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Introduction
The “Upper Graveyard” (later renamed “Holy Rood Cemetery”) was founded in
1832 by Father Lucas, the pastor of Holy Trinity Church in Georgetown, as a burial ground
for members of the parish. A hilly site along Wisconsin Avenue (then High Street), just a
few blocks north of church, was selected and regulations for its layout were imposed upon
the landscape.1 The initial configuration included two sections, a north and south portion,
separated by a broad alley. Segregated space was provided for whites and blacks, and spatial
distinctions made between those who could pay for the lot, those who could pay half, and
the poor who could only pay the sexton’s digging fee.2 In 1853, Holy Trinity parish bought
an adjacent parcel of land in order to expand the cemetery.3 After the Civil War, the
cemetery was expanded once more, doubling in size, through a generous donation from W.
W. Corcoran, a native of Georgetown and a prosperous local banker. At this time, a new
entrance along High Street was built, and a new gate and stone retaining wall were added,
along with a new house for the sexton and a receiving vault. The name was then changed to
“Holy Rood Cemetery.”4
Since Holy Rood’s founding and expansion, and especially after its transfer in
ownership in 1942 from Holy Trinity to Georgetown University, the cemetery has seen
plenty of change. Its iron fence and gate have been replaced with chain link fencing; some of
its gravel carriage roads have been covered by blacktop paving; and other roads have
completely disappeared.5 Holy Rood Cemetery is currently facing a number of preservation
problems, including neglect, deterioration, vegetation overgrowth, and blatant vandalism.
Overall, the condition of the cemetery is poor and is steadily getting worse. These issues are
difficult enough to fix, but on top of that, the current owner of the cemetery, Georgetown
University, has expressed interest in redeveloping the property.6
Georgetown University unexpectedly acquired the title to Holy Rood Cemetery in
1942, when the Catholic Diocese of Washington, D.C., took control of Holy Trinity
Church, the cemetery’s original owner, and redistributed the parish’s holdings. Georgetown
University stopped selling burial rights soon after it acquired the title.7 Holy Rood
Cemetery, which sits on prime real estate along Wisconsin Avenue valued at $21.4 million,
is a liability to the university. The cemetery is not only economically unproductive for the
University, but is a financial drain with its constant need for upkeep and maintenance.
1

Needless to say, Georgetown University has made no efforts to restore the cemetery, very
occasionally performs maintenance, and has continued to work towards its redevelopment,
discussing options for the removal of a number of human remains with the Archdiocese.8
The development issues at Holy Rood Cemetery are illustrative of the ever-present struggle
of preservationists across the country, including the realities of balancing economic
feasibility with the retention of tangible cultural and historic resources.
The historic and cultural significance of Holy Rood Cemetery to Washington, D.C.,
and thereby the necessity for preserving it, is embedded in a number of historical facts. First,
along with being the oldest remaining Catholic cemetery in the District of Columbia, Holy
Rood Cemetery also is the burial place for a large number of enslaved and freed African
Americans, making it one of only a few cemeteries across the country that accepted black
burials at that time. Second, although surrounded by development, Holy Rood is one of the
last remaining “rural” landscapes in Washington. And third, the cemetery continues to
retain elements of its early to mid-19th-century appearance, and through its layout, clearly
illustrates the religious, social and cultural atmosphere of antebellum Washington, D.C.
The Larger Problem
Through observation I have casually noted that many of the historic burial grounds I
have examined are in poor shape. Most are “dead” cemeteries, in the sense that they no
longer accept burials, and the deceased that are buried there have been long forgotten and
descendants no longer visit. These cemeteries are considered irrelevant to many and are
simply unknown to most people, so their cultural and historic value is typically overlooked.
Tales like these can be found throughout the country, in virtually all states, counties, and
towns.
Holy Rood Cemetery is only one of many historic burial grounds across the United
States that is suffering from such varied preservation issues as development pressure,
inadequate funding, neglect, and vandalism. It seems that privately-owned, historic
cemeteries in particular face these issues, some more acutely than others, due to a number of
factors: the size and age of the cemetery, the high cost of maintenance and restoration, the
lack of funds and subsequent shortage of employees, and whether or not the cemetery
remains active as a burial site. Given that many cemeteries are facing these same types of
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issues, it would be instructive to examine how particular cemeteries are addressing (or not
addressing) their preservation challenges.

Scope
Washington, D.C., is home to a number of historic, privately-owned cemeteries that
span a range of sizes, ages, terrains, and organizational make-up/ownership types, thus
making it an ideal study. By examining and comparing a sample of D.C.’s privately-owned
cemeteries, I will be able to analyze the preservation elements of these cemeteries. This
analysis will then inform recommendations that could guide any privately-owned historic
cemetery struggling to maintain its condition and historic integrity.
In order to compare Washington, D.C.’s, privately-owned historic cemeteries, a
number of these burial grounds were selected for survey. The cemeteries that will be
addressed in this paper were chosen based on the amount of information available and their
openness to public visitation. This paper refers to nine privately-owned historic cemeteries,
including: Congressional, Glenwood, Holy Rood, Mount Olivet, Mount Zion, Oak Hill,
Prospect Hill, Rock Creek, and St. Mary’s cemeteries. This sample group represents about
90% of Washington, D.C.’s, privately-owned historic cemeteries.

Figure 1. Map showing location of surveyed cemeteries in Washington, D.C.,
courtesy of Google Maps.
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The state of literature on the preservation of cemeteries as it stands today, is heavily
focused on conservation methods, individual cemetery preservation plans or surveys, and
grave marker documentation. Where this document varies from previous works on historic
cemetery preservation, is in its scope and analysis. This paper looks at cemeteries from a
city-wide perspective. By using a wider focus, greater context for the individual cemeteries
within Washington, D.C., is established, and allows for various analytical methods,
including the combination of inter- and intra-cemetery conditions assessments. Also,
without this wider picture, the factors that affect cemetery conditions in Washington, D.C.
could not be determined as it relates to the surveyed cemeteries as a whole. This document
was created with the intent of using the lessons learned from the study of the broader
scheme of historic cemetery conditions in the District of Columbia, to help identify issues
and work towards solutions for individual cemeteries.

Methodology
A field survey form was created to record the condition of the key features of these
burial grounds as objectively as possible. Survey work took place over two contiguous
weeks, the last week of September and the first week of October, 2009. Features such as
“Access/Security,” “Circulation,” “Vegetation,” “Markers [Grave stones and
monuments],” and “Significant Structures” were the elements studied during field
inspection, and each was rated on a scale of zero to four. Zero meant that no features
existed; one signified poor condition; two points were awarded for fair condition; three for
good; and four for excellent condition. The points for each cemetery were totaled, and then
compared in order to determine the best cared for and most problematic cemeteries in
Washington in terms of preservation. The maximum number of points for the five principle
features was 20.
Additionally, bonus points were awarded to cemeteries that went beyond basic
upkeep and took advantage of visitor friendly elements, like interpretation, picnic tables and
benches. Attracting visitors is important to all historic sites, including cemeteries, in order to
encourage both emotional and financial support. These additional points were added to the
total points for each cemetery to create another list of the most enticing cemeteries for
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visitors interested in touring historic burial grounds. The total number of points possible
with the bonus is 24.

Figure 2. Cemetery survey form utilized in field observation.
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In addition to the survey, I contacted each of the cemeteries via email or telephone to
ask questions about the ownership of the cemetery, its organizational structure, its size,
reliance on volunteers, financials, future plans, et cetera, in order to balance the results of
the surveys with objective, factual data.1 This background information helped to create a
better context, as well as to make sense of some of the preservation issues facing these
cemeteries. The results of the surveys, in conjunction with the information gained through
the questionnaire, will be analyzed in this document with the hope of shedding light on
some of the best ways to maintain a privately-owned, historic cemetery. The results are not
meant to look down on sites with lower scores or praise those with near perfect scores, but
through analysis to understand what helps or hinders an historic cemetery, and learn from
those conclusions.

The Survey Explained
The top third of the survey form (along with the cemetery questionnaire) was
formulated to collect the basic objective data and to connect this information with the more
subjective conditions assessment, seen in the bottom portion of the form. The juxtaposition
of these sections allowed for a more complete representation of the cemetery on an easy-toread, single-sheet form. Perhaps the conditions of Washington, D.C.’s, privately-owned
cemeteries are the function of elements like age, size, and organizational system and can be
addressed accordingly. This hypothesis will be addressed through the analysis section of this
paper.
The field survey form addresses the condition of key elements, as described below:
Access/Security
This category was meant to determine the accessibility of the cemetery to visitors
through open gates and visiting hours during the day, while on the other hand maintaining a
secure environment that protects from vandalism, crime and after-hours visitors. Security is
best measured by the presence and quality of fencing. Tall, cast iron fences earned a rating
of three, while shorter, chain-link fences earned a two. In addition, the security rating was
bolstered by the presence of lighting or surveillance, both which earned one additional
1

