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Joe Burns & John Ware
Tennessee Genealogical Society

Topics

• Death Records

• Cemeteries and Graves

• Alternate Sources
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Death Records

• Funeral Home or Mortuary Records

• Church Records

• Notices (Newspapers)

• Civil Records
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Cemetery Records

• Seton Records

• Interment or Lot Records / Registers

• Lot Owner or Plot Owner Documents / Registers

• Plot Maps or Records

• Headstones
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Alternate Sources

• Alternate Sources

• Family Bibles

• Land & Property Records

• Probate Records

• Social Security Death Index (SSDI)

• Mortality Schedules
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Funeral Home Research

• Amazing source of information. 

• Access to these records  can be easy or impossible

• Freedom of information act has limited application

• Most Funeral Homes will assist you Some Funeral 

• Some records are available on line.

List of Funeral Homes:  https://obittree.com/
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Funeral Home or Mortuary Records

• Funeral 

Card
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Funeral Home or Mortuary Records

• Funeral 

Program
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Funeral Home or Mortuary Records

• Cemetery Plot Purchase
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Funeral Home or Mortuary Records

• Burial Permit
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Funeral Home or Mortuary Records

• Headstone Application
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Church Records

Shiloh Baptist Church 

Franklin County Alabama
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Church Records 

• Burial records were kept by the minister conducting the 

funeral or by the minister of the church where the person 

was buried 

• This can be substituted for a death record

• A burial record usually gives name, burial date, and age at 

death

• In the case of a child, it may list the father's name. In the 

case of a woman or widow, it may list her husband's name.
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Church Records 

• Most of the major denominations kept written records
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• Anglican  

• Baptist  

• Buddhist  

• Church of the Brethren  

• Congregational  

• Disciples of Christ  

• Dutch Reformed  

• Episcopal  

• German Reformed  

• Greek Orthodox 

• Huguenot  

• Jehovah's Witnesses  

• Jewish  

• Latter-day Saints 

(Mormons)  

• Lutheran  

• Maronite Catholic Church  

• Melkite Greek Orthodox  

• Methodist 

• Mennonite  

• Moravian  

• Muslim  

• Pentecostal  

• Presbyterian  

• Roman Catholic  

• Russian Orthodox  

• Society of Friends 

(Quakers)  

• Syriac Orthodox Church  

• United Church of Christ 
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Church Records 

• Many of these have been copied and are available:

– Local archives

– Genealogy centers

– Churches  & Church Administrative Offices

– Online Sources (See handout)
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Church Records 

• Search strategies

– Learn what family traditions

– Learn the national origin

– Learn what churches were available in the 

towns where your ancestor settled. 

– Find an obituary or funeral notice
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Public Notices

• Death Notice
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Public Notices

• Funeral or Memorial Notice
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Public Notices

• Obituaries

– Obituaries can be one of the best sources for 

finding death information

– Local libraries & societies house collections of 

Obituaries from area and for local newspapers

– Digitized newspapers are on line (Free & $) 
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Free Sites (Obituaries)

• Chronicling America

– http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/

• Elephind

– http://www.elephind.com/

• Wikipedia

– https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:List_of

_online_newspaper_archives
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Pay Sites (Obituaries)

• Newspapers.com

– https://www.newspapers.com/search/#

• GenealogyBank.com

– https://www.genealogybank.com/
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Public Notices

• Obituary
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Public Notices

• Obituary
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Public Notices

• Obituary
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Public Notices

• Obituary
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Public Notices

• Obituary
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Public Notices

• Obituary
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Public Notices

• Obituary
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Civil Death Records

• Most states began recording deaths between 1900 

and 1930, but each started a different year

• New England states started recording deaths on the 

town level starting as early as the first residents of 

the town (1600s)

• Some states began recording deaths on the county 

level as early as the 1860s.
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Civil Death Record - Restrictions

• Some states have restrictions on who can see them. 

Each state has its own laws. 

• One state may have deaths for some years available 

to everyone while other states may limit access to 

relatives.
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Locating Civil Death Records 

• FamilySearch Wiki for Death Records: 
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/How_to_Find_United_

States_Death_Records
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Civil Death Records

• Death Registers
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Civil Death Records

• Coroner’s Reports
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Civil Death Records

• Death Certificates
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Civil Death Records

• Death Certificates
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Civil Death Records

• Death Certificates
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Civil Death Records

• Death Certificates
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Death Certificates - Where to find:

• Death Certificates

– Death Certificates by State:

• http://www.deathindexes.com/

– Order death certificates by State:

• https://www.everplans.com/articles/state-by-state-death-
certificate-ordering-i

– VitalCheck:

• https://www.vitalchek.com/order_main.aspx?eventtype=DE
ATH
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Cemetery Records
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Cemetery Records
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Cemetery Records
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Cemetery Records

• Sexton Records:
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Cemetery Records

• Interment Registers
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Cemetery Records

• Plot Ownership
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Cemetery Records

• Plot Map
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Cemetery Records

• Plot Map
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Cemetery Records

• Plot Map
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Cemeteries and Graves On Line Research

• Findagrave.com

– https://www.findagrave.com/

• Internment.net

– http://www.interment.net/Default.htm

• Ancestorsatrest.com/

– http://ancestorsatrest.com/

– Other Sites on Handout
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Find-a-Grave
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New Site View

165 million 

burial records 

and 75 million 

photos

Find-a-Grave

50

Old Site View 

(Linked to same 

database)
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Cemeteries and Graves

• Preparation for Field Research

• It is important to have as much information as 

possible.

