not cheap. This 

statue stands just by the footstone of this grave. The primary gravemarker is across from 

it. So, this statue, when analyzed in context with the gravemarker, shows that being a 

fireman was so important to the person that was buried there that someone was willing to 

pay for this statue to be there. Not only that but knowing that this person was a fireman in 

the local community is a part of the community’s history. These gravegoods that have no 

overarching historic significance do not necessarily mean that they are not historically 

significant to the deceased, the families, the community, or the Deep East Texas region. 

It is necessary to use a variety of academic resources to study gravegoods in Deep 

East Texas. For example, the use of shells or broken glass could possibly signify the 

 
8 The Smithsonian Institute, “Emerson’s Bromo-Seltzer,” National Museum of American History, 

accessed June 18, 2021. https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_715714.  
9 Sacul cemetery was established in 1849 as the Hughes-King-Williamson Cemetery, still active as 

a community cemetery, THC# NA-C030. 

https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_715714
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grave of an African American person or someone whose family may have ties to an 

African American heritage. These gravegoods have a common root in many traditional 

African tribal cultures and can be seen in many historic cemeteries.10 However, shells are 

tied to other cultural traditions such as rebirth in Christianity. Therefore, further research 

into the history of the local historic community needs to be done. Because community 

members and others have recorded and preserved gravegoods and other cemetery features 

in the past, it is possible to make these connections when looking at the same or similar 

gravegoods in Deep East Texas. These gravegoods when combined with historic research 

can be helpful in many situations such as identifying burial grounds or unmarked graves 

even if there has been a lack of proper management or preservation there in the past.  

Other forms of traditions can be identified through aspects of culture such as 

language and religious iconography. Many ethnic and cultural groups use these 

gravegoods that represent aspects of their culture and traditions to form connections 

within their communities. In the Meador Cemetery in Jacksonville, Texas, many 

gravemarkers have inscriptions written in Spanish, and many of the gravegoods are forms 

of religious iconography (Figure 3.5).11 When taken together in context, the gravemarkers 

and gravegoods identify this cemetery as a primarily Hispanic and Catholic cemetery. 

These gravegoods as material culture can be compared to those in other cemeteries such 

 
10 Robert Farris Thompson, “Kongo Influences on African-American Artistic Culture” 

Africanisms in American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 

1990), 168-169. 
11 Meador Cemetery was established in 1860 as a community cemetery, still active as a 

community cemetery, THC# CE-C110. 
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as the San Fernando Cemetery in San Antonio, Texas.12 Gravegoods like these, and other 

traditional items are historically important to communities because of the traditions and 

connections that they represent through expressing familial roles and the importance of 

religious practices. Therefore, this preservation is not only important because of the 

information that gravegoods can provide but also for the sake of community history and a 

sense of unity.   

In order to better understand traditions within a community, sometimes it is 

necessary to speak to members of that community, as well. Conducting oral history 

interviews with community members at historic cemeteries opens up an entire resource 

that is not always utilized to its fullest extent. Sometimes, the easiest way to get answers 

is to simply ask the questions. Many older Texans have memories of traditions such as 

homecomings, community cemetery clean up days, and reunions that were held during 

their childhood and how those traditions are carried out, or not, today. When interviewing 

Lula Battle at Lake Creek Cemetery in Pennington, Texas, she recalled that 

homecomings and clean up days were commonplace when she was growing up.13 On the 

same day, others also shared their memories of homecomings and community clean up 

days.14 By including members of the community and raising their awareness and 

 
12 Lynn Gosnell and Suzanne Gott, “San Fernando Cemetery: Decorations of Love and Loss in a 

Mexican-American Community,” Cemeteries & Gravemarkers: Voices of American Culture, ed. Richard 

E. Meyer (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press, 1989), 225. 
13 Lula Battle, interview by Mary Tucker, February 08, 2020, OH# 2160, East Texas Research 

Center, Stephen F. Austin State University, Nacogdoches, TX. 
14 Mary Curtis and Nathanial Hodge, interview by Mary Tucker, February 08, 2020, OH# 2161, 

East Texas Research Center, Stephen F. Austin State University, Nacogdoches, TX. 
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educating them on different aspects of preservation in historic cemeteries including 

gravegoods, these people can have a hand in preserving and participating in their own 

history.  

