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To a genealogist, it is a thrill and a privilege to stand at the gravestone of an ancestor, 

whether in a huge municipal cemetery or in a tiny farm graveyard. But this heritage is 

now being threatened. 

 

A recent article in The Times reported the uproar in Durban over the issue of 

‘recycled graves’. Because all but one of the 59 cemeteries in the greater Durban are 

full, the city has started to ‘recycle’ the Loon Road cemetery, exhuming bodies, 

demolishing gravestones and providing a mass grave for the former residents. 

Precious information recorded on the gravestones will disappear forever. In the 

meantime, Johannesburg has denied following the same policy, although 27 of the 

city’s 35 cemeteries are also full. 

 

In South Africa, where the law on deceased estates restricts registering an estate to 

people leaving behind a certain amount of money or property, the information on 

gravestones are sometimes the only available record of a person’s birth and death 

dates. 

 

For the genealogist, two projects by the GSSA (Genealogical Society of South Africa) 

aim to preserve the gravestone inscriptions long after the actual graves are gone. The 

National Cemetery Recording Project produce a DVD every year, now with over 

412 000 names from 2787 cemeteries countrywide. The DVD is fully indexed and 

searchable. Our Society has contributed enormously to the project, submitting almost 

40 000 names since our first recording took place in 1989. 

 

Another and parallel project is headed by the GSSA’s electronic branch and aims to 

have a photographic record of as many gravestones as possible. Volunteers 

photograph cemeteries (partly or entirely) and submit it to the eGSSA where other 

volunteers label and index the photos. The images are then made available and 

searchable via their website (www.eggsa.org). Currently there are over 250 000 

photos of cemeteries and memorials. 