• Large cemeteries will have an office that can 

provide a map/directions.

• Smaller/rural cemeteries:

– call the local government office. 

– will  have a name to help you if there is not a sexton.

• Access - follow local rules (often posted)

• By law in Tennessee and Alabama, access MUST be 

provided to a cemetery (may need prior contact on 

private land).
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Cemeteries and Graves

• Preparation for Field Research

– Cemetery kit recommendations:
– Foam cushion or knee pads

– Knife, pruning shears, gloves

– Cleaning supplies (D2, soft brushes, water bottles or 

sprayer,  popsicle sticks, whisk broom)

– Camera / Smart Phone

– Aluminum Foil & masking tape

– Pad and pen or pencil

– GPS and tape measure

– Probes and dowsing rods (flags for marking)

– Hand wipes / hand sanitizer

– Something to keep all this in …
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Care for Gravestones

• FIRST DO NO HARM!!!

Do not use: bleach, shaving cream or pressure washers.

• Apply D/2 Biological Solution with a brush, roller, hand 
pump sprayer (garden style pump sprayer) or low 
pressure power sprayer.

• Allow D/2 to remain on the surface 10-15 minutes.

• Apply additional D/2 as necessary to maintain a wet 
surface.

• Scrub with soft nylon or natural bristle brush. DO NOT 

USE METAL BRUSH.

• Lightly mist with water and continue scrubbing.

• Rinse thoroughly with clean, potable water.
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D/2 Cleaning
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Hard to Read - Foil Rubbing
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Hard to Read - Light & Mirror
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Finding Unmarked Graves

• Highlights:

– Most Christian burials are from E-W with the head at the 

West end.

– Clues for unmarked graves:

• Visually: Look for depressions in the earth.

• By feel: using very short steps (heel to toe) determine if 

there is a depression.

• Size: most depressions will be approximate <2 feet 

wide, < 6 feet long (graves of children will be smaller).

• If you have found the following: 
– location (in a cemetery or supposed cemetery); 

– orientation (E-W); size (approx. 2x6) 

– then you may have an unmarked grave.
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Probing for Graves

• When a grave is dug, the earth is disturbed and 

remains that way for hundreds of years. 

• The earth, once disturbed, will remain softer where 

the grave is. 

• That grave shaft, when probed, will allow the probe 

to enter much easier than the earth around it.
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Probing for Graves - Technique

• After finding a suspected grave,  begin at the center 
about a foot outside the area and move ACROSS the 
grave

• Push the probe into the ground at 6-12 inch intervals 
feeling for soft spots (It is helpful to probe known 
graves as well as areas where there are no graves to get 
a feel for the difference)

• Repeat the same procedure lengthwise. 

• If probing the suspected grave passes all the tests: size, 
shape, orientation  - then you may assume that it is a 
grave.  At this point, you would want to mark this grave: 
flags, GPS coordinates or other.
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Dowsing for Graves

• While dowsing for graves has been used for 

hundreds of years, there are many that do not 

believe it works. 

• There is NO scientific reason for it working, but 

I have dowsed hundreds of graves and believe 

in this method. 

• This is not accepted in a Court of Law. I will give 

a brief demo of how to dowse.
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Alternate Record Sources

61

Alternate Record Sources

• Bible Records 

– Old family Bible records are an excellent source 

for death records (birth, marriage, baptism, etc.)

– Libraries, family members, genealogy societies, 

archives
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Alternate Record Sources

• Social Security Death Index
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Other Sites for Record Searches

Social Security Death Index:  

– FamilySearch (Free / Requires registration)

https://www.familysearch.org/search/collection/1202535

– Ancestry ($ Pay site)

– Genealogy Bank ($ Pay Site)
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Alternate Records

• Census Mortality Schedule
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Alternate Records

• Monument Research 

– There are monument makers and local 

monument dealers. 

– These can be an additional source.

– The local monument dealers MAY be helpful in 

locating a loved one, but you need the date of 

death.

Monument Builders: 

http://www.monumentbuilders.org/

http://www.southernmonumentbuilders.com/
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Death Records

• Church Records

• Notices (Newspapers)

– Death Notice

– Funeral Notice

– Memorial Notice

– Obituary • Civil Records

– Death Registers

– Coroner’s Records

– Death Certificates
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Public Notices

• Memorial Notice
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Search Tips LESS IS MORE/USE FILTERS (Slide 7)

• The Ancestor Hunt tips: 

– http://www.theancestorhunt.com/newspapers.html

• Google Advanced Guide Search operator site:

– http://www.googleguide.com/advanced_operators_refere

nce.html

• Boolean operators: AND, OR, NOT:

– http://libguides.mit.edu/c.php?g=175963&p=1158594
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Copying and Editing Documents (Slide 47)

• Actual Documents

– Copy machine 

– Camera

– Phone

• On-line documents 

– Copying:

• Snipping tool which is available on windows

• Jing: https://www.techsmith.com/jing-tool.html

– Editing:

• Faststone.org: http://faststone.org/
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Cemeteries and Graves Online Research (cont.)

• Saving Graves

– http://www.savinggraves.net/

• Veterans in cemeteries

– https://www.cem.va.gov/cems/listcem.asp

• Billion Graves

– https://billiongraves.com/

• Death Indexes

– https://www.deathindexes.com/cemeteries.html
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