Consider the modern cemetery with its flat gravestones and artificial floral 

arrangements. These cemeteries are known as memorial gardens. Many cemeteries use 

these flat stones because they make general maintenance easier. Flat stones are more 

easily mowed over with lawn care equipment. Artificial flowers do not have to be 

replaced with the frequency of real flowers. While the ease and ability to maintain 

cemetery grounds is important, in creating these regulations, larger cemetery 

management businesses are slowly preventing the use of historically and culturally 

significant gravegoods.15 In doing so, these cemetery management businesses begin to 

prevent a portion of the historic cultural narrative. Nevertheless, many smaller historic 

cemeteries still allow for people to display their choice of gravemarkers and gravegoods. 

Therefore, these historic cemetery committees can aid the communities in 

preserving these items. Involving the public, though it may make some preservationists 

uneasy, is necessary for these kinds of efforts. Many people may not know what they are 

looking at when it comes to the importance of gravegoods. With the help of training, 

 
See also, J.D. Amie, interview by Mary Tucker, February 08, 2020, OH# 2162, East Texas 

Research Center, Stephen F. Austin State University, Nacogdoches, TX. 
15 John F. Llewellyn, A Cemetery Should be Forever: The Challenge to Managers and Directors 

(Glendale, CA: Tropico Press, 1998), 165. 
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preservation workshops, cemetery surveys, and historic research, it is possible to identify 

items that were left behind intentionally. 

The process of recording information about gravemarkers and gravegoods 

requires several steps. The first step in recording information is acquiring appropriate 

supplies: a reliable camera, pens and pencils, survey forms, a light source, and, if 

possible, a GPS enabled device or map showing the lots and plots of cemetery. Each item 

on this list has a purpose that aids in the recording process. 

Taking photos of gravegoods with a reliable camera will create a visual record of 

these resources. This is important because if these gravegoods are lost or destroyed, there 

will still be a record showing what the gravegoods looked like. When lighting is not 

ideal, a mirror or other light source may be used to direct light upon gravegoods and 

gravemarkers before photographing them. After taking at least two photos of each item 

from different angles, descriptive information about the gravegoods should be written 

down on the proper survey form such as the THC designation form. 

Information that should be included is the location, condition, and appearance of 

gravestones. Location is, at the very least, the name of the cemetery and the town it is in. 

However, the more detailed the description, the easier it will be to find. The format used 

to locate cemeteries in Forever Dixie: A Field Guide to Southern Cemeteries & Their 

Residents is particularly informative. Douglas Keister lists the name of the cemetery, a 

digital source of maps, the GPS location of the cemetery and lists the included 
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gravemarkers.16 A detailed record like this is more exact and can be helpful in finding 

particularly secluded cemeteries in the Piney Woods of Deep East Texas. 

The Texas Historical Commission also provides survey forms. These survey 

forms are for the documenting of historic cemeteries. There is a section for gravegoods 

but it is not detailed enough (Figure 3.6). It lists only shells, gravel, scraped earth, floral, 

and other. This project recommends that gravegoods be further defined and detailed in 

addition to these aspects and expanding with the THC HTC design forms.  

Documenting the condition and appearance of gravegoods is necessary to know if 

and what kind of remediation may be needed for management and preservation. It also 

creates a way to provide updates on the condition of the resources when damage occurs. 

Condition includes missing or present bases of statue, paint chipping, broken or missing 

pieces, and whether the gravegoods need repair. A description of appearance and 

condition should inform the person reading the record of aspects that are not easily 

visible in photographs such as measurements and size. 

Recording information about gravegoods is not always enough. There are many 

times in which gravegoods can be gently cleaned and preserved just like the gravestones 

by which they sit. Professionals may be called in to repair and preserve larger or more 

delicate gravegoods. The main gravegoods that require professional care are statues. 

