What is a Slave Graveyard?

There seems to be a bit of confusion over what is meant by the term “slave graveyard.”
From a historian’s point of view, a slave graveyard is a burial ground in which slaves
who died while still slaves are buried. This is different from what is commonly referred
to as an African American, black, or colored (a term often seen on late 1800’s maps)
cemetery/graveyard. These are cemeteries that contain the graves of African Americans
who once may have been slaves, but were freed before they died. These cemeteries
likely also will contain (and often are predominantly made up of) the graves of African
Americans who never were slaves.
It is useful to make the distinction between these two types of graveyards, particularly if
one is asking the community for information about the location of slave graveyards.
Again, slave graveyards will consist predominately or exclusively of the graves of slaves
who died while they were still slaves, African American cemeteries to refer to graveyards
that only rarely, if ever, contain the grave of a life long slave.
Slave graveyards were common on farms or plantations worked by large numbers of
slaves prior to the Civil War. In such cases, the property generally had slave quarters
where slaves lived, and may well have contained a slave graveyard, often located in the
same general area as the slave house. One generally will not find common, engraved
tombstones in a slave graveyard. Most slave graves were marked at the time by a simple
plank of wood (which rapidly rotted away) or with a flat fieldstone placed in an upright
position.

Today, only those graves marked with fieldstones will be evident. In our area, this can be
problematic because of our rocky soil. But, an area with several fieldstones that appear
intentionally placed in an upright orientation, perhaps accompanied by depressions
indicating sunken graves, is the reasonable indication that the site may be an old
graveyard. If any of the fieldstones have names or dates etched on them, then of course
you know for certain you have found an old graveyard, possibly of slaves.
A couple additional points need to be made. Because poor whites also used simple
fieldstones to mark graves, the history of the location needs to be investigated to
determine if slaves ever lived on the site. Further, it is not totally unheard of to find a
slave buried in what we have defined above as an African American or black cemetery.
That, however, does not make that cemetery a slave graveyard. And, on occasion, the
grave of a slave might be found in a white cemetery. But both of these tend to be rather
rare occurrences.
Within Frederick County there are over three dozen African American cemeteries, but
only one reported slave graveyard. The latter is the slave graveyard at Catoctin Furnace
containing approximately 100 burials. Where are the resting places of the other roughly
5,000 slaves who died in Frederick County?
__________
A Clarification: It should be noted that, for the purposes of this article, no distinction is
drawn between the terms burial ground, graveyard, and cemetery. Some use the term
burial ground to refer to rural burial sites, and cemetery for those in urban areas - with
graveyard being used for both locations. In this article, however, all of these terms have
been used interchangeably.

