SAGEEP 2024
Tucson, Arizona  USA
http://www.eegs.org

Searching for unmarked burials at historic African-American cemeteries using geophysical methods
Charles Clapsaddle, University of Houston, Houston, TX
Robert R. Stewart, University of Houston, Houston, TX
Abstract

Locating unmarked burials in cemeteries, especially those that have fallen into disrepair, is important on family, spiritual, historical, and infrastructural grounds. Because there may be little surface indication of a burial, particularly after many decades, subsurface investigation techniques are required. We are assisting in the restoration of several historic African-American cemeteries using geophysical methods. In the first case, the Conroe Community Cemetery Restoration Project (50 miles north of Houston, Texas) has been refurbishing a previously unnamed and neglected historical cemetery. There are thought to be over 200 unnamed graves yet to be discovered. To search for these burials, we use multiple geophysical techniques (aerial drones, ground penetrating radar, and metal detection) as well as other cultural indicators (plants, shards of domestic ware, metal markers, and overturned soil). The GPR surveys were conducted using a Sensors and Software 250MHz Noggin SmartCart and further scanned for metal using a Garrett AT Pro and Pinpointer. The processing and interpretation of this data have located a number of likely burials which have been commemorated with new grave markers or flagged for further work.

The second location for this study is the Evergreen Negro Cemetery, located in Fifth Ward, Houston, Texas, which has marked burials dating back to the mid to late 19th century. Project RESPECT, The City of Houston, and the Shuffield endowment are funding efforts to restore and improve this historic cemetery which still likely hosts many unmarked burials. Because there is construction (gates, fences, and rest areas) to be built in the cemetery as well as further interments, the cemetery needed to be surveyed to determine if there are unmarked graves beneath the proposed development locations. While the soil is not ideal for GPR, we have found suspected burials and avoided these in ongoing construction plans.

Geophysical techniques, in conjunction with cultural indications and historical documents, can greatly assist in the restoration of historic cemeteries. This benefits the associated communities as well as city planners and historians.formatting.”
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