These may require special care due to the delicate nature of materials and safety concerns 

 
16 Douglas Keister, Forever Dixie: A Field Guide to Southern Cemeteries & Their Residents 

(Layton, UT: Gibbs Smith, 2008). 
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when handling them. Larger items have the potential to fall if not properly secured in a 

base which can cause damage to them. Statues and other stone or concrete gravegoods 

need to be repaired with specific kinds of mortar. Other materials such as basic cement 

can cause further damage these gravegoods as it expands and contracts with changes in 

exterior temperature. 

Cemetery management may choose to remove some of these gravegoods 

temporarily before allowing groundskeeping practices such as cutting the grass. Another 

option for larger gravegoods such as statues is marking them with flags to prevent 

groundskeeping equipment from getting too close. It is most important, however, that 

gravegoods be returned to the correct gravesites: this can be aided by keeping an up-to-

date record of these items. Some cemeteries may also find ways to inform family 

members of upcoming grounds keeping practices so that they may come collect their 

gravegoods, themselves. Often, it is possible that the community will attempt to be 

involved in the management and preservation of these cemeteries through designated 

clean up days. 

Clean up days, unfortunately, can lead to the destruction of important artifacts. 

Cemetery visitors may dispose of items that are unsightly or do not seem to belong. They 

may also break items not easily seen underfoot. Cemetery managers and groundskeepers 

may remove items they believe to be hazardous, or place gravegoods onto the bases of 

gravemarkers so they do not get mowed over. As Deborah P. Franklin points out, many 

volunteers and others who wish to aid in the preservation of a cemetery rush to “clean 
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up” the grounds, often discarding gravegoods in the process because the value of these 

gravegoods.17 These practices of basic maintenance and care for the cemetery by visitors 

to the cemetery or cemetery management can cause damage to gravegoods.  

Bringing awareness to the public, including cemetery management of how they 

can be involved in the preservation of historic cemeteries is important. In Deep East 

Texas, historic cemeteries are still historically and culturally significant to many 

communities. Raising awareness through education allows for the public to be involved. 

In order to educate, however, researchers, management teams, and preservationists first 

must be aware of best practices for preserving gravegoods in historic cemeteries. 

Preservation briefs are a way of informing people about best preservation practices. 

There is not currently a specific preservation brief for gravegoods. Preservation 

Brief 48 is the most in-depth preservation brief available for cemetery preservation.18 

This brief is a broad guide for the preservation of gravemarkers and cemeteries. It covers 

details for the care of many types of gravemarkers and general cemetery upkeep that can 

prevent much of the damage caused by a lack of or poor maintenance. Gravegoods, as 

explained in this project, are instrumental for cultural research. Therefore, they need to be 

preserved, as well. 

 
17 Deborah P. Franklin, “Worthless Trash or Cultural Treasure: African American/Christian Burial 

Traditions Grave Decorations Found in Historic Texas Cemeteries” (presentation at the AGS Chapter 

Meeting, Plano, TX, May 11, 2019), accessed May 28, 2021, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QrS9preOEEY.  
18 Mary F. Striegel, Frances Gale, Jason Church, and Debbie Dietrich-Smith, "Preservation Brief 

48:  Preserving Grave Markers in Historic Cemeteries," Technical Preservation Series (Washington, DC:  

National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 2016). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QrS9preOEEY
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Best practices for the preservation of cemeteries and other historic resources are 

in preservation briefs published by the National Park Service. These briefs are available 

to the public at no cost. These preservation briefs follow a specific pattern of resource 

explanation, resource history, resource description, resource preservation and 

management, and further research resources. Thus, the brief that was created in this 

project attempts to follow this format as well in order to keep it manageable and readable. 

The goal is to show, as Lynette Strangstad states, “how best to protect and preserve the 

entire cultural resource” the aspects that comprise cemeteries.19 This project seeks to 

further apply this concept to gravegoods. 

The earliest part of the project was determining a manageable region to research 

and gather information about gravegoods. The entirety of Texas is too large for a project 

of this size. Factors such as cost, distance, and time for travel had to be taken into 

consideration. The Deep East Texas region, which has been defined in previous chapters 

is an area large enough to include a wide variety of communities, but small enough that 

other factors such as climate, wildlife, and vegetation were similar throughout the region. 

These factors determine the type of preservation efforts that need to occur for these 

historic cemeteries. 