See Appendix I for the list of questions.
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point, while listed rules earned half of a point, up to a total of four. Police surveillance was
not apparent at any of the sites, though the presence of gate- and caretakers’ houses were
clear indicators of a well-watched cemetery. A well-kept fence open during daylight hours
and closed at dark, in conjunction with any additional security elements, earned four of the
four points for this category.
Circulation
This section was meant to rate the walkways and roadways through the cemeteries.
These paths are the main circulation routes that lead through the grounds, and for the most
part were laid out prior to most of the burial activity within the cemeteries. Thus, most of
the cemetery roadways determined the overall plan of the cemetery, and were the primary
paths through the burial grounds that were traveled by mourners and visitors. Maintaining
the historic routes of the cemetery is an integrity issue, since these paths are an historic and
integral part of the cemetery layout. Currently, circulation still determines much of the way
the cemetery is experienced on foot or by car. Visitor experience today should mirror what
visitors experienced in the past. A poorly maintained drive detracts from the overall
appearance of the cemetery, and leads to the degradation of overall site integrity. Poorly
paved or slippery walkways can also become safety issues. A well-maintained roadway with
no potholes or major paving issues, combined with an even, easily traversed walkway
earned the four points for this category.
Vegetation
This was meant to determine the condition of the trees, bushes, and ground cover;
the level of maintenance of these plants was taken into consideration. Depending on the
degree of maintenance, vegetation could either greatly add to or detract from the aesthetics
of a cemetery. Cemeteries are unique landscaped settings, and vegetation, whether trees,
bushes, or flowers, contributes to the character of that landscape. On the other hand,
vegetation becomes problematic in cemeteries when it begins to interfere with other
elements, like pathways, stone markers, or structures like mausoleums, which in extreme
cases could become structurally compromised by intruding branches or roots. The
preservation of the historic landscape, as it was laid out with its original plantings and paths,
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was considered for rating under this category, but due to the fast-changing nature of
landscapes, lack of accessible records, and the preservation challenges that accompany
landscapes, it was deemed beyond the scope of this project to go into depth on the landscape
alterations. Well-trimmed, trees and bushes, along with regularly trimmed ground cover and
no ivy growth issues were given the maximum four points.
Markers
The “Markers” section was used to rate the condition of all burial monuments,
including sculpture, upright and recumbent gravestones, and box tombs. Grave markers and
memorials are by far the most numerous of all the cemetery elements, and thus a major
factor in integrity assessment. The markers showcase a broad range of styles, materials, and
types across a broad span of time, making it difficult to determine the condition of the
markers generally. It was noted whether markers were weather-worn, broken, vandalized,
obscured by vegetation, or had been repaired or restored. Two points were given to
cemeteries where a majority of stones were in good shape.
Recording and documenting historic markers is also an important preservation
initiative. Transcriptions and inventories of stones and markers, as well as photographic
documentation, help to preserve the information and detail on the stones long after the
inscriptions and carvings of the stones have worn away. One additional point was given to
cemeteries for transcribed stones, and two points were given for photo documentation.
Significant Structures
Significant structures, like mausoleums, crypts, columbaria, chapels/churches and
receiving vaults, can be difficult to maintain due to their size, number, and elaborate
craftsmanship. Many of these structures showcase alternative ways to bury or memorialize
the dead, and are therefore significant to the history of burial at these cemeteries. Many
mausoleums display the wealth and societal importance of the dead they house through
their conspicuous size, architectural quality, and use of expensive materials. Maintaining
mausoleums and all significant structures preserves the architectural, political, cultural,
religious, and societal messages of the past. Four points were given to cemeteries that had
structures in good shape with no major damage or structural issues.
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Bonus Features
The following categories, “interpretation” and “additional features,” are not required
in order to create a well-preserved cemetery. Nevertheless, they are critically linked to
visitation and tourism, which provide support that can be instrumental in the preservation of
historic resources. Because their rating is not crucial, but complimentary, to historic
cemetery preservation, these features are scored as bonuses. Bonus features were rated on a
scale of four, but due to their secondary importance in this survey, they were halved before
being added to the overall score.
Interpretation
While not essential to the upkeep or condition of a cemetery, interpretation plays a
large role in the experience a touring visitor has of the site. Interpretation not only
contributes to a more positive visit, but it also functions as an attraction to bring more
visitors to the cemetery, create “Friends” groups, and raise funds. Visitor centers,
interpretive signage, brochures, lists and maps of famous burials, and tours add to the
historic and cultural experience of visitors. Websites are also a great way to bring in visitors
and display information. Interpretation of cemeteries is a simple way to connect with the
greater community, bring publicity, and draw support for preservation and restoration
efforts. Two points were given to cemeteries that had utilized a wide variety of interpretive
methods.
Additional Features
The Additional Features section was a way to collect information on anything that
did not fit into the previous sections. It was a place to take note of things that were
unexpected finds or extraordinary elements. This ultimately turned into a “visitor-friendly”
category, rating things like picnic tables, benches, outdoor journals and memorial gardens
that went above and beyond the regular elements of a cemetery. The more extras a cemetery
had, the greater it scored in this category.
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The Survey Results
This chapter presents the survey data for Congressional, Glenwood, Holy Rood,
Mount Olivet, Mount Zion, Oak Hill, Prospect Hill, Rock Creek, and St. Mary’s
cemeteries. Data for each cemetery is compiled within a table and includes notes taken onsite, the total numerical score, and the individual scores within each of the preservation
categories: Access/Security, Circulation, Vegetation, Markers, Significant Structures, and
the bonus categories of Interpretation and Additional Features. The table is followed by
background information on the cemetery, based on the responses to the cemetery
questionnaires. 2 A discussion of the cemetery’s rating concludes this section.

Congressional Cemetery
1801 E Street, SE
Congressional Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures

Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Cast iron/chain link fencing (2.5), dog rules listed
(.5)
Crushed stone and grassy walkways, brick paved
drives. Some asphalt drives in poor shape.
Working on extending and improving road system.
Trees, bushes well maintained
Weather worn, a few broken, some repaired (2).
Photo documentation and transcribed interment
records (2).
Mausoleums, Crypts, Chapels, Vaults, Cenotaphs.
Working on restoration.
Visitor center, brochures, signage, docent-led and
cell phone tours, famous burials, website,
souvenirs
A public restroom, benches, an all-weather journal,
picnic tables
Preservation work is obvious. A very wellmaintained cemetery.

Table 1. Results of the conditions survey for Congressional Cemetery.

2

For a list of the questions, see Appendix I.
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RATING:
3
3
4
4
2
Total: 16
2
2
Total with
bonus: 20

Background Information
Congressional Cemetery opened for burial in 1807 and to this day remains an active
burial site. Its 32.5 acres are owned by the vestry of Christ Church and governed by a 12member Board of Directors, but are leased and managed by a non-profit group, the
Association for the Preservation of Historic Congressional Cemetery. There are three fulltime staff members: an executive director, a cemetery manager, and an administrator, as
well as several part-time employees, including grounds personnel and administrative
assistants. The cemetery relies on private donations to maintain its buildings, grounds and
monuments, as well as its website. Upkeep, as well as day-to-day operations, sales,
marketing, burials, and the recordkeeping of its 55,000 burials are the responsibility of the
Cemetery Manager.9
Congressional Cemetery has a unique community of over 600 dog-walkers that
provides a much relied upon volunteer base for the cemetery. In exchange for the privilege
of walking their pets through the grounds, the dog owners donate 12 hours of labor or
expertise, totaling over 7,200 hours of volunteer work a year. This is a creative way to
manage a large and aging cemetery with only a few staff members.10
A large number of visitors come to Congressional and are provided with a guided
tour by one of 12 volunteer docents on Saturdays between April and November. Historic
preservationists, members of Daughters of the American Revolution, Revolutionary War
buffs, Civil War and War of 1812 historians, and band members visiting the grave of John
Philip Sousa are among the most regular visitors. Additionally, the lives of persons buried in
the cemetery are reenacted periodically by professional actors. An extensive and
comprehensive community outreach program works to create a support base among
academic groups of all ages.11
Congressional Cemetery faces the usual financial pressures seen by most non-profits
in times of economic downturn. Another one of its major challenges is the pressure of
maintaining an old cemetery with aging monuments in need of repair. The Association for
the Preservation of Historic Congressional Cemetery has a 100-year plan that addresses
restoration and maintenance, including roads, infrastructure, tree planting, and monument
restoration. Congressional Cemetery was listed on the National Register for Historic Places
in 1969.12
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A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Congressional Cemetery tied for fifth place in Access/Security, tied for third in
Circulation, tied for first in Vegetation, placed first in Markers, and placed last in Significant
Structures. The wide range of rankings for Congressional Cemetery shows that this
cemetery has some preservation work to do, although its overall score ranks well. It does
exceptionally well in the Markers category, being the only cemetery to have a full set of
photographs documenting its headstones. Security could be improved by replacing the
partial chain link fencing with a solid, tall cast iron fence. Congressional Cemetery’s total
score of 16 placed third, and with the addition of four bonus points earned second place.
Congressional Cemetery scored high in most categories, mostly earning threes and
fours. The outlier is the Significant Structure rating of two, though currently there is
restoration work being done to restore Congressional’s structures. The crypts are in the
process of being repointed and the cenotaphs have already been restored. The roads are
being expanded and repaved, which will boost its circulation score. After the restoration and
construction work is completed, the cemetery would need to earn only one point in
Access/Security to have a perfect score.
Bonus Points
Congressional Cemetery has a number of distinguishing features that contribute to its
attraction for visitors. Congressional’s brick-paved roads are an exception to the blacktop
drives that run through the other surveyed D.C. cemeteries. Its 150 cenotaphs, designed by
Benjamin Latrobe, commemorate the dead that served in the U.S. Congress that are buried
there. A large, three-piece totem serves as a memorial to September 11th victims, given to
Washington, D.C. by Native Americans in Washington State. Picnic benches, trash cans,
and a bench with an all-weather journal for visitors to write in, all contribute to a visitorfriendly environment. This friendliness earns the cemetery the full four bonus points,
ranking it as number two on the list, and only one point behind Glenwood Cemetery.
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Congressional Cemetery
Left: Totem poles memorializing
September 11, 2001.
Left middle: Row of mausoleums
Right middle: Gateway arch broken
off entrance by oversized truck
Left bottom: Brick vault in need of
restoration
Right bottom: Evidence of the
heavy use of the cemetery by dog
walkers
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Glenwood Cemetery
2219 Lincoln Road, NE
Glenwood Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures

Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Cast iron and chain link fencing (2.5), rules listed
(.5)
Blacktop-paved drive in nice shape, no walkways
Trees and bushes well maintained. Dead trees
carved into sculpture.
Great shape (2).
Mausoleums, Chapel listed on National Register
and as a Historic Landmark of D.C.
Visitor center, tours, famous burials list, map and
website.
“Freedom’s Garden of Scattered Memories”

RATING:
3
4
4
2
4
Total: 17
2
2
Total with
bonus: 21

Table 2. Results of the conditions survey for Glenwood Cemetery.

