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PA G E 2 G R AV E  H A P PE N I NG S 

 

Les Rohrbach is President of BCAGP and very active in both the organizational aspects and the hands on òdown and dirty in the 

graveyardó activities of the group.  Les travels from Pottstown to his òrootsó in Berks and is an avid hiker and genealogist.   

For as obscure and lost old graveyards fre-

quently are, their legal and financial heritage is 

just as murky. As we have mentioned previ-

ously, as deeds are researched, we sometimes 

find  provisions excepting a graveyard itself 

from the surrounding land. Sometimes the 

owner of the graveyard is identified clearly, 

other times it is implied that a new owner will 

be identified in another deed, which may or 

may not have been executed, and may or may 

not have been recorded.  

This can play out with family associations that 

no longer exist. We have discussed this when 

working on the Bertolet 1 and Hechler -Esterly 

graveyards. Likewise, we (meaning Betty Bur-

dan) found an exception in a 1937 deed pertaining to the Herman -Sassaman graveyard in Maxatawny 

township. This exception identified specific members of a family. Betty may expand on this story some-

time, but my point is that she also, incredibly, found the only descendant from this deed exception liv-

ing in St Paul, Minnesota, again demonstrating how time blurs ownership of a graveyard, not only to 

the local community, but to the actual owners themselves.  

Another manner in which obscurity develops involves money set aside for maintenance. Just this year 

we have been in discussions with trusts set up for the Bernhard Adam and Fix/Gerber/Bitting grave-

yards in Reading. Fortunately, some conscientious employees at Wells Fargo are aware of the trusts and 

BCAGP, and have contacted us from time to time about funds that are available. Unfortunately, the 

amount of money in the trusts especially at today's interest rates, and trust restrictions limiting payouts 

to their earnings, reduce their benefits. Nevertheless,  a landscaper will probably be able to be paid this 

year for 2 cleanups at Bernhard Adam, a large site. Also, Neil Thomas  and the Odd fellows, who have 

done a marvelous job at Fix/Gerber/Bitting (visible from Route 422 near Lancaster Ave) for several 

years, will be reimbursed for some of their expenses incurred over the last 3 years. 

BCAGP has been in discussions concerning another small trust to benefit the Hechler-Esterly graveyard. 

Trusteeship has been passed from one person to the next. Little was possible because the property 

owners prevented access for decades until a few years ago. The current trustee wishes to reimburse 

BCAGP for some of the expenses we have incurred at the site and terminate the trust. We hope to ef-

fect this transfer in March. 

These are trusts we know about. Are there other trusts that have been lost or are being ignored? Re-

member when you pass a deserted old graveyard, not only might the graveyard be vanishing, but 

knowledge of its ownership, access, and money that may exist to keep it could also be passing away 

with it.  

Letter from Les  



PA G E 3 VO L U M E 1 0 ,  IS S U E 2 

The Red Stones 
 

Youėll find numerous references in BCAGP newsletters 

and photo captions to the biocide D -2 and how it 

cleans biological growth off even the most porous 

tombstones, leaving them more protected, readable 

and closer to their original white color. Yet, in a few 

graveyards, youėll find carefully engraved stones that 

nothing will ever whiten. In fact, when cleaned, they 

often darken. These are the red sandstones. They 

stand out in any setting because of their color Ĕ but 

even more so when you realize that most are fully in-

scribed on BOTH sides. Even more interesting are the 

inscriptions themselves, at least some of which seem to 

have been dictated by the deceased as instructions to 

their kin!  

The 1909 ęSoil Survey of Berks County, PennsylvaniaĚ (Geib, Worthern, et al) described, in more de-

tail than Iėll ever willingly re-read, how the southern portion of the county has bedrock of ęNew Red 

sandstoneĚ from the Triassic Era. That formation provides stone, soils and conglomerates of a ędeep 

Indian red,Ě much of which has metamorphosed into a weathered gray atop the well-known lime-

stone base of the area.  Thus, we know there had been a local supply available for use in these heav-

ily inscribed tombstones.  

On a typical headstone there are dozens of characters; but on the red stones, we find hundreds. If you 

plan to chisel ornate figures such as the German Gebrochene Schrift (broken script) which includes 

the lettering that we now call Fraktur , sandstone offers a clear advantage in that it is neither dense 

nor hard. Hence, it was the choice for those whose tombstones would carry not only the dates of lifeės 

events, but also a personal message from the departed.  

 While it was easier to carve, there was an obvious disadvantage to 

using the red sandstone. It is sedimentary rock: it erodes faster and 

more easily than most other stones we find in cemeteries and burial 

grounds. I have found several sites where the sides of the tomb-

stones which face into the prevailing wind have been wiped nearly 

clean and are impossible to read, yet the other side of each stone 

still displays the original text. The red stones at the Hoch DeTurk 

Schenkel graveyard spent decades underground and their messages 

have been stripped from the surfaces by the encroaching roots of 

trees and even small shrubs. I have also found references that 

churches, such as Zion's (Spies) Evangelical Reformed Church Ceme-

tery in Alsace Township, recorded and removed the red sandstone 

markers in the early -mid 20 th  century because they were illegible 

and crumbling.  

It is evident that we need to record the red sandstones in Berks his-

toric graveyards! We have the data (names & dates), but we must 

read and record the complete story left for us on the red sandstones 

Ĕ and we have the perfect place to start, the Wiedner.  

Stones at the Knabb burial ground 

Schadel stone along the road  

in Maxatawny Township  
Karla Hummel 