There is no shortage of historic cemeteries in Deep East Texas. Unfortunately, 

accessing some of these cemeteries proved to be difficult. Cemeteries are not frequently 

 
19 Strangstad, A Graveyard Preservation Primer, 15. 
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labeled on traditional road maps. The Texas Historical Commission, however, has the 

“Texas Historical Sites Atlas” which shows the locations of historic cemeteries in 

Texas.20 This allowed for locating historic cemeteries within the Deep East Texas region 

in order to access them. The Atlas further provided information about these historic 

cemeteries such as if they were affiliated with a specific ethnic or religious group. This 

resource was essential for this project because of its detailed records regarding these 

cemeteries.21 Trying to create balance in the number of each type of cemetery was 

important for making certain that there were enough photos of different types of 

gravegoods. 

Other considerations that went into choosing which historic cemeteries to visit 

relied heavily on accessibility from major roadways. Obtaining access to all terrain 

vehicles (ATVs) to enter some historic cemeteries simply was not possible when factors 

such as cost of purchasing said vehicle and hauling it were considered. Therefore, I chose 

to go to cemeteries that were accessible to the public and visible from roadways while 

 
20 “Texas Historical Sites Atlas,” Texas Historical Commission, accessed May 29, 2021, 

https://atlas.thc.state.tx.us/.  
21 Only four other states, Oregon, Vermont, Utah, and South Carolina, have State Historic 

Preservation Offices cemetery resources comparable to Texas’s.  

See also, “Historic Cemeteries Program,” Oregon Heritage Services and Programs, last modified 

August 20, 2020, accessed July 29, 2021, https://www.oregon.gov/oprd/OH/pages/historic-cemeteries-

program.aspx.  

See also, “Cemeteries,” South Carolina Department of Archives and History, last modified 2021, 

accessed July 29, 2021, https://shpo.sc.gov/historic-preservation/technical-assistance/cemeteries. 

See also, “Heritage and Arts,” Utah Division of State History, last modified 2019, accessed July 

29, 2021, https://history.utah.gov/cemeteries/.  

See also, “Identifying Historic Resources,” State of Vermont Agency of Commerce and 

Community Development, last modified 2021, accessed July 29, 2021, https://accd.vermont.gov/historic-

preservation/identifying-resources.  

https://atlas.thc.state.tx.us/
https://www.oregon.gov/oprd/OH/pages/historic-cemeteries-program.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/oprd/OH/pages/historic-cemeteries-program.aspx
https://shpo.sc.gov/historic-preservation/technical-assistance/cemeteries
https://history.utah.gov/cemeteries/
https://accd.vermont.gov/historic-preservation/identifying-resources
https://accd.vermont.gov/historic-preservation/identifying-resources
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avoiding too many that required going onto private property. This decision was also 

based upon a need for safety when researching alone.22 A cemetery is designated as 

historic if it is at least fifty years old.23 Because of the previously mentioned Atlas, not 

much research was required to guarantee the aspect of age. Furthermore, the primary race 

of people buried in these cemeteries played a role in attempting to gather information on 

a greater variety of gravegoods. However, not all of these historic cemeteries were a 

productive use of time to visit (Figure 3.7 and Figure 3.8). 

For example, Pierce Chapel Cemetery in Cushing, Texas has wonderful examples 

of scraped earth graves (Figure 3.17).24 It does not, however, contain any gravegoods. 

Therefore, though this was an interesting and historic cemetery, it did not hold the 

resource that this project required. On the other hand, Shiloh Baptist Cemetery in San 

Augustine, Texas holds many good examples of gravegoods. Hours were devoted to 

documenting the gravegoods of this cemetery (Figure 3.18).25 Therefore, though there are 

many cemeteries, not all of them contain gravegoods. 