Background Information
Glenwood Cemetery opened in 1854 and consists of 45 acres and 46,000 burials.
Glenwood, still an active cemetery, is run as a non-profit organization with a board of
trustees. A cemetery superintendent is in charge of upkeep and maintenance of the 155-yearold cemetery, assisted by an eight-person staff. There is no volunteer effort at Glenwood.
Money for maintenance mostly comes from burials and plot sales, though the cemetery does
claim public financial support.13
Most visitors, of which there are a good number, are there to visit deceased loved
ones, though there is a good amount of interpretation, including a tour, famous burials list,
and website. The beauty of the grounds also acts as an attraction for touring visitors.
Glenwood claims that its greatest challenges include the lack of space for more burial,
delays in permitting from the D.C. government, and rising costs. There is no long-term plan
for the preservation of the cemetery. The Glenwood Cemetery chapel was listed on the
National Register of Historic Places in 1989.14
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A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Glenwood Cemetery tied for fifth place in Access/Security, tied for first in
Circulation, tied for first in Vegetation, tied for third in Markers, and tied for first in
Significant Structures. Beyond security issues, Glenwood placed within the top three for all
other preservation sections, and tied for first in three of these categories. This would explain
Glenwood’s position as number two in overall scores, which climbs to the number one spot
when bonus points are added.
Glenwood Cemetery earned the maximum four points in three categories,
Circulation, Vegetation, and Significant Structures. By adding a cast iron fence, it could
boost its Access/Security score, and the completion of a transcription project would gain the
final points needed for a perfect score. As it stands, it has a total score without bonus of 17,
just half a point short of Mount Olivet Cemetery. The cleanliness of the cemetery is very
apparent and gravestones are in excellent condition.
Bonus Points
Glenwood has a long history, but recently added features, including its inscribed
granite wall and its layout of the Freedom Garden, the wooden “chainsaw” sculptures, and
the large number of recent markers decorated with silk flowers, make it look new. It is
surprising that such an old cemetery has been able to maintain such a contemporary look,
and remain so well maintained. The cemetery gained the maximum number of bonus points
due to its additional features and interpretation efforts, raising it to the number one spot as
the best-preserved, visitor-friendly cemetery. Glenwood, through its interpretation and the
addition of visible, new features, is an exceptional example of what can be done to keep an
historic cemetery relevant to the greater community.
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Glenwood Cemetery
Above: Garden of Scattered Memories
Right: Dead tree carved into sculpture
Below: View of recent burial ground
Bottom left: National Register-listed chapel
Bottom right: One of 12 angel sculptures
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Holy Rood Cemetery
2126 Wisconsin Avenue, NW
Holy Rood Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures
Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Chain link fencing with ungated opening (1.5), no
hours or rules listed
Grassy walkways, grass encroaching on blacktop
drive
Trees and bushes overgrown and damaging
markers, grass is not regularly cut
Weather worn, about 50% knocked over, broken,
obscured by vegetation (1). Total transcription (1).
Receiving vault covered in vegetation overgrowth
None
Rails missing from plot fences

RATING:
1.5
2
1
2
3
Total: 9.5
0
0
Total with
bonus: 9.5

Table 3. Results of the conditions survey for Holy Rood Cemetery.

Background Information3
Opened in 1832, Holy Rood Cemetery is currently owned by Georgetown
University, though it originally served as the burying ground of Holy Trinity Catholic
Church in Georgetown. It is assumed that money for maintenance and upkeep of this 6.56
acre, 7,300 burial cemetery comes out of the university’s budget. Maintenance crews, again,
probably from the university, mow the grass on occasion, though there is not much evidence
of any upkeep beyond that. Georgetown University police are in charge of cemetery
security, though mostly their duties are to answer phone calls to open the double gates of the
cemetery to allow car entry. There are no volunteers organized by the university for the
preservation of Holy Rood.
Holy Rood has visitors, some visiting deceased loved ones, though that number
grows smaller as the cemetery has not been open for plot sales for decades, and is only
accepting burials from the two dozen or so remaining plot holders. Dog walkers and
3

Georgetown University was not available for answering questions about Holy Rood Cemetery. The information
listed here is based on site visits and research done in the summer of 2009 by the author for an independent project
entitled “A Preservation Plan for Holy Rood Cemetery.”
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sunbathers have been seen using the cemetery, and a homeless person is believed to live
there since the cemetery is not completely enclosed. Due to its location on a hill, once inside
the cemetery, visitors are not seen from the public street. There is no interpretation of the
cemetery, and no outreach to attract visitors. Holy Rood’s biggest preservation challenges
are with its owner, who would prefer to develop the site for the use of the university and
who does not perform regular maintenance and much-needed restoration work. There are
no long-term goals or plans to preserve the cemetery.15
A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Holy Rood Cemetery placed eighth in Access/Security, sixth in Circulation, last in
Vegetation, tied for third with four other cemeteries in Markers, and placed fourth in
Significant Structures. Holy Rood’s placement is usually among the bottom few, with a little
higher rating for Markers because of its full transcription, which was done by an avid
genealogist who posted the full transcription on a website for research purposes.16 Holy
Rood only has one significant structure, a receiving vault, which is in good shape other than
some vegetation overgrowth, allowing it to place among the middle of the list for Significant
Structures. Its overall low scores result in its placement as eighth, second to last, on the
totaled lists with and without bonus points.
Scoring only nine points total, Holy Rood has room for improvement. It is not
surprising that Georgetown University, who wants to develop the site, is not pouring money
into the cemetery’s restoration. Nevertheless, certain basic maintenance should be
performed. The chain link fence is not secure, allowing vandals to enter at night unseen.
Vegetation is taking over roads and markers, in many cases destroying them. About half of
the stone markers have been knocked over and lay face down in the grass. Despite the
occasional mowing, the site looks abandoned and uncared for. With no interpretation
efforts or additional features to support it, Holy Rood is very much a forgotten landscape. It
has room to gain points in every category. Any work would boost Holy Rood’s score.

18

Holy Rood Cemetery
Top left: Vegetation growing over stones
Top right: Gravestone propped up with
sticks
Middle left: Vault with encroaching ivy
Middle right: Blatant display of vandalism
Bottom left: Broken box tomb
Bottom right: Arbor vitae grows up around
statue
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Mount Olivet Cemetery
1300 Bladensburg Road, NE
Mount Olivet Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures
Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Cast iron and tall wooden fencing (3), rules listed
(.5)
Blacktop-paved drive and a few cement-paved
walkways
Trees, bushes and flowers well-maintained. Treelined boundary to block views of traffic along
Bladensburg Road.
Great shape (2).
Mausoleums, Indoor crypt, columbaria, chapel
Signage
Trash cans, restrooms

RATING:
3.5
4
4
2
4
Total: 17.5
.5
1
Total with
bonus: 19

Table 4. Results of the conditions survey for Mount Olivet Cemetery.

Background Information
Opened in 1858, Mount Olivet is owned and operated by Catholic Cemeteries of the
Archdiocese of Washington, Inc., a non-profit that works under the auspices of the
Archbishop and with the oversight of a board of directors. Mount Olivet uses money from
its general operating fund to maintain the 83-acre cemetery. A Perpetual Care endowment
fund has been set up for future use, and a percentage of each burial fee is set aside to
contribute to this fund. The foreman or manager is in charge of upkeep, with the assistance
of a grounds staff of 18. Mount Olivet does not rely on volunteers in any capacity.17
The visitors that come to Mount Olivet are mostly loved ones of the deceased, and
not tourists. There is no interpretation of the cemetery, since that is not within the mission
of Catholic Cemeteries. Mostly the cemetery is a resting place for deceased Catholics and a
resource for grieving family and friends to come, visit and pray. Mount Olivet claims that its
greatest preservation challenge is time. Time takes its toll by weathering the monuments and
aging the trees, which die and need to be replaced. There are no specific long-term
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preservation goals for Mount Olivet, but its continuing mission to serve as an active
Catholic burial place will secure the cemetery’s well-being and maintenance efforts.18
A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Mount Olivet Cemetery placed fourth in Access/Security, tied for first in Circulation
and Vegetation, tied for third with four others for Markers, and tied for first in Significant
Structures. Mount Olivet’s placement is always within the top half, and placed first in three
categories. This cemetery does well in all preservation efforts, earning its place as the
number one, best-preserved historic cemetery, and the number three cemetery with visitor
friendliness added to the formula.
Mount Olivet Cemetery is meticulously cared for. It earned a perfect score in three
categories, with only half a point to add in Access/Security and a couple points for
gravestone transcription. Its grounds crew of 18 is large and active, working to maintain all
elements of the cemetery. The presence of this maintenance crew is very apparent when
visiting the cemetery. A cemetery that is actively selling burial lots has to work to keep its
grounds in excellent condition in order to entice prospective buyers. This cemetery is
obviously well cared for, and there is no reason to doubt that it will continue to be
maintained.
Bonus Points
Where Mount Olivet Cemetery lacks in points is in the bonus categories, which
accounts for its drop from number one to number three when bonus points are added.
Mount Olivet clearly states its goals as providing a burial place for deceased Catholics, and
being a support system for grieving family and friends. Mount Olivet has no interest in
catering to a tourist crowd, since this group is outside the scope of the cemetery’s mission. It
does, however, work to create a scenic, serene landscape by planting a row of trees along
busy Bladensburg Road to block the sights and sounds of traffic. Roses and other flowers,
which most D.C. cemeteries do not have, add to the general beauty of the place.
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Mount Olivet Cemetery
Top left: Main gateway to Mt. Olivet
Top right: Statue among gravestones
Middle left: Indoor crypt
Middle right: Chapel
Bottom right: View of gravestones
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Mount Zion Cemetery

Near 27th and Q Streets, NW
Mount Zion Cemetery
(Old Methodist Episcopal Burying Ground &
Female Union Band Society Graveyard)
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY : NOTES:
Access/Security
No fencing, lighting, surveillance or rules listed
Circulation
No walkways or drives. Fences disassembled and
lain in a heap.
Vegetation
Scattered trees, but well maintained
Markers
Moved around, laid down, stacked, broken (1).
Significant Structures
None
Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

One sign, tours

RATING:
0
0
3
1
n/a
Total: 4/16
1
0
Total with
bonus: 5

Table 5. Results of the conditions survey for Mount Zion Cemetery.

