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2024 Save the Graves Veterans Projects  
In 2024 Save the Grave undertook a number of veterans projects. Most of the effort, an 
astounding 1,250 hours of volunteer time, was spent on veteran headstones. We also created 
a veterans memorial area in Placerville Union Cemetery. 
 
Veterans Headstone Projects 
The veterans headstone project was, by far, our most work-intensive effort in 2024, consuming 
an estimated 1,250 hours.  
It had several goals: 

1. Clean, straighten, or repair all existing veteran headstones as needed  
2. Identify all the veterans in Placerville Union Cemetery 
3. Create a list or map of veterans buried at Union Cemetery 
4. Update veteran status on county interment database 
5. Identify the veterans with no headstone 
6. Apply for VA headstones  
7. Install VA headstones 

 
Clean and straighten veteran headstones 
Veterans were the emphasis in the 
headstone cleaning and straightening 
“parties” STG hosted in 2024. Those projects 
were partnerships with two large El Dorado 
Hills youth service groups and the Placerville 
LDS church. Their effort was impressive:  
 

➢ 100 +/- headstones cleaned  

➢ 20 headstones straightened 

➢ 2 headstones repaired 

➢ 30-40 flat brass veteran markers cleaned and oiled 

  

 
 
 
  

LDS VOLUNTEERS tackled the military headstones in the historic 

G.A.R. section of Union Cemetery during their annual Day of Giving.  

AFTER CLEANING BEFORE CLEANING 
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Identify all the veterans in Placerville Union Cemetery  

We initially hoped to send an interment list to the VA and get a list of veterans in response. HA! 

How naïve. It quickly became obvious that we needed to confirm every burial in the cemetery. 

Complicating matters: 

1. The headstones on the ground didn’t match the interment list. There were many 
categories of disagreement:  

a. Veteran status disagreement 
b. Missing headstone 
c. Headstone present but not included on interment database 
d. Headstone in wrong place 

i. Close, perhaps adjacent plot 
ii. In another area of cemetery 

iii. In another cemetery 
e. Family headstone present but veteran not mentioned 
f. Headstone present. Name close but not matching. 
g. Headstone present but unreadable 
h. etc. 

2. There is no simple military service public lookup for veterans. Service records are 
considered private. 

3. Individual genealogy sites such as Ancestry.com, Fold3 and Family Search are not 
reliable sources of veteran status. Reliable results require checking at least two sites.  
 
Details 
The first task was a crude 
reconciliation between a physical 
headstone inventory and the 
interment database. Michele 
created multiple oversized 
worksheets for each section, which 
we then took into the cemetery for 
a detailed, plot by plot, 
reconciliation survey. The results 
were disappointing. There were 
many mismatches and exceptions. 
We attempted to capture each 
one, in hopes of someday resolving 
each and updating the county’s 
interment database, but with recent 
staff reductions that no longer seems 
like a possibility without a serious volunteer commitment to the requisite research and 
office time.  

FIELD SURVEY WORKSHEET - One of dozens of worksheets 

created to identify veterans with unmarked graves 
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Michele then reconciled the handwritten field 
notes on the worksheets and printed a new, 
updated batch of worksheets. We returned to 
the cemetery for another plot-by-plot survey 
to confirm which known burials had no 
headstone. 
 
The resulting superset of cemetery “residents” 
became the starting point for the veterans 
research. 
 

By this time we understood confirming veteran 
status would require thousands of lookups. 
What had started out as a simple database 
extract and update was going to require time 
consuming research on most of the 6,000-plus 

interments at Placerville Union cemetery.  
 
To shrink the size of the list, Michele excluded  

• Children who died before military service age 

• Women who died before WWI 
 
That got the list down to roughly 5,000 names. We printed oversized worksheets that 
contained one line per name and included data that might assist a search, such as: birth 
date, death date, spouse, etc.  
 
We then recruited the LDS Family Search volunteers in Placerville to look up all 5,000 
names on the list and attempt to identify the veterans. They generously agreed.  
 
We prepared training material and conducted two training sessions at the church. Left 
to their own devices, the curious amateur genealogists who volunteer for such projects 
might spend hours on a single name, and despite our instructions, some did, at first. We 
ultimately asked them to spend no more than 10 minutes on each lookup. 
 
As the weeks wore on, progress slowed. It ultimately took four months to complete the 
lookups.  
 
Create a list of all veterans in Placerville Union Cemetery and update county database 
Michele compiled the LDS research results into a single list of veterans buried in Union 
Cemetery. That list is available on our website, and also by scanning a Q/R code on the 
interpretive sign in Union Cemetery’s new veterans memorial area, described below. A 
volunteer used the list to update the county’s cemetery database. 
 

STATUS CODES - Trying to categorize the ways 

that the database didn't match what was on the 

ground proved nearly impossible. This “first 

pass” at status codes wasn’t up to the task. 
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Identify unmarked veteran graves 
We took the list into the field for one more survey to confirm which veterans had 
unmarked graves. Michele created a separate list of veterans with unmarked graves. 
 