Then began the process of collecting data from the cemeteries and the gravegoods 

they contained. Any gravegoods that were photographed were given a description that 

included the historic cemetery in which it was found using survey forms such as the THC 

 
22 The 2020 pandemic also prevented research on private property. 
23 “Historic Texas Cemetery Designation,” Texas Historical Commission, last modified December 

22, 2020, accessed May 29, 2021, https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/cemetery-

preservation/historic-texas-cemetery-designation.  
24 Pierce Chapel Cemetery was established as a family cemetery in 1865, still active as a family 

cemetery, THC# NA-C122. 
25 Shiloh Baptist Cemetery was established by Shiloh Baptist church in 1893 as a church cemetery, 

still active as a church cemetery, THC# SA-C115. 

https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/cemetery-preservation/historic-texas-cemetery-designation
https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/cemetery-preservation/historic-texas-cemetery-designation
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form. The photographs included a Kodak color control patch and greyscale. These color 

control patches allow for a standard with which color could be seen in the photographs 

regardless of lighting which could be affected by weather, time of day, vegetation in the 

cemetery, and season of the year. 

Choosing items to photograph was determined by a few factors. For many 

cemeteries, it was easier to photograph every gravegood that was there. Then, the photos 

were later sorted by common and uncommon items. Common gravegoods include bottles, 

vases, religious iconography, and holiday decorations (Figure 3.19). More uncommon 

gravegoods were typically personal items such as animal figurines and toys (Figure 3.20). 

Damaged gravegoods provide examples of why this preservation brief is useful for 

informing people about the importance of caring for gravegoods. Many of these 

gravegoods hold historical or cultural significance as explained in Chapter One.  

Gravegoods must be taken within historic context. Therefore, information from 

different resources is needed to gain a full understanding of these items. Useful resources 

for learning about significant gravegoods came from museum exhibits, scholarly material 

and publications such as Markers, and archaeological reports. These resources can 

explain what a gravegoods is, to whom it may have belonged, and other information 

about vernacular culture. After the research is complete, it is a good idea to create a 

record compiling both the gravegoods and their pertinent information. 

Recording information is not an uncommon task for any historian whether within 

the field of public history or academia. In fact, making a record is a necessity when it 
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comes to preserving the past. Without a record, the past may be forgotten. For example, 

Lynn Rainville spent many years tracking down where enslaved people and their 

descendants were buried in Virginia because these cemetery records had not been kept.26 

Thus, not only had this lack of information created an obstacle for researchers, but it also 

left gaps within family histories and genealogies. Similarly, knowing when, where, and to 

whom gravegoods belong can tell the researcher, cemetery visitor, genealogist, or other 

interested person about the people, living and dead, within a community. 

Because there is little said about gravegoods in either preservation briefs or 

primers, it was necessary to learn best preservation practices from different sources such 

as preventative conservation guides for museums.27 Many of these guides have 

information on general maintenance of physical artifacts such as cleaning methods and 

minor repair. The downside to using museum conservation guides is that museums are 

typically controlled environments. The artifacts displayed in museums are not exposed to 

weather or other outside forces. Gravegoods are continuously exposed to natural threats. 

Nonetheless, these guides provide important information for preservation. 

Once this information was compiled, it was placed into a Microsoft Publisher file 

in the format of a preservation brief. Microsoft Publisher allows for ease of text wrapping 

around photographs and provides a number of tools that allow for such functions as 

 
26 Lynn Rainville, Hidden History: African American Cemeteries in Central Virginia 

(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2014), 1-2. 
27 John E. Simmons, Things Great and Small: Collections Management Polices, 2nd ed. (Lanham, 

MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2018), 112-113. 
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adding captions to photographs. The main drawback to Microsoft Publisher is the size of 

the files. This makes emailing, downloading, and uploading them time consuming and, in 

some cases, nearly impossible because many emailing services have a file size limit. 

However, once the file was completed in Microsoft Publisher, it was compressed into a 

smaller PDF file that is easier to move through the internet. 

Once the final preservation brief is accepted, it may eventually be uploaded to the 

THC or National Park Service websites where it can be accessed by historians, 

researchers, and preservationists, both professional and amateur.28 Over time, updates can 

be made to the material as practices change and technology improves. Making 

information about best practices available allows people to participate in the preservation 

of history. Educating the public and professionals can only aid in preserving gravegoods 

in Deep East Texas.  

Cemeteries are alive with the historical resources they contain. Unfortunately, 

gravegoods are often left in the footnotes or brief paragraphs of preservation primers and 

guides. The hope with this brief is that gravegoods will be preserved as the important 

historical and cultural resources that they are. Knowing more about the rituals that 

Texans and others have surrounding death will only help tell us more about our history. 