Background Information4
Mount Zion Cemetery is made up of two historic burying grounds, the Old
Methodist Episcopal Burying Ground (opened in 1808) and the Female Union Band Society
Graveyard (opened in 1842), which share the same three acres. Closed for burial since 1950,
the cemetery is currently owned by Dumbarton Street Methodist Episcopal Church, though
Mount Zion United Methodist Church of Georgetown has been the primary user.19 It is
assumed that money and manpower for cemetery upkeep comes from voluntary donations
to Mount Zion Church, though it is not apparent that either is in great supply. In 1976, a
volunteer clean-up and historical survey was arranged and performed by the Afro-American
Bicentennial Corporation, though over thirty years have passed without obvious additional
volunteer activity.
The cemetery has tours guided by Mount Zion Church, which is believed to have
been a hideout for runaway slaves on the Underground Railroad.20 The cemetery faces

4

Mount Zion United Methodist Church was unavailable to answer questions about Mount Zion Cemetery.
Information listed in this section is based on research conducted on the church’s webpage, as well as a few
other reputable internet sources.
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many preservation challenges, including security. There is no fencing, leaving the cemetery
open for vandalism. In addition, the movement of the stones and fences, unless
meticulously documented, now leaves the cemetery in a difficult position to restore it to its
historic layout. There is talk among Dumbarton Church, Mount Zion Church and the
Society for the Preservation of Historic Georgetown about restoring the cemetery, though
evidence of this restoration is yet to materialize.21 In 1975, Mount Zion Cemetery was both
listed as a D.C. Historic Landmark and on the National Register of Historic Places.
A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Mount Zion Cemetery placed ninth in Access/Security and Circulation, tied for fifth
in Vegetation, placed ninth in Markers and was not rated within the Significant Structures
category because it has no significant structures. Mount Zion placed last in three
preservation categories and placed within the bottom half for vegetation. Mount Zion
Cemetery scored the lowest of all the cemeteries in both total scores and scores with bonus
points.
Mount Zion Cemetery is in poor shape indeed. It only managed to score a total of
four points, three of them in Vegetation, and one in Markers. There could be many
wonderful things said about this cemetery once it has been restored, but currently it is in
desperate need of some care. The fences appear to still be there, though taken apart and
stacked up next to the markers. The restoration of this fencing would add some security to
the cemetery, though a complete, tall, fence would be best, along with some overhead
lighting. There are no paths, just grass. Not many of the markers are in their original
location, and many of them have been stacked upon each other and lain down in the
ground. Despite their ill treatment, some of the stones serve as wonderful examples of
carving, ranging from amateur lettering to artistic sculpture. There are no Significant
Structures to score. The grounds are in decent shape, but overall the cemetery is in very
poor condition.
Bonus Points
The cemetery received one bonus point in interpretation for tours led by Mount Zion
Church, but even this point only brings the total points earned to five.
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Mount Zion Cemetery
Top left: toys arranged at marker (OMEBG)
Top right: Exquisite example of stone carving
(OMEBG)
Middle left: Stones knocked over, fencing
disassembled (FUBSG)
Middle right: Carved text on gravestones (FUBSG)
Bottom: Deterioration of stone marker (FUBSG)
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Oak Hill Cemetery
3001 R Street, NW
Oak Hill Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures
Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Cast iron fence (3), lighting (1), rules listed
Blacktop walkways in terrible shape, some slippery
slate walkways. Blacktop road is in good
condition.
Trees, bushes, flowers, and ground cover well
maintained
Weather-worn, some broken (2). Complete
transcription (1)
Mausoleums and Chapels
Famous burials and map listed on website
Heron fountain, benches

RATING:
4
1.5
4
3
3
Total: 15.5
1
2
Total with
bonus: 18.5

Table 6. Results of the conditions survey for Oak Hill Cemetery.

Background Information
Opened in 1849, Oak Hill Cemetery is composed of 25 acres and 19,300 burials. Oak
Hill’s Renwick Chapel was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1972, and
the Van Ness Mausoleum in 1982. In addition, Oak Hill Cemetery is a contributing
property in the Georgetown National Historic Landmark District. Oak Hill is owned by
Oak Hill Cemetery Company, a non-profit organization. A four-member board of managers
is responsible for development and financial matters. A superintendent manages the day-today operation of the cemetery, along with a part-time office assistant and four
groundskeepers. Maintenance at Oak Hill is done year round, and all graves are dug by
hand. Although Oak Hill had been closed to burials, it has recently been reopened due to
the creation of burial spaces within the many steps of the cemetery. Money for upkeep is
derived from sales, donations and bequests. There are no volunteers at Oak Hill Cemetery.22
A steady stream of visitors comes to the cemetery year round. Many are family
members visiting the graves of loved ones, though quite a large number are tourists who
found the cemetery listed in a D.C. guidebook. Civil War buffs make pilgrimages to see the
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graves of various generals buried here, and other famous persons attract additional visitors.
Though there is not much interpretation, public visitation is encouraged through the
existence of benches and seasonal plantings that draw in visitors through the gates.
According to Ella S. Pozell, Oak Hill Cemetery superintendent, the grounds are kept “as
lovely as possible,” and the beauty of the landscape serves to invite visitation.23 The
cemetery office is open and available to help answer any questions or assist in obtaining
burial information.
Acquiring money is the biggest challenge facing Oak Hill Cemetery. Great
expenditures are required for care of cemetery roads, paths, steps, drainage systems and
trees. Oak Hill’s character comes in the form of its landscape, and essentially, its
preservation challenges are in its landscape features. The hilly terrain and old trees have
become difficult to maintain. There is a big drainage problem, and erosion is definitely an
issue. The trees shade the ground so that grass will not grow, and replacement ground cover
will take years to flourish. Long-term goals for the cemetery include the continuation of the
pathway casket interment project and construction of a columbarium for inurnment space.
As far as preservation goes, road paving and restoration of pathways and steps are also in
the plan.24
A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Oak Hill Cemetery tied for first with two others in Access/Security, placed seventh in
Circulation, tied for first with three others for Vegetation, placed second for Markers, and
tied for fifth place with one other cemetery for Significant Structures. The wide range of its
placement shows that this cemetery has its strengths and weaknesses. Though placing
number one or two in three categories, the other two categories have much lower
placement. This resulted in the overall placement of Oak Hill at fifth place, right in the
middle, and tied for fourth with the addition of bonus points.
Oak Hill’s tall cast iron fence provides security from vandals, earning it a four in
Access/Security. Its vegetation is well trimmed and maintained, though it could use a lot of
work in the restoration of its roads and paths, which are potholed and very slippery. Its
markers are transcribed, though photo documentation would gain Oak Hill the extra point
in this category. It does need some work done on its mausoleums and major monuments,
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though for the large number that Oak Hill has, they are in decent shape.
Bonus Points
Oak Hill is probably the most expertly landscaped cemetery in Washington, D.C.,
and this greatly contributes to its visitor numbers. Benches give rest from traversing the hills,
and take advantage of scenic views. A fountain, featuring a statue of a heron spouting water
from its beak, stands next to the National Register-listed Renwick Chapel. Oak Hill’s
scenery gives it a two in additional features. One
point is also awarded for interpretation, which
comes in the form of a website and a map of
famous burials.

Oak Hill Cemetery
Top left:
Heron fountain
Top right:
Renwick Chapel
Bottom left: New
inurnment space
along stairs.
Bottom right:
Calomiris
Mausoleum
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Prospect Hill Cemetery
2201 North Capitol Street, NE
Prospect Hill Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures
Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Cast iron fencing (3), caretaker’s house (1)
Blacktop-paved drive and concrete-paved
walkways, both in poor shape.
Trees and bushes overgrown. Clover growing in
the grass.
Weather worn, broken, some obscured by
vegetation, some fallen over. One marker repaired.
(2)
Mausoleums
One plaque within garden, hard to find website
Grove with flowers and plaque indicating the
founding of the cemetery by Germans—overgrown
paths leading to it.

RATING:
4
1
2
2
3
Total: 12
.5
1

Total with
bonus: 13.5
Table 7. Results of the conditions survey for Prospect Hill Cemetery.

Background Information
Prospect Hill Cemetery opened in 1858 with 10 acres of land and has since accepted
14,000 burials. Prospect Hill has a unique ownership and management set-up, since it is the
only cemetery in D.C. that is owned and operated by its lot owners. Members on the Board
of Trustees, which are elected by the lot owners, serve for two years in an unpaid position.
The only paid employee is the cemetery superintendent who lives on the grounds and is
responsible for maintenance. All the lot owners are essentially volunteers, and those who
are not currently on the board have, in the past, planted trees and bushes for the memorial
garden. A garden club also assists in the other cemetery plantings. Operating funds come
from lot owner donations and book sales from Washington, D.C.’s German communities.
T-Mobile also rents a small piece of the cemetery for one of its towers.25
Since the cemetery is still open for burial, visitors to the cemetery are mostly made of
up lot owners and family members who are visiting the dead. There are some tourists and
genealogists who frequent, but its location in a “dangerous area” prevents a strong visitor
base.26 Nevertheless, Prospect Hill encourages public visitation and sees itself as a “serene
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park in the midst of a crowded, large city.”27 The biggest challenge facing Prospect Hill is
having the money to meet expenses. In the past, the cemetery faced development pressures
when a former mayor of D.C. eyed the land for a location on which to build a new jail. The
cemetery responded by establishing itself as a D.C. historic landmark in 2005, which has
protected it from further development pressure. There are no long-term goals laid out for
Prospect Hill Cemetery at this time.28
A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Prospect Hill Cemetery placed first in Access/Security along with two other
cemeteries, placed eighth in Circulation, tied for seventh in Vegetation, tied for third with
four others in Markers, and tied for fifth in Significant Structures. Like Oak Hill Cemetery,
Prospect Hill has strengths and weaknesses. It placed high in Access/Security, but very low
in Circulation and Vegetation, and in the middle for the other categories. Prospect Hill is a
cemetery that is not in bad shape, but has room for improvement in most areas, thus earning
sixth place on the totaled lists with and without bonus points.
Though gaining the full four points in Access/Security for its cast iron fencing and
full-time superintendent surveillance, Prospect Hill could gain points in every other
category. Circulation was poor, with roads and walkways torn up and in desperate need of
repaving. Trees were covered in ivy and bushes need major pruning. Its aging markers need
documentation, and its significant structures could use a little repair.
Bonus Points
Interpretation and additional features at Prospect Hill are not strong, earning the
same number of bonus points in these categories as Mount Olivet, a cemetery that puts no
effort into attracting visitors outside of the D.C. Catholic population. It does have a website,
and a memorial garden, though both could be improved. Prospect Hill is a cemetery with
lots of potential, only requiring sufficient financial support.
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Prospect Hill Cemetery
Above: Commemorative plaque inside
grove
Right: Detail of German gravestone
Below left: Condition of walkways
Below right: View of roadway and
gravestones
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Rock Creek Cemetery
Rock Creek Church Road and Webster Street, NW
Rock Creek Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures
Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Cast iron fencing (3), lighting (1), rules listed
Blacktop-paved walkways and drives with potholes
Trees, bushes well maintained
Weather worn, broken, some fallen over (2).
Mausoleums, Church
Famous burials, webpage (within Rock Creek
Church website), map
Pond

RATING:
4
3
3
2
4
Total: 16
1.5
1
Total=18.5

Table 8. Results of the conditions survey for Rock Creek Cemetery.

