During a visit to Oconee Hill Cemetery in Athens, Georgia, a few years ago, I was unobservant of how filthy the ancestors’ gravestones were, but when I started uploading my photos to this Web site last March, it struck me: they were nasty!  And it occurred to me that I might get some cousins together and clean them.  And in April 2010, Bill and Olivia Evans and Sally Evans Hovis and I scrubbed five gravestones.
Before driving down to Georgia, I made contact with the Friends of Oconee Hill Cemetery, and through them with Charlotte Marshall, who has written a delightful book on the cemetery.  Volume I sold out in two weeks last fall, but I’m eagerly awaiting the reprint due out soon.

Charlotte referred me to the Chicora Foundation, a non-profit based in Columbia, South Carolina.  The foundation Web site offers invaluable information on cleaning gravestones, including a reference to a chemical, D/2, which kills the biologicals (algae, lichen, etc.) on the stones without harming them.  So I located Ted, who invented D/2, and ordered a couple of gallons.
And in Athens on my way to Atlanta, Charlotte gave me a tour of the Lumpkin-Cobb and Hull lots in the cemetery.  She has many fascinating stories to tell about the residents of Oconee Hill, and knows our ancestors better than I do.

So the cousins and I set to work.  Proper cleaning requires a lot of water.  There is no running water near the Lumpkin-Cobb or Hull lots, so we lugged gallon jugs of water and used them to refill a pump sprayer.  As necessary, we refilled the jugs at a spigot opposite the Sexton’s House.  

We wet down the stones, sprayed them with D/2, and went to work with soft brushes, plastic scrapers, and popsicle sticks.  (Bill’s duties included saving gallon jugs and eating popsicles.)  The tools must be softer than the stone to avoid damage.  The job was as nasty and filthy as the stones had been.  And exhausting, too.  After the cleaning, we had to rinse the stones for five minutes to get all the dirt and D/2 off.
The first day, Olivia and I cleaned up Mrs. Callie Cobb Hull, just a little tablet on the ground, but it was a fine experiment to see how everything worked.  The algae spots turned rust-colored in the D/2 and were hard to scrub off, but the stone finally shone.  Charlotte came out to say hello, and stayed for a little chat.  

The second day—and each day required a 145-mile round trip from Atlanta—Sally joined Olivia and me, and we cleaned Callie’s husband, Augustus Longstreet Hull, a headstone also covered with algae, and Hope Hull and Ann Wingfield Hull, a large, flat stone so black and stained we could barely read the inscription.  The stone is poised on “legs,” and we cleaned only two of them.  One had a fire-ant nest nearby, and another had grass growing over the base, so we left those alone.  Thanks to Sally’s good work, the stone came out sparkling white with the inscription perfectly readable.  In the midst of this, we met Sally’s children, Jack and Emily, both University of Georgia students, for lunch.
The third day Bill, Sally and I made the trip and cleaned Dr. Henry Hull, an obelisk on a large monument, and his second wife, Mary Nesbit Hull, a headstone with a beautiful carved bouquet.  (Trey Evans was supposed to join us, but was distracted by a Skype date with Anneke in Germany.)  I have photographic evidence of Bill Evans on his hands and knees, pulling grass from around Henry Hull.  That day, Richard Lane of the Friends of Oconee Hill stopped by to talk with us and brought us more gallon jugs of water.  Richard is heading up an effort to raise funds to have the Chicora Foundation preserve the remains of the magnificent cast-iron fence around the Lumpkin-Cobb lot.  Some parts of the fence are missing, and others have been badly damaged by inept efforts at repair.  If a portion of the necessary funds can be raised from family members, a foundation and the Friends will, we hope, supply the rest.  
In looking at photos taken while we were working at Oconee Hill, I noticed that a corner of the base of John Addison Cobb is crushed.  Also Thomas Cobb Hull, A. L. and Callie’s son who died while a University student, toppled over years ago.  I’ve asked Mike Trinkley of the Chicora Foundation to set the one headstone upright on its base and repair the other base.  He expects to do that at the end of June 2010.
I’m not really sure how I got into this, as I have never been interested in the family’s final resting places before.  Sure, it’s interesting to see the cemetery and who’s buried there, but it had never occurred to me to do more than a brief visit.  Now it’s become a pet project for me and, as there are many, many more stones under layers of lichen and algae, I hope I can interest some my many, many other cousins in helping clean a few at a time.  A big part of the pleasure I got out of these days with Sally, Bill and Olivia was the chance to chat and catch up with them and their families, and it would be great to have such an opportunity with cousins I don’t know so well.