Educating people in preservation will allow for them to be active in saving their own 

histories. This preservation brief will hopefully do just that. 

 
28 “Technical Preservation Services,” National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 

accessed May 18, 2021, https://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm.  

https://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm
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Figure 3.1. This gravemarker is in the shape of an eighteen-wheeler truck. It is located in 

McKnight Cemetery, Cushing, Texas. 
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Figure 3.2. A blue bottle with “Emerson Drug” visible in Old Canaan Cemetery, 

Marshall, Texas. 
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Figure 3.3. A metal statue of a fireman in Sacul Cemetery, Sacul, Texas. 
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Figure 3.4. The gravemarker and other gravegoods associated with the Fireman in Sacul 

Cemetery, Sacul, Texas. 
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Figure 3.5. A gravemarker inscribed in Spanish and statue of a child located in Meador 

Cemetery, Jacksonville, Texas.  
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Figure 3.6. THC Request for Designation forms for documenting and designating historic 

cemeteries. 
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Name of Cemetery County  THC # Concentration of 

Gravegoods 

Freeman Angelina AG-C092 Low 

Grimes Angelina AG-C027 None 

Renfro #2 Angelina AG-C113 None 

Zavalla Angelina AG-C078 Low 

Cedar Hill Cherokee CE-C005 None 

Meador Cherokee CE-C110 & CE-
C111 

High 

Mt. Hope Cherokee CE-C001 Low 

Old Palestine Cherokee CE-C057 Low 

Saint Thomas Chapel Cherokee CE-C038 Low 

Canaan Cemetery (Old) Harrison HS-C008 High 

Greenwood Harrison HS-C055 Low 

Marshall Hebrew Harrison HS-C146 Low 

Saint Joseph Harrison HS-C084 Low 

Fodice Cemetery Houston HO-C005 High 

Lake Creek Houston HO-C238 Low 

Weches Houston HO-C089 Medium 

Douglass Nacogdoches NA-C109 Medium 

Linn-Flatt Cemetery Nacogdoches NA-C002 Low 

Owens-Nelson Nacogdoches NA-C024 None 

Cushing Nacogdoches NA-C028 Low 

Chireno Community Nacogdoches NA-C077 None 

Chireno Lower Cemetery Nacogdoches NA-C010 Low 

Chireno Upper Nacogdoches NA-C156 Low 

Fenton Nacogdoches NA-C025 Medium 

Fuller-Nichols Nacogdoches NA-C113 None 

McKnight Nacogdoches NA-C031 Low 

Old Mount Gillion Nacogdoches NA-C196 Low 

Old North Church Nacogdoches NA-C051 None 

Old North Church East Nacogdoches NA-C150 None 

Peirce Chapel Nacogdoches NA-C122 None 

Sacul Nacogdoches NA-C030 Medium 

Baysinger Rusk RK-C001 None 

Lyles-Sanders Rusk RK-C106 Low 

Mt. Zion Rusk RK-C103 Low 

Felts St. Sabine SB-C129 Low 

Gasby New Zion Sabine SB-C015 Medium 

Hemphill City Sabine SB-C052 Low 
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Lowe Sabine SB-C006 Low 

Lott Sabine SB-C005 None 

McMahon Chapel Sabine SB-C014 Medium 

Attoyac Baptist San 
Augustine 

SA-C103 High 

Macune San 
Augustine 

SA-C006 High 

Myrtle Springs San 
Augustine 

SA-C017 Low 

Saint Augustine Catholic 
Cemetery 

San 
Augustine 

SA-C136 High 

Shiloh San 
Augustine 

SA-C115 High 

Doucette (Black) Tyler TL-C136 Low 

Magnolia Tyler TL-C027 Low 

Figure 3.7. List of every cemetery visited and associated maps. Some travel was limited 

due to the 2020 pandemic. 
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Figure 3.8. Map of cemeteries visited in Angelina County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.9. Map of cemeteries visited in Cherokee County. 
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Figure 3.10. Map of cemeteries visited in Harrison County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.11. Map of cemeteries visited in Houston County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.12. Map of cemeteries visited in Nacogdoches County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.13. Map of cemeteries visited in Rusk County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.14: Map of cemeteries visited in Sabine County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.15. Map of cemeteries visited in San Augustine County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.16. Map of cemeteries visited in Tyler County, Texas. 
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Figure 3.17. Pierce Chapel Cemetery in Cushing, Texas has many scraped earth graves 

but no gravegoods. 
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Figure 3.18. Handmade pottery at a grave at Shiloh Baptist Cemetery, San Augustine, 