Background Information
Rock Creek Cemetery, also known as Rock Creek Church Cemetery, has been
owned by the vestry of the Rock Creek Parish of St. Paul’s Episcopal Church since its
opening in 1719. Maintenance for this 86-acre, 40,000+ burial cemetery is funded by an
endowment established by the church. A small crew from the church is in charge of upkeep,
although contractors are hired for grass cutting. Historically, Rock Creek Cemetery has not
had to rely on volunteers, but is beginning to look into this option more seriously.29
Rock Creek is still an active cemetery, and family members visiting the graves of
loved ones make up a portion of the visitor base. Tourists also are attracted to the cemetery
because of its famous burials and its sculpture, namely Augustus Saint-Gaudens’ statue
“Grief.” St. Paul’s does not actively interpret its cemetery, though it has created a map of
well-known burials and allows the Smithsonian and other outside groups to give tours.30
Rock Creek Cemetery’s biggest preservation challenge is money. The cemetery is
filling up, and less money is coming in from burials and lot sales. Also, its endowment was
invested in the stock market, which has taken a hit, and as the cemetery ages, it only gets
more costly to maintain. Rock Creek Cemetery’s long-term goals include investigating other
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avenues of preservation, especially through grant funds and volunteer efforts. Rock Creek
Cemetery was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1977.31
A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
Rock Creek Cemetery tied for first with two other cemeteries for Access/Security, tied
for third with two others for Circulation, tied for fifth in Vegetation, tied for third with four
others for Markers, and tied for first with two others for Significant Structures. This
placement, with two firsts, two thirds and a fifth place, shows a pretty strong preservation
effort. Total scores place Rock Creek Cemetery as tied for third place without bonus points.
With scores of mostly threes and fours, Rock Creek is overall, a successfully
preserved cemetery. It could improve a little on its general maintenance: repaving the roads
and walkways, maintaining the pond, and resetting fallen stones, though this need is not
immediate. Its Access/Security scored a four, as well as its Significant Structures. Most
points could be gained in the Markers category, by way of documenting its stones, and one
point each for repaving and maintaining vegetation.
Bonus Points
Rock Creek Cemetery is the oldest and largest cemetery surveyed, but despite the
challenges of running such a sizable and historic cemetery, Rock Creek Cemetery is in good
shape. The individual markers and monuments are what make this cemetery unique. The
artwork here, expressed through carved stones and sculpture, is impressive, most notably
the “Grief” statue by famed sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens. The architecture, as seen
through a large number of mausoleums, is also expertly designed and constructed.
Additional draws to the cemetery include its famous burials, website, and occasional
Smithsonian-led tours. Overall, two and a half bonus points were added, giving it a number
four spot on the visitor-friendly list.
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Rock Creek Cemetery
Above left: Saint-Gaudens’ statue
“Grief”
Above right: View of monuments
Middle: Iron gate entrance
Bottom left: Russian Orthodox section
Bottom right: Example of high quality
mausoleum craftsmanship
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St. Mary’s Catholic Cemetery
2121 Lincoln Road, NE
St. Mary’s Catholic Cemetery
CONDITIONS/INTEGRITY :

Access/Security
Circulation
Vegetation
Markers
Significant Structures
Bonus: Interpretation
Bonus: Additional
Features

NOTES:
Chain link fence with cast iron gate (2)
Single concrete-paved walkway, blacktop-paved
driving loop
Few trees
Markers okay, but buried and semi-buried cut
stone curbs surrounding plots (1.5).
Mausoleums and private mausoleums
None
Trash cans, locked restrooms

RATING:
2
3
2
1.5
3
Total: 11.5
0
.5
Total with
bonus: 12

Table 9. Results of the conditions survey for St. Mary's Cemetery.

Background Information
St. Mary’s Cemetery consists of 3.57 acres, and has burials that date back at least as
early as 1855. St. Mary’s, like Mount Olivet Cemetery, is owned and operated by Catholic
Cemeteries of the Archdiocese of Washington, Inc. It is not apparent if the endowment fund
that has been established for Mount Olivet applies to St. Mary’s, but the grounds crew of
Mount Olivet is also responsible for maintenance and burials at St. Mary’s. 5 There is no
volunteer support for St. Mary’s.32
It is not known how many visitors come to the cemetery, but it may be assumed that
mostly the visitors are coming to visit the dead. There is not much room left for burial at St.
Mary’s, although it does bury one or two people each year, mostly in old family plots. There
is no interpretation of the cemetery, and no real mention of St. Mary’s Cemetery on the
Catholic Cemeteries website. Time is the greatest challenge for St. Mary’s, since it only
becomes more difficult and more costly to maintain an aging cemetery. The mission of St.

5

Lauri Brown of Catholic Cemeteries responded to this questionnaire as well as the questionnaire for Mount Olivet.
It is not apparent whether some of her responses were meant for both cemeteries, or just Mount Olivet, which is the
larger and more active of the two.
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Mary’s is probably similar to Mount Olivet, to be a burial site for Catholics and to provide
support for grieving family members.33
A Closer Look at the Cemetery’s Rank and Score
St. Mary's Cemetery placed seventh in Access/Security, tied for third with two other
cemeteries in Circulation, tied for seventh in Vegetation, placed eighth in Markers and
placed seventh in Significant Structures. St. Mary’s mostly placed among the bottom few
places, with the exception of its Circulation rating, earning its overall place of seventh above
Holy Rood and Mount Zion cemeteries.
St. Mary’s is facing some maintenance issues, with points to be earned in every
category. There is one burial that is caving in, and the chain link fence provides less than
ideal security. The trees and plants need to be pruned, which would gain St. Mary’s two
more points. Marker transcriptions and documentation would also add points, along with
repair of some of the Significant Structures. Circulation could be improved with a better
walkway system.
St. Mary’s Catholic Cemetery is one of the smallest and most intimate cemeteries in
Washington, D.C. Its cultural heritage is very apparent, being a mostly Italian Catholic
cemetery, with some German Catholic burials as well. Burial markers are shaped differently
than at the other cemeteries, and individual plots are laid out with stone curbs, like in old
European burial grounds. Photos of the deceased are inset into the markers, giving a more
personal touch. There are a number of above ground tombs that are not found in any other,
excepting a few at Mount Olivet Cemetery.
Bonus Points
There is no interpretation at St. Mary’s. The only additional features are trash cans
and a bathroom, which is kept bolted, giving St. Mary’s a total bonus score of half a point.
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St. Mary’s Catholic Cemetery
Top left: Unique brick monument
Top right: German headstone
Left: Cast iron gate
Above: View of plots outlined with stone
curbs
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A Closer Look at Conditions
There are a wide variety of conditions within D.C.’s privately-owned historic
cemeteries. The table below serves as a summary of the survey findings on cemetery
conditions, showing scores within each category of the survey, as well as total points for
each cemetery.

Cemetery:

Access/
Security

Circulation

Vegetation

Markers

Significant
Structures

Total
(of 20)

Congressional
Glenwood
Holy Rood
Mt. Olivet
Mt. Zion
Oak Hill
Prospect Hill
Rock Creek
St. Mary’s

3
3
1.5
3.5
0
4
4
4
2

3
4
2
4
0
1.5
1
3
3

4
4
1
4
3
4
2
3
2

4
2
2
2
1
3
2
2
1.5

2
4
3
4
n/a
3
3
4
3

16
17
9.5
17.5
4/16=56
15.5
12
16
11.5

Table 10. Scores for all of the surveyed cemeteries by preservation category, including total scores.

Individual scores within categories range from zero to four, and cemetery totals
range widely from five to 17.5. A listing of the cemeteries in order, from most to least points
earned, stands as: 1.) Mount Olivet, 2.) Glenwood, 3.) tie between Congressional and Rock
Creek, 5.) Oak Hill, 6.) Prospect Hill, 7.) St. Mary’s, 8.) Holy Rood, and 9.) Mount Zion
Cemetery.
Additionally, the bonus feature totals were compiled, as shown in the following
table. Numbers range from zero to two, worth only half as many points as the previous
categories. These numbers represent the importance of interpretation and visitor friendly
features in historic cemeteries. Totals with the bonus range from a high of 21 to a low of six.

6

Since it had no significant structures to rate, Mt. Zion Cemetery actually scored 4 points out of 16, which was
translated into 5/20 for the purpose of comparison.
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Cemetery:

Total

Interpretation

Congressional

16

2

Additional
Features
2

Total including

Glenwood

17

2

2

21

Holy Rood

9.5

0

0

9.5

Mt. Olivet

17.5

.5

1

19

Mt. Zion

5*

1

0

6*

Oak Hill

15.5

1

2

18.5

Prospect Hill

12

.5

1

13.5

Rock Creek

16

1.5

1

18.5

St. Mary’s

11.5

0

.5

12

bonus

20

Table 11. Bonus scores for all cemeteries.

In order to compare the results of the two ratings schemes for the cemeteries, a sideby-side list of the cemeteries in order of their rated positions is useful.
Order of rating
1. Mt. Olivet

Order of rating
with bonus
1. Glenwood

2. Glenwood 2. Congressional
3. Congressional 3. Mt. Olivet
--. Rock Creek

4. Rock Creek

5. Oak Hill -- Oak Hill
6. Prospect Hill 6. Prospect Hill
7. St. Mary’s 7. St Mary’s
8. Holy Rood 8. Holy Rood
9. Mt Zion

9. Mt Zion

Table 12. Cemeteries listed in order of rating and in order of rating with bonus.

