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SET IN
STONE

Volunteers learn to preserve West Virginia’s
cemeteries before the history is lost forever.
WRITTEN AND PHOTOGRAPHED BY ANNA PATRICK
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he morning’s cool breeze had already
worn off by the time the group made
it up the hill to a clearing in the
trees. A wood and wire fence greeted
them, separating a field for grazing
from a field for remembrance—the
remote Buckhannon Run Church
cemetery, just barely over the Upshur
County line into Lewis County.
Bekah Karelis, who had already visited the cemetery to
scope things out, led the group of a dozen people through
the garden of stone. She identified materials used to make
the markers—marble, limestone, sometimes concrete,
but more often granite—while pointing out which ones
gravity threatened. When she made it to Mary Swisher’s
grave, she and her partner Sarel Venter got to work.
Swisher’s monument stood like a skyscraper compared
to the gravestones surrounding it, but this tall, slender,
nearly 150-year-old marble pillar was missing its top and
beginning to lean. Its coloring was so dark it looked as if a
cloud of soot had settled on its face.
Venter and Karelis sprayed the stone with water, then
D/2, a cleaner made to remove organic growth. They
scrubbed and scraped as the rest of the group watched.
Venter used a plastic scraper to peel moss from the
monument’s base while Karelis went to work with a
plastic-bristle brush.
“I can see it changing,” one bystander said. Sure
enough, the dark stone was growing lighter in front of
the group’s eyes. After just a few minutes, the marker
looked as if time had been gently erased, revealing what
Swisher’s relatives would have seen when they paid her a
visit in 1879.
“There’s writing at the bottom,” another pointed out.
A ripple of excitement coursed through the group, more
life than the little cemetery had seen in decades. They
pushed closer to read. Someone spoke the words aloud:
“The dead in Christ are surely blest for they partake his
heavenly rest.”
No one present—not Karelis, Venter, nor the handful
of folks who signed up to take their cemetery restoration
workshop—have any relation or even a distant
connection to the more than 100 people buried in this
small, sloping cemetery. That’s not important. They were
here to learn how to preserve pieces of the state’s history.

Partners in Preservation

In 2013, Karelis, a public historian with training in
hands-on historic preservation and restoration work, was
working for the Wheeling Heritage Foundation when
the group adopted Mount Wood Cemetery, Wheeling’s
oldest. The elements, gravity, and years of vandalism had
taken their toll on the hillside property. Karelis jumped
into the project and recruited Jonathan Appell, one of
the country’s leading cemetery restorers, to help out.
Appell taught Karelis how to level the ground
beneath the markers to protect them from slipping
and falling and how to reset markers that were aleady
leaning or had fallen over. Karelis then began hosting
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TOP Bekah Karelis uses a gentle cleaner to remove buildup from a tombstone.
BOTTOM Karelis and partner Sarel Venter reset a tombstone.
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It’s important to
volunteer days at Mount Wood.
clean headstones
Over the following five years,
with solvents that
those volunteers cleaned and
will not damage the
stone. And concrete
reset markers while cataloging
should never be
every grave in the cemetery.
used to reassemble
They even created a virtual map
a broken monument,
as it will hamper
for Wheeling Heritage’s website.
future restoration
After news began to spread of
efforts.
her organization’s work at Mount
Wood, Karelis began getting calls from folks as far away
as Beverly in Randolph County and Arthurdale in
Preston County, wanting to find out what they could
do to preserve their own historical cemeteries. “In my
quest to learn more, it made me realize West Virginia
doesn’t really have any resources for people who want to
step in and save cemeteries,” Karelis says. But because
her employer focused only on Wheeling, Karelis also
realized that if she wanted to help other communities,
she’d need to do it on her own.
Well, not entirely on her own.
Karelis and Venter met on a restoration project in
2015. Wheeling Heritage had purchased “The Blue
Church,” one of Wheeling’s oldest houses of worship.
Venter, who owns the Wheeling-based general
contracting company Adventures in Elegance, was
known for his historic restoration and preservation
work. Karelis needed an estimate to fix the stucco in
The Blue Church. And Venter, as he quickly realized,
needed more of Karelis in his life. That project is still
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CLOCKWISE
FROM TOP
LEFT Workshop