Texas. 
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Figure 3.19. A Memorial Day display in St. Joseph’s Catholic Cemetery, Marshall, 

Texas.29 

 
29 Saint Joseph’s Catholic Cemetery was established in 1878 by Saint Joseph’s Catholic Church as 

a church cemetery, still active as a church cemetery, THC# HS-C084. 
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Figure 3.20. This grave has a ceramic blue bird figurine, a plastic stone with a religious 

message on it, a small floral arrangement, and some American flags. These items have 

various meanings that are personal to the deceased or his family. This grave is at 

McMahan Chapel, Bronson, Texas.30 

 
30 McMahan Chapel Cemetery was established by McMahan Chapel Methodist Church in 1844 as 

a church cemetery, still active as a church cemetery, THC# SB-C014. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Terry Jordan said, “Graveyards…reflect the customs, beliefs, handicrafts, and 

social structures of survivors.”1 Historic Deep East Texas cemeteries are no exception. 

They are full of many examples of vernacular culture that need to be preserved. The 

majority of preservation efforts focus on gravemarkers and cemetery landscapes. 

Unfortunately, these efforts frequently ignore gravegoods. Gravegoods further add to the 

history of Deep East Texas within the context of historic cemeteries. This thesis project 

aims to create a preservation brief that will include gravegoods in this preservation 

narrative.  

Chapter One focuses on the history of gravegoods in Deep East Texas, beginning 

with the eighth to thirteenth-century funerary mounds of the Caddo. Spanish, American, 

African, and other influences began arriving in Deep East Texas between the sixteenth 

and nineteenth century. These influences include religious preferences and cultural 

traditions. These influences are still visible in many historic cemeteries within the region 

through the use of gravegoods. 

Chapter Two further delves into the history of cemetery preservation and 

maintenance. The earliest forms of cemetery maintenance came from the efforts of

 
1 Terry G. Jordan, Texas Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1982), 4. 



79 

families and church members cleaning cemetery grounds. As municipal and company-

owned cemeteries developed, management fell to cemetery superintendents, management 

committees, and groundskeeping teams. The Civil War led to the development of historic 

battlefields and cemeteries. The War Department oversaw these locations until 1933, 

when the National Park Service took over.2 The National Park Service educates managers 

and other cemetery workers on best practices for management and preservation through 

programs such as the National Register of Historic Places and the Technical Preservation 

series. Furthermore, state-based programming from the Texas Historical Commission 

expands upon these resources on the state level to further aid those who wish to preserve 

historic Texas cemeteries. 

Chapter Three explains the process of creating this thesis and subsequent 

preservation brief for gravegoods. It begins with the necessity of a preservation brief for 

these often disregarded artifacts. This chapter further follows the methodology used in 

gathering materials, taking photographs, and combining them to create this thesis. 

Hopefully, this will lay the groundwork for creating other preservation briefs and 

preservation primers for historic cemetery resources.  

The primary goal for this thesis was to bring recognition and preservation to 

gravegoods in historic Deep East Texas cemeteries. The history of the region is a 

determining factor in what gravegoods are used. Therefore, this brief is just the beginning 

 
2 “Quick History of the National Park Service,” The National Park Service, last modified May 14, 

2018, accessed June 01, 2021, https://www.nps.gov/articles/quick-nps-history.htm. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/quick-nps-history.htm
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for further studies. Eventually, there should be an expanded list of and history of 

gravegoods for many other parts of the state and, eventually, other locations, as well. 

Gravegoods have often been damaged, destroyed, or disposed of by unaware visitors, 

workers, and volunteers. Thus, educating workers and cemetery management on how to 

best preserve these items so they can continue to exist in the future and provide for 

cultural and historical research. 
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