It is easy to see that the order of the cemeteries on the two lists is very similar. There
is a slight rearrangement within the first three places due to the drop of Mount Olivet
Cemetery from one to three, but otherwise all cemeteries remained in the same placement.
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This tells us that, excepting Mount Olivet, the cemeteries that make a point of preserving
and restoring their historic features also work to attract visitors and tourists by consciously
providing services and conveniences for this group. The drop in placement of Mount Olivet
on the list is understandable, since its main focus is to provide support and comfort to a
grieving Catholic population, and not to attract tourists.

Rating within each Category
The overall cemetery totals have been calculated and mentioned, but a closer look
into each of the preservation categories will give more detail as to the conditions seen inside
Washington, D.C.’s historic, privately-owned cemeteries.
Access/Security
Washington, D.C. cemeteries mostly scored well within this category, with six out of
nine earning a rating of “good” or “excellent.” Excellent access and security was earned by
Oak Hill, Prospect Hill and Rock Creek cemeteries for their cast iron fencing, which, due to
its strength, height, and impenetrability, is one of the best ways to keep out unwanted
visitation during closed hours. In addition, these cemeteries also utilized other surveillance
features, like overhead lights to illuminate movement inside the gates after dark, or an onsite
caretaker’s house to provide a watchful eye. The cemeteries that scored poorly do not have
adequate fencing and in some cases, no fencing at all.
Rating
1.
--4.
5.
-7.
8.
9.

Cemetery
Oak Hill
Prospect Hill
Rock Creek
Mt. Olivet
Congressional
Glenwood
St. Mary’s
Holy Rood
Mt. Zion

Points
Earned
4
4
4
3.5
3
3
2
1.5
0

Table 13. Cemetery ratings and points earned within Access/Security category.
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Circulation
Half of the surveyed cemeteries scored a “good” or higher circulation rating, though
one-third scored “poor.” Cemeteries that restored or repaved their drives or walkways
scored highest, namely Glenwood and Mount Olivet. Easily traversable walkways, whether
of cement, stone, brick or grass, were also a requirement for an “excellent” rating.
Cemeteries that scored poorly in this category were those with potholed roads and slippery
or bumpy paths. Mostly the circulation issue is one of funding. Repaving roads is a lesser
priority for an historic cemetery that has much work to do, and many do not have funds
available for such a project.
Rating
1.
-3.
--6.
7.
8.
9.

Cemetery
Glenwood
Mt. Olivet
Congressional
Rock Creek
St. Mary’s
Holy Rood
Oak Hill
Prospect Hill
Mt. Zion

Points
Earned
4
4
3
3
3
2
1.5
1
0

Table 14. Cemetery ratings and points earned within Circulation category.

Vegetation
Six of nine D.C. cemeteries earned a “good” or higher rating under the Vegetation
category, and four of those rated as “excellent.” Fours were given to cemeteries with no
overgrowth issues and well-maintained trees, bushes, shrubs and ground cover, namely
Congressional, Glenwood, Mount Olivet and Oak Hill cemeteries. Holy Rood received a
“poor” rating because its vegetation is so overgrown that headstones are being knocked over
or enveloped by plants. Also, the grass is seldom mown, making walking through the
cemetery difficult.
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Rating
1.
---5.
-7.
-9.

Cemetery
Congressional
Glenwood
Mt. Olivet
Oak Hill
Mt. Zion
Rock Creek
Prospect Hill
St. Mary’s
Holy Rood

Points
Earned
4
4
4
4
3
3
2
2
1

Table 15. Cemetery ratings and points earned within Vegetation category.

Markers
The average score in this category was much lower, a “fair” rating of two. This is
because a rating higher than two required documentation of its gravestones, either by
transcription or photography. Congressional scored highest because it has a full set of
photographs of its stone markers, which will allow the cemetery to preserve an image of the
stones long after the carving on the stones has worn away. Oak Hill has a complete set of
transcriptions of its stones, earning it three points. Holy Rood has full transcription as well,
though its stones are in such bad shape that it could not achieve a score above two. Overall,
D.C. gravestones are in good shape, but documentation efforts are lacking.
Rating
1.
2.
3.
----8.
9.

Cemetery
Congressional
Oak Hill
Mt. Olivet
Rock Creek
Glenwood
Holy Rood
Prospect Hill
St. Mary’s
Mt. Zion

Points
Earned
4
3
2
2
2
2
2
1.5
1

Table 16. Cemetery ratings and points earned within Markers category.

Significant Structures
This section received the highest ratings, with seven cemeteries earning a three or
higher, and no cemetery earning a “poor” rating. Mostly this section rated mausoleums,
though chapels, vaults and other onsite structures were included. Glenwood, Mount Olivet
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and Rock Creek cemeteries all had significant structures in excellent shape, despite the large
number of these structures standing within each of these cemeteries. Congressional
Cemetery, though earning the least number of points, is in the process of restoring its
structures, so will soon join the other cemeteries in a “good” or “excellent” rating.
Rating
1.
--4.
5.
-7.
8.

Cemetery
Glenwood
Mt. Olivet
Rock Creek
Holy Rood
Oak Hill
Prospect Hill
St. Mary’s
Congressional
Mt. Zion

Points
Earned
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
2
n/a

Table 17. Cemetery ratings and points earned within Significant Structures category.

Interpretation
This bonus section allowed cemeteries to earn an additional zero to two points,
though only two cemeteries, Congressional and Glenwood, sponsored enough interpretive
activities to earn the maximum points for this category. Two cemeteries did not earn any
interpretation points, Holy Rood and St. Mary’s. Interpretation contributes to the
experience a touring visitor has of the site, and many cemeteries benefit from interpreting
the burial landscape to visitors, mainly gaining financial and community support. The seven
D.C. cemeteries that did not earn the full two points could benefit from additional
interpretation of their burial ground.
Rating
1.
-3.
4.
--.
6.
--.
8.
--.

Cemetery
Congressional
Glenwood
Rock Creek
Mt. Zion
Oak Hill
Mt. Olivet
Prospect Hill
Holy Rood
St. Mary’s

Points
Earned
2
2
1.5
1
1
.5
.5
0
0

Table 18. Cemetery ratings and bonus points earned within Interpretation category.
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Additional Features
The Additional Features bonus category measured visitor-friendly elements, and
awarded up to two points per cemetery. Three cemeteries, Congressional, Glenwood and
Oak Hill, took full advantage of these points, and indeed, attract a great number of visitors.
Holy Rood and Mount Zion, on the other hand, do not have any additional features, and in
effect, do not have as large a number of visitors.
Rating
1.
--4.
--.
-7.
8.
--.

Cemetery
Congressional
Glenwood
Oak Hill
Mt. Olivet
Prospect Hill
Rock Creek
St. Mary’s
Holy Rood
Mt. Zion

Points
Earned
2
2
2
1
1
1
.5
0
0

Table 19. Cemetery ratings and bonus points earned within Additional Features category.

In summary, Washington, D.C.’s privately-owned, historic cemeteries have the most
work to do in the Circulation category and Marker documentation. Better security and
maintenance of vegetation at a number of the cemeteries would also help to boost
preservation efforts. Additional interpretation and visitor-friendly elements would improve
the relationship many Washington, D.C. cemeteries have with the public and bring in
support for preservation efforts. Overall, the surveyed cemeteries scored within acceptable
ranges, although there are outliers within each category. This disproves my original
hypothesis; that, based on my observations at Holy Rood Cemetery, I would find most D.C.
historic cemeteries to be forgotten landscapes in poor condition.
Further, in order to earn a place among the top cemeteries, a strong effort towards
preservation in all categories must be demonstrated. Looking at each cemetery individually,
and then comparing the cemeteries’ scores within each of the preservation categories,
allowed for two kinds of analysis: the quality of preservation in terms of individual cemetery
potential, and the quality of preservation rated in reference to eight other cemeteries. What
was determined was that, based on conditions, there is a natural separation of the
cemeteries into three distinct groups. The first group is made up of cemeteries, like
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Congressional, Glenwood, Mount Olivet, and Rock Creek, that for the most part, excel in
all preservation categories and place at the top of the list. The second group of cemeteries,
like Oak Hill and Prospect Hill, have strengths in certain areas and weaknesses in others.
Cemeteries like St. Mary’s, Mount Zion, and Holy Rood constitute the third group, which
are weak in all or most preservation criteria and fall to the bottom of the list.

What factors affect condition?
As demonstrated above, there is a wide range of conditions within Washington, D.C.’s
historic, privately-owned cemeteries. A critical question arises: What factors affect cemetery
conditions? And further, are there factors that directly and disproportionately affect these
conditions and make it more difficult for cemeteries to maintain their historic landscapes?
The answers to these questions will provide an opportunity to more carefully evaluate the
problems and work towards solutions. In most cemeteries, a number of factors are likely at
work in combination, making it difficult to prove that any single factor affects conditions
more than another. Nevertheless, clear connections may be drawn from an analysis of the
available data. The following section will look into a series of possible factors, including:
size, age, ownership, historic register listing, active versus non-active burials, and
race/nationality, and determine the relationship of these factors to the conditions seen at
Washington, D.C.’s cemeteries.
Size
Size is probably one of the most obvious factors that would affect cemetery conditions
and preservation. By listing the cemeteries in order of size by acreage, and comparing this
list with the order of total scores, it becomes clear that there is almost a direct relationship
between the size and rating. Besides the exceptions of Rock Creek and Holy Rood
Cemeteries, which are slightly lower in the rated list than in the list by size, all the
cemeteries lined up by size match the order by score.
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Listed in order
of size:
1. Rock Creek

86

Listed in order
of rating7
1. Mt. Olivet

2. Mt. Olivet

83

2. Glenwood

3. Glenwood

45

3. Congressional

4. Congressional

Acreage:

32.5

--. Rock Creek

5. Oak Hill

25

5. Oak Hill

6. Prospect Hill

10

6. Prospect Hill

7. Holy Rood

6.56

7. St. Mary’s

8. St. Mary’s

3.57

8. Holy Rood

9. Mt Zion

3

9. Mt Zion

Table 20. Cemeteries listed in order of size compared to cemetery ratings.