attendees
survey a toppled
obelisk. Anna
Chandler uses a
reflective panel
to read the text
on a monument.
Chandler and
another volunteer
scrub buildup
from a toppled
tombstone. A
young volunteer
goes to work with
a plastic-bristled
brush.
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Cemetery in July. She doesn’t go to learn how to reset
gravestones or prevent makers from falling. That’s beyond
what she’s capable of these days. But she can still record
the names, dates, and epitaphs written on the headstones.
She can sweep them off. And with some guidance from
Karelis and Venter, she can clean off the moss and lichen
and scrub off the black gook.
“There’s amazing artwork, there’s incredible poetry,
and unlimited amounts of history in cemeteries,” she says.
Cataloging the Past
She uploads all of the information to www.findagrave.
On weekends, Anna Chandler likes to take off from her
com to help others piece together their own histories.
home in Morgantown and travel to Randolph County,
Venter says cemeteries are just as important to a
to her father’s hometown of Pickens or the nearby
community’s identity as historic buildings. They not only
Swiss community of Helvetia. Once there, she visits
connect family members with those who came before, but
cemeteries, armed with a small hand broom and one of
also help explain the origins of a town. “Cemeteries were
those reflective panels usually found on car dashboards on our country’s first parks,” Karelis says. Although it was
sunny days.
once common practice to bury the dead in graveyards in
She’ll dust off a grave marker covered in grass
the middle of town, during the Romantic era of the late
clippings and use the reflector to angle the sunshine
1800s and early 1900s communities started establishing
across a stone’s face so she can read it better. Sometimes,
cemeteries on the outskirts.
while working in the Helvetia cemetery, she’ll even test
They picked places with beautiful topography that
her German, since most of the oldest graves are written in wouldn’t take away prime property for construction
the language of the community’s early immigrants.
or farming—that’s why so many are found on rolling
Now retired, Chandler attended her second Karelis
hillsides. These spaces looked like gardens, with rose
and Venter workshop at Buckhannon Run Church
bushes and trees, big iron gates to mark entrances, and
on hold, but the two have been together ever since, and
Venter began helping Karelis in her cemetery projects.
The pair have since become known for their work
on gravestones, and Karelis recently left Wheeling
Heritage to join Venter’s company. “People are always
saying ‘Oh my god, you work so much,’” Karelis says,
when Venter butts in. “And we’re thinking to ourselves
‘Good god, we sleep so much,’” he says.
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The Buckhannon
Run Church
cemetery—located
just over the
Upshur County line
in Lewis County—is
home to many
old tombstones
in need of careful
restoration.

park benches scattered throughout, a gentle invitation
for visitors to come and stay awhile. It was common
for families to spend an afternoon enjoying a picnic
and chatting with friends on a sunny day in a hillside
cemetery. “Death used to be such a part of everyday
life,” Karelis says.

are costly to maintain, and many groups in charge of
overseeing their care are barely able to keep up with the
cost of cutting the grass, let alone trying to reset stone
or clean markers. And as many church congregations
shrink, that means fewer people and resources to
dedicate to the care of church cemeteries.
Venter and Karelis also talk about what everyday folks
A Legacy
can do to help preserve these important landmarks, and
Karelis and Venter spend several Saturdays each year
they offer practical tips on restoration. For instance,
traveling West Virginia, walking volunteers through
one should never use concrete to reassemble a marker.
hilly cemeteries and teaching them how to care for
Because concrete sets up so hard, it is impossible to
these sacred spaces. When they host a cemetery
remove without taking off some of the original stone.
restoration workshop like the one at Buckhannon Run, And, when in doubt, it’s best to err on the side of caution
they teach a practical blend of science and history.
and use the gentlest cleaning chemical possible.
They talk about how stones like marble and later
But their workshops offer more than just practical
granite became the markers of choice, and how the
skills. Karelis and Venter provide a reminder of the
earth’s freezing and thawing can break the porous
circle of life. Eventually, our place in the world will
materials down over time.
be reduced to a small hillside plot, marked by a stone.
They explain how our separation from the daily
What message do we want our monument to leave
dealings with death has also created a distancing
behind? And if we plant a stone in the ground, who
from our burial grounds, leading to more and more
will care for it? w
overgrown and uncared for cemeteries. Cemeteries
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