
 

 

Alabama’s Historic Cemeteries: 

A Basic Guide to Preservation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alabama Historical Commission 

468 South Perry Street/P.O. Box 300900 

Montgomery, Alabama  36130-0900 

(334)242-3184 

www.preserveala.org 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 2 

The Alabama Historical Commission is a state agency funded in part by the state of 

Alabama’s General Fund and by federal dollars from the National Park Service.        

Frank W. White is the Executive Director for the Alabama Historical Commission.   

 

Alabama Historical Commission’s Historic Cemetery Programs 

 

Historic cemeteries are found in every rural and urban community across Alabama, 

providing rare opportunities to study and honor our ancestors and the communities they 

created.  They are not only memorials to past generations, but are evidence of settlement 

patterns, family relationships, religion, lifestyles and craftsmanship. Some cemeteries are 

well kept and obviously important to current generations; others exist in shadows, lost in 

kudzu or forgotten memories.  Whether your cemetery is well preserved or endangered 

from neglect and vandalism, the Alabama Historical Commission (AHC) seeks to help 

preserve these places for future generations.   

 

While there are limits as to what we can and cannot do to help in every cemetery 

problem, the Survey and Registration Section of the AHC has several programs to aid 

individuals, local and state officials, and civic groups in identifying, documenting, 

registering, conserving, and protecting Alabama’s historic cemeteries.   

 

The AHC CAN: 

 Teach individuals and organizations how to document a cemetery. 

 Provide official historic designation through the Alabama Historic Cemetery Register. 

 Make information on the cemetery laws of Alabama available and offer support to 

law enforcement when needed. 

 Supply technical assistance on how to properly clean and restore cemeteries and 

grave markers. 

 Issue permits for work in cemeteries at least 75 years old.  

 Answer questions concerning the general history of cemeteries in Alabama. 

 

The AHC CANNOT:  

 Give money for cemetery maintenance or preservation projects.    

 Provide legal assistance or advice. 

 Arrest or prosecute individuals who violate Alabama’s burial laws.  This is the 

responsibility of local law enforcement.   

 Provide maintenance for cemeteries.  

 Give non-profit status to your organization. 

 Perform Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) or other types of remote sensing. 

 Provide detailed histories of all cemeteries in Alabama. 

 

Cemetery Preservation Plan  

When individuals or organizations undertake a cemetery preservation project, they often 

have some idea of what they want to accomplish.  However, the task of preserving a 

cemetery can be overwhelming, making it hard to know how to begin the project.  

Creating a Cemetery Preservation Plan forces an individual or group to think about all the 

various aspects of the project and establish priorities, define involvement, and create a 

realistic work plan.   

 

A master cemetery preservation plan is an important step in the preservation of any 

historic cemetery. Before a tree is removed, before a grave marker is cleaned, before 
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any work is done, an overall plan is an essential tool for establishing goals, prioritizing 

activities, and developing an annual maintenance schedule. It also contains important 

records such as cemetery survey forms, photographs of grave markers and features, and 

a written history along with other historical data about the cemetery.  A sample Master 

Plan is available from the AHC.   

 

Cleaning Historic Grave markers 

Many well intentioned cemetery cleaning projects have ended up causing more harm than 

good.  People generally rush in to these projects without ever giving any thought to 

researching proper preservation and conservation methods.  There are techniques that can 

be extremely harmful to grave markers and actually speed up the natural weathering 

process.  Before you begin any cleaning project, investigate the proper preservation 

and/or conservation methods to ensure that the grave markers are protected. You might 

consider consulting with a professional who is knowledgeable about the treatment of 

historic grave markers.   Below are some general guidelines for cleaning historic grave 

markers.   

 

Suggested Cleaning Methods 

1. Determine the condition of the gravestone before you attempt any cleaning.  Are 

there obvious cracks in the stone?  Is it leaning?  Are there signs of sugaring of the 

stone?  If so, leave it alone.  Any pressure on the stone could cause it to break or 

further erode the outer layer of the stone.   

 

2. Determine why the marker needs to be cleaned.  Is it covered in atmospheric 

pollutants and dirt, biological growth such as pollen, fungi, moss, or algae that are 

harming the stone?  In many cases, these pollutants and growth have gotten deep 

into the pores of the gravestone and simply cannot be removed.  Before washing 

the stone, try brushing off or scraping off the biological growth with Popsicle sticks, 

Q-tips, or any other material that is softer than the stone.   

 

3. It is important to soak the stone for as long as possible.  24 hours is the 

recommended time, but often that is not practical, especially if the cemetery has no 

water available on site.  A good time to clean is after a heavy soaking rain.   

 

4. Clean stones using the Gentlest Means Possible.  Most dirt can be removed by using 

water and a soft bristle brush (nylon, plastic, natural, toothbrushes, etc.).  If the 

cemetery has no available water, you will need to bring a lot water with you.  

Begin cleaning at the bottom of the marker and work up.  Once clean, be sure to 

rinse the stone with water to remove all the surface dirt.  The purpose of cleaning 

is to remove harmful substances, not to make the grave markers look brand new.  

These are historic artifacts and should retain their historic character after cleaning.  

 

5.  A diluted solution (2:1) of water and Kodak’s Photo Flo can also be used to clean 

grave markers.  Photo Flo is available at photographic supply stores.   

 

6. If the grave marker has algae, mold, fungi, lichens, or any other type of biological 

growth, it is acceptable to use “D2,” available from www.cathedralstone.com.   

 

7. Never use stronger solutions such as acids, bleach, or blasting to remove dirt or 

plant growth from the grave markers.  While you might be initially impressed by 

the extremely white appearance that you get when you clean with acids or bleach, 