For the most part this shows that in Washington, D.C., the larger the cemetery, the
better the conditions. (The two exceptions to this finding may be lower in rank due to other
factors, like age.) Perhaps this is because with the larger number of deceased that could be
accommodated in a large cemetery, a larger base of family members and friends exists who
care about how the individual plots are maintained, as well as how the whole cemetery is
presented. Large cemeteries also fill the current need for green space within increasingly
urban areas, doubling as parks where people can get their exercise or walk their dog, and
thus gain the support for preservation efforts within the larger community. Another
possibility is that the larger cemeteries were able to remain active burial sites longer than
smaller ones, thus bringing in more money from burials and plot sales. Further, it may be
that larger cemeteries were not only financially better off, but because of the large number of
plots available were more aware of the need for plans to safeguard its future financial
situation. In fact, both Rock Creek and Mount Olivet, the two largest cemeteries, have
endowments set up to help pay for cemetery maintenance, and are the only ones in D.C.
that do. Whatever the reason(s), it is very apparent that size is a factor that directly affects
cemetery conditions.
7

List is in order of totaled points without bonus.
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Age
Age is another factor that would seem an obvious impediment to cemetery
maintenance. In fact, many cemeteries reported that age was their largest preservation issue.
Numerous responses to the cemetery questionnaire note that the older a cemetery gets, the
more difficult and more costly it is to maintain. Nevertheless, the age of the cemetery seems
to not have a direct effect on cemetery maintenance. The list in order of totaled points does
not correlate with the list by age.
Rock Creek Cemetery is the oldest cemetery by 88 years, which is substantial, since all
the other cemeteries were established within a range of 51 years, from 1807-1858. (This may
be the reason that Rock Creek was one of the exceptions within the size section.)
Nevertheless, all of the cemeteries are at least 150 years old, which is sufficiently old enough
to see the wear and tear caused by time. It may be that because most of the cemeteries are
within a close range of establishment dates, there would not be a wide range of time-related
conditions that would surface, explaining why there is no direct connection between age
and current cemetery conditions. Also, with the presence of effective maintenance staff at
some cemeteries, some of the effects of time have not been allowed to take hold or have
been removed through both regular maintenance and restoration efforts. Therefore, age is
not determined to be a major factor within D.C. cemeteries that affects the wide variety of
conditions.
Listed in order
of age
1. Rock Creek (1719)

Listed in order
of rating8
1. Mt. Olivet

2. Congressional (1807)

2. Glenwood

3. Mt. Zion, OMEBG (1808)
FUBS (1842)
4. Holy Rood (1832)

3. Congressional

5. Oak Hill (1849)

5. Oak Hill

6. Glenwood (1854)

6. Prospect Hill

7. St. Mary’s (~1855)

7. St. Mary’s

8. Mt. Olivet (1858)

8. Holy Rood

9. Prospect Hill (1858)

9. Mt Zion

--. Rock Creek

Table 21. Cemeteries listed in order of age compared to cemetery ratings.
8

List is in order of totaled points without bonus.
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Ownership
Outside of Oak Hill and Glenwood cemeteries, all surveyed Washington, D.C.
cemeteries were founded by a church or parish, thus the relationship between ownership
and order of rating offers little interpretive help. For example, there is no cluster of secular
non-profits versus religious ownership. It does not seem to matter whether a cemetery is
owned by a religious or a secular non-profit organization, both can serve as good stewards
to their historic cemetery. What does seem to matter is that the ownership entity has the
resources, skills and desire to maintain good cemetery conditions. The more resources, skills
and desire a cemetery owner has, the better off the cemetery fares, which is true for the top
five listed cemeteries. The cemeteries at the bottom of the list are missing at least one of
these three key elements.
Prospect Hill is owned by its lot owners, not a religious or non-profit organization.
This puts Prospect Hill at a disadvantage, since responsibility for the financial and physical
stability of the cemetery is in the hands of volunteers that may have no professional training.
It just does not have the money (lack of resources) to do regular maintenance or carry out a
large-scale restoration. St. Mary’s, although owned by the same organization as Mount
Olivet, is not a large or active enough cemetery to get the amount of attention or money that
Mount Olivet gets (lack of resources), explaining its lower listing. Holy Rood is in the
unfortunate position of being owned by a university that would prefer that cemetery
conditions worsen so as to make a better case for developing the site (lack of desire). Mount
Zion United Methodist Church, though interested in preserving Mount Zion Cemetery,
seems to lack the expertise available to do so (lack of skills).
Listed in order of rating
1. Mt. Olivet

Ownership
Catholic Archdiocese of Washington, D.C.

2. Glenwood

Glenwood Cemetery, non-profit

3. Congressional

Vestry of Christ Church

--. Rock Creek

Vestry of St. Paul’s

5. Oak Hill

Oak Hill Cemetery Co., non-profit

6. Prospect Hill

Lot owners

7. St. Mary’s

Catholic Archdiocese of Washington, D.C.

8. Holy Rood

Georgetown University

9. Mt Zion
Mt. Zion United Methodist Church
Table 22. Cemetery ownership, listed in order of cemetery rating.
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Historic Register Listing
While listing an historic property on a preservation register does not provide much
legal protection, Washington’s National Register-listed cemeteries are those that are best
preserved. The only exception is Mount Zion Cemetery, which at the time of listing on the
National Register of Historic Places was in better condition. Those cemeteries not listed on
the National Register include Prospect Hill (which has recently added its name to the D.C.
Historic Landmark list), Mount Olivet, St. Mary’s and Holy Rood. The latter three
cemeteries are not listed on any historic register. Perhaps it is not coincidence that besides
Mount Olivet9, these cemeteries are among the lowest ranked in terms of preservation. The
inclusion of a cemetery on an historic register generally means that the owner of the
cemetery, or an outside group, places value in its historic character and plans on preserving
its historic features. The only cemetery among those listed on the National Register that has
since lost integrity is Mount Zion. Overall, historic register listing seems to be beneficial to
the condition of the cemetery, and has a clear relationship with cemetery integrity.

Listed on Historic Registers (in order of year added)
Congressional
NR (1969)
Oak Hill
Mt. Zion

NR Renwick Chapel (1972), NR Van Ness
Mausoleum (1982), contributing property within
the Georgetown NHL District
NR (1975)

Rock Creek

NR (1977)

Glenwood

NR Chapel (1989)

Prospect Hill

DC Historic Landmark (2005)

St. Mary’s

No listing

Holy Rood

No listing

Mount Olivet

No listing

Table 23. Listing of cemeteries on historic registers, in order of the year of listing.

9

Mount Olivet Cemetery may not be National Register-eligible due to its active burials and religious
association.
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Active versus Non-active burials
The survey demonstrates a direct connection between the conditions of the surveyed
cemeteries and their status as an active or non-active burial site. The cemeteries at the top of
the list, Mount Olivet and Glenwood, are not only active, but accept more burials than the
other active cemeteries. Rock Creek Cemetery admits that space for burial is now limited,
and Oak Hill had run out of burial space, and was reopened for burials under paths and
stairs only recently. Prospect Hill is approaching its burial limit, and St. Mary’s mostly
buries those who already own a family plot, which totals one or two people a year. Holy
Rood is closed to burial for all but a handful of remaining plot owners, and Mount Zion has
been closed for burial since 1950. In summary, there is a direct connection between the
number of burials performed each year and the condition of the cemetery and, more
specifically, there is a linear progression based on the amount of burial activity. The reason
for this connection is most likely that the stream of income that comes from burial fees and
plot sales is typically the money that is used for maintenance. Without steady cash flow,
cemeteries tend to have insufficient funding to hire a grounds crew or otherwise maintain
the burial landscape.

Listed in order of
rating
1. Mt. Olivet

Active burials?
yes

2. Glenwood

yes

3. Congressional

yes

--. Rock Creek

yes

5 .Oak Hill

yes

6. Prospect Hill

yes

7. St. Mary’s

a few

8. Holy Rood

Only to lot holders

9. Mt. Zion

no

Table 24. Active burials within cemeteries, listed in order of rating.
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Race/Nationality
Though not obvious at first, there is a connection between condition and the
cemeteries that catered to minority populations. Mainly, that the cemeteries at the top of the
list were open to large numbers of people from a variety of backgrounds. The cemeteries at
the bottom of the list, on the other hand, were largely used by smaller, minority populations.
Prospect Hill Cemetery, number six, was established by a German religious group. St.
Mary’s, number seven, was largely an Italian Catholic cemetery. Holy Rood, number eight,
served an Irish and African American Catholic population, and number nine, Mount Zion
served as an African American burial ground. All of these populations were outside of the
white, Protestant majority and probably did not have the collective resources to maintain
their burial grounds.
Listed in order of
rating
1. Mt. Olivet

Race/Nationality
various

2. Glenwood

various

3. Congressional

various

--. Rock Creek

various

5 .Oak Hill

various

6. Prospect Hill

German

7. St. Mary’s

Italian/German

8. Holy Rood

Irish/African American

9. Mt. Zion

African American

Table 25. Race/Nationality served by the cemeteries, listed in order of rating.