Assuming 10 minutes for each of the 5,000 names, the Family Search volunteers spent 
an estimated 833 hours to complete the task. Field surveys, spreadsheet prep and 
updates, and reconciliation easily consumed another 100 hours. (Headstone cleaning 
and straightening consumed the balance of the estimated 1,250 hours.) 
 
Request VA Headstones 
The next step required more research on the short list of veterans with unmarked 
graves. At this point we’d identified all the veterans in Union Cemetery, and the 40-45 
with no headstone, but didn’t have the requisite service records to request a VA 
headstone. Only direct descendants are allowed to request service records from the VA.   
 
Over the next month our best research volunteers tried, ultimately in vain, to find 
service records or family members of these “lost veterans” who might have access to 
the service records required by the VA or be willing to request them.  
 
In mid-November we requested an extension on the veterans TOT grant we’d received 
to undertake this and other veterans projects at Placerville Union Cemetery. Our 
request was denied, but we remained committed. 
 
In early January we found a genealogist with a long resume in the death industry that 
was familiar with the VA headstone process. She agreed to attempt another deep-dive 
on our lost veterans and follow through with a VA headstone request for any she felt 
might qualify. We agreed to pay her $150 per veteran.  
 
Like her predecessors, she was unable to locate service termination records (typically a 
DD214). She found some potential descendants, but they did not respond to her 
requests for assistance. But she WAS able to locate ample and irrefutable evidence of 
veteran service on four of the first five she took on.  
 
Importantly, she also established a relationship with the VA. Surprisingly, despite lacking 
the ABSOLUTELY REQUIRED (according to the VA website) discharge records, her four 
requests were successful. Four VA headstones are currently sitting at Union Cemetery, 
awaiting installation. We’ve given her the green light to proceed researching another 
ten.  
 
Install headstones on unmarked veteran graves 
Last year we made arrangements for the installation of the VA headstones with a young 
man who’d helped setup shade structures during the last two STG October events. He 
had headstone installation and engraving experience and was starting a business as a 
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memorialist last year. He agreed to install our VA headstones for $250 each at the time, 
which was a bargain.  
 
He is now working elsewhere. The offer expired. We now hope to self-install the VA 
markers. Our headstone repair specialist 
Bryan and his side-kick “Krow” have plenty of 
experience repairing and re-setting VA 
headstones that are already in the ground, 
and say they look forward to installing these 
230-lb new ones. The pilot install is scheduled 
for Wednesday, March 26. Our plan for the 
balance of the VA headstone installations will 
depend on the results of the pilot. 
 
If the volunteer installations prove infeasible, 
we will get bids from a local cemetery 
contractors and perhaps seek another 
veterans grant. 
 

Union Cemetery Veterans Memorial Project  

The 2024 veterans projects included a 

veterans memorial area in Placerville 

Union Cemetery, located along the 

service road in the scenic northeast 

corner of the cemetery. It looks over the 

Grand Army of the Republic section of 

Union Cemetery, which includes a 

historic flagpole and many Civil War 

veterans burials. The memorial area 

includes a bench, an interpretive sign 

telling the fascinating history of the 

G.A.R., and an inscribed memorial rock, 

pictured on following pages.  

Save the Graves purchased the bench and 

installed it with volunteers. The footing 

was also dug and poured by volunteers. 

The memorial rock, or boulder, was donated by Kurt Raffetto, transported and installed by 

Brian and Lori Veerkamp, and inscribed by Emerson Green.  

Bryan and Krow straightening an old VA marker 

VET BENCH - STG purchased and volunteers installed a hand-

hewn granite bench above the historic GAR section of Union 

Cemtery. An interpretive sign explaining the Grand Army of the 

Republic and a memorial rock were placed adjacent to the bench. 
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The G.A.R. interpretive sign was created by STG. It includes a Q/R code that links to a list of all 

veterans buried at Union Cemetery. The sign stand was built by students in the El Dorado High 

School metal shop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

ROCK INSTALLERS - The Veerkamps delivered the veterans rock 

to Union Cemetery and nudged it into place. Brian is in the cab. 

Lori is standing, 

BRIAN AND MIKE - Brian Veerkamp picked 

up the rock at the Raffetto Ranch, drove it 

down Main Street in the huge tractor pictured 

above, with Lori on the running board (Oh for 

a picture of that!) and delivered it to Union 

Cemetery. 

VETERANS MEMORIAL AREA at Placerville Union Cemetery. Located along the service road, above the historic 

G.A.R. section. Boulder was subsequently engraved; GAR sign was installed on the steel stand pictured above.. 
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Veteran’s Memorial Area Pictures 
 

INTERPRETIVE SIGN placed in the new Veterans Memorial Area at Union Cemetery. Q/R code was added later, 

in the vacant area above the STG logo.  A bench and a large memorial rock were also installed. 

Veterans Memorial rock inscription: “Honoring the 

past, present and future contributions of El Dorado 

County Veterans 

BOULDER, BENCH, SIGN - Left to right. Historic G.A.R. 

section in background. Boulder inscription at right. 

Interpretive sign is below.  