Summary of Findings
Drawing on the story of Holy Rood Cemetery, this paper introduced the notion that
many historic burial grounds across the United States suffer from multiple preservation
issues, including development pressure, inadequate funding, neglect, and vandalism. By
surveying Washington, D.C.’s privately-owned, historic cemeteries, assessing and recording
current conditions, and then researching the behind-the-scenes workings of these cemeteries,
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it is possible to see what preservation issues are prevalent in the area, and how these
cemeteries face these challenges individually.
Collectively, Washington, D.C.’s, historic, privately-owned cemeteries face all the
great preservation challenges, including the pressures of development, money, maintenance
and vandalism. Of these issues, financial challenges are the greatest preservation concern for
most of D.C.’s historic cemeteries. Money is what allows these landscapes to maintain
fences, paths and roadways, trees and plantings, grave markers and burial structures.
Without adequate or steady income, historic cemeteries cannot afford to hire
groundskeepers and staff, and therefore cannot maintain the burial properties. Inactive
cemeteries in particular, without cash flow from burials and plot sales, are in the greatest
danger of becoming overgrown, dilapidated, and vandalized sites, and indeed, Holy Rood
and Mount Zion cemeteries have experienced these negative effects. Nevertheless, despite
the financial and other preservation challenges faced by these cemeteries, most of
Washington’s surveyed cemeteries are in good condition, with clear signs of maintenance
and preservation efforts. The original speculation, based on the poor condition of Holy
Rood Cemetery, that D.C.’s historic cemeteries would mostly be found in poor states of
preservation, is inaccurate.
It was also hypothesized that some cemeteries suffer preservation challenges more
acutely than others, due to a number of possible factors. The size and age of the cemetery,
ownership, historic register listing, the current activity of the burial site, and
race/nationality were analyzed for their effect on the conditions at each cemetery. It was
determined that there is a close relationship between size and historic register listing, and an
even closer relationship between the number and acceptance of burials, and race/nationality
with current conditions. The general finding seems to be that larger, historic register-listed
properties are better preserved, and that those with active burial programs are best able to
maintain and preserve their properties. In addition, cemeteries that catered to a large,
diverse population have fared better than those serving small, minority populations.
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Recommendations
Through the process of studying Washington, D.C.’s historic cemeteries, and
learning of their challenges and the factors that affect their long-term preservation, it
becomes easier to determine solutions to particular preservation issues. The following
paragraphs address each of the cemeteries that are in the greatest need of preservation work,
discuss the specific issues facing these cemeteries, and give suggestions that would help to
create a more viable system that supports its preservation.
Prospect Hill. Lack of money is the most likely the problem at Prospect Hill, as it is
at many cemeteries. There is no endowment to support maintenance costs, and only one
staff member to care for the cemetery full-time. Volunteer efforts by the lot owners and their
financial contributions are what keep the cemetery running, though a more wide-scale
volunteer effort would help tremendously. A large chunk of money is needed to repave the
road and hire a grounds crew. Prospect Hill Cemetery is an example of an historic cemetery
that has member support, but no funds to carry out its basic operating costs. Therefore,
fundraising efforts may be the solution to upgrade this cemetery.
St. Mary’s. St. Mary’s Catholic Cemetery is mostly facing a loss of income due to a
lack of burial activity. There is only a small amount of burial space left, and only a couple
burials are performed each year. Luckily, St. Mary’s borrows grounds staff from Mount
Olivet Cemetery, whose employees are, in effect, in charge of upkeep at both cemeteries.
Mount Olivet is much larger and more active, and requires a greater amount of
maintenance work, thereby monopolizing the shared grounds staff. St. Mary’s would benefit
from its own on-site maintenance staff, paired with the creation of inurnment space, which
would bring in money to pay for the upkeep.
Holy Rood. Holy Rood’s biggest challenge is Georgetown University. There is no
way to solve the preservation problems or maintain the cemetery without the support of its
owner. Owner consent is required for listing a property on both the National Register and
D.C. Historic Landmark Register, so Holy Rood can and will not gain the benefits of that
designation without the acquiescence of the university. Georgetown University believes that
it will eventually be able to develop the site, but the great legal battles that will ensue in
order to move burials from Holy Rood to another location, probably Mount Olivet, would
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likely make redevelopment very difficult, if not impossible. Nevertheless, Holy Rood is
being ignored, making the site an eyesore, with the hope that its neighbors will eventually
support development on the site. Instead of using great financial resources to cover legal fees
and burial movement, Georgetown University would do well to organize a “friends” group
that would lease the site and provide maintenance. Reopening the site for burial, and
perhaps building a columbarium, would also be a good idea, bringing in extra money for the
university that could be used to create an endowment fund for perpetual care of the
cemetery.
Mount Zion. Mount Zion Cemetery already has plans for its restoration, led by
Mount Zion United Methodist Church, Dumbarton Street Church and the Georgetown
community. Because of the great history at this cemetery, specifically its function as a site
along the Underground Railroad, this cemetery would work well as a cultural and historic
tourism site. After restoration is completed, a large interpretive effort should be made, with
waysides, guided tours, and perhaps a small informational kiosk. Money generated from
tours could be used to pay for tour guides and maintenance staff.
In addition to the specific suggestions listed above for the lower scoring cemeteries,
this paper will also discuss general recommendations for improvement that can apply to all
of Washington, D.C.’s historic cemeteries. Because all the cemeteries mentioned within this
paper can be improved by further preservation work, this list is meant to share effective
preservation solutions for the benefit of the greater historic cemetery community. Based
largely on creative preservation methods found within the surveyed cemeteries, the
following points may be of use to any historic cemetery trying to maintain its historic
character.
•

Establish an effective volunteer group like the dog-walkers at Congressional
Cemetery. Simply providing a pleasant space for walking a pet has turned into a
way to leverage thousands of volunteer hours, contributing to a greater
preservation effort that involves the community.

•

Instead of removing old, dead trees, turn them into sculpted art like at Glenwood.
This creatively integrates the historic vegetation, which would otherwise have to
be removed, and creates a new attraction. Another solution may be to make
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souvenirs out of the wood that was cut to sell as fundraising for preservation
efforts.
•

Combine efforts with genealogical societies or individuals who are interested in
burial information. Many times visitors to the cemetery come to find a grave and
document it through transcription and photography. Others record whole
sections at the request of projects like US GenWeb or Findagrave.com. Be
proactive about asking them to donate this information to include on a website or
database.

•

Place colored flags near gravestones that are in need of repair or resetting, like at
Congressional Cemetery. The flags will remind the visitors that the stones are
fragile and that they should not lean on or let their children play near these
markers. This helps to prevent further damage to the stone, as well as cautioning
visitors of the risks of heavy markers falling. In addition, it helps maintenance
staff by numbering the monuments that are in need of repair and allowing them
to prioritize treatment.

•

If there is space, include large monuments, statues or memory walls dedicated to
a group of people buried within the cemetery, like war veterans or young
children. This gives visitors an additional reason to visit, adds beauty to the
cemetery, and provides focal points within the rows of burials. Glenwood
Cemetery has done an excellent job in this area by constructing a Garden of
Scattered Memories, as well as placing an arrangement of twelve, large, angel
statuary near the entrance. Another option is the inclusion of a memorial garden,
such as the one at Prospect Hill that commemorates the German population that
founded the cemetery and acts as a centralized, scenic spot.

•

The presence of a full-time grounds staff is critical to the maintenance and
preservation of an historic cemetery. Make sure there is room in the budget for
salaries for groundskeepers; the size of staff will be dependent on the size and age
of the cemetery. Larger and older cemeteries will require more work than smaller,
younger cemeteries, so plan accordingly.

55

•

Be creative in creating more burial space. Active cemeteries tend to be better
preserved and have more support from family members and friends of the
deceased, as well as the overall community. Burial costs also bring in much
needed income to maintain operating and upkeep costs. Oak Hill Cemetery,
though once closed for burial, has been able to reopen due to creative planning.
Casket interment space has been created under pathways and stairs, and
inurnment space is being built for cremated remains.

•

Make security a priority and invest in cast iron or other heavy, metal fencing.
Though expensive, cast iron will last decades longer than chain link or wood
fencing, and is much more secure. The improved aesthetic and historic
appropriateness of a cast iron fence is also an added bonus.

•

The creation of an endowment fund is critical to the financial well-being of large
cemeteries, especially as the cemetery ages and money from burials diminishes.
All cemeteries could benefit from the creation of such a fund, which would
provide money long after other sources of income have dropped out.

•

Consider leasing the cemetery to a non-profit preservation group at a low cost in
exchange for maintenance and restoration work. An arrangement similar to this
works well at Congressional Cemetery, which is owned by a vestry and leased
and operated by the Society for the Preservation of Congressional Cemetery.

Conclusions
The significance of the findings of this paper within the field of historic preservation
is great. First, the larger, city-wide perspective used within this paper served as a new and
unique lens through which to analyze conditions and preservation efforts in historic
cemeteries. By taking the information commonly documented through individual cemetery
surveys, and discussing it within the greater context of Washington, D.C. cemeteries, it was
possible to conduct analyses that relate to the assessment of preservation and conditions of
the cemeteries as a whole, in comparison to one another, and in terms of individual
potential. This tri-fold analytical approach to historic cemeteries could be utilized within
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other regional areas across the United States for the benefit of better regional planning, citywide preservation efforts, and individual cemetery maintenance.
The findings within this paper also serve as a basis for further study of historic
cemeteries. Knowing that the conditions of the surveyed Washington, D.C. cemeteries were
affected by size, listing on an historic register, active/inactive burials, and race/nationality,
it would prove instructive to compare these results with those of other historic cemeteries
across the country. Comparative regional analysis can only add to a better understanding of
why our cemeteries are facing the preservation challenges they are facing, and with better
understanding comes the opportunity for more effective responses, and ideally, widespread
solutions to the country’s historic cemetery conditions.
Further, this project illustrates that the state of historic preservation in terms of
historic cemeteries has room to expand and evolve. Cemetery preservation, while
recognized by the historic preservation world as a worthy cause, is rather subdued in
relation to the efforts made for the preservation of the historic built environment.
Cemeteries are not just places where the dead are buried; they are cultural landscapes that
tell about how death, and in contrast, life, was treated, viewed, and celebrated by those who
came before us. Historic cemeteries are museums in their own right, displaying various
landscape designs, gravestone styles, artistic carving, religious symbolism, and genealogical
information. Many history lessons could be taught from inside the gates of an historic
cemetery, and much more could be learned if these burial sites are preserved. Historic
cemeteries serve as microcosms of the realities of life and death for past generations within
particular localities, and as such, deserve the attention and efforts of historic
preservationists.
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APPENDIX I. Cemetery Questionnaire
1. Who runs the cemetery? What kind of organizational system is there? Are there
regular staff members?
2. Where/how do you get money for maintenance and upkeep? Do you have public
financial support?
3. Who is in charge of upkeep?
4. Do you rely on volunteers (regularly or intermittently)?
5. Do you have a large number of visitors? Who makes up this group; Are they visiting
departed loved ones or are any of your visitors “tourists”?
6. Do you interpret your cemetery to encourage public visitation? What do you think
attracts people to your cemetery?
7. Do you have gravestone transcriptions or photos for preservation purposes?
8. What specific challenges do you face in preserving your cemetery?
9. Do you have long-term goals or a plan for the cemetery?
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