
Enjoying Grave Internship 
By Indiana State Univerity Intern Judy Branham 

 
Cemeteries are not the usual hang out or topic of discussion among college students. However, as 
an Indiana State University student and intern for the Division of Historic Preservation and Ar-
chaeology (DHPA), I have found myself drooling over old death records and cemetery research. I 
started by completing and researching cemeteries for Parke County.  While they had been sur-
veyed through the county survey program in 2008, more research was needed to complete the list 
for the Cemetery and Burial Ground Registry. 
 
I was enjoying this research and site visiting, when my internship took a grave turn.  The City of 
Terre Haute Fire Department accidentally encountered human remains on the old Vigo County 
Poor Farm property while running a water line for a fire hydrant.   

 
Norm Loudermilk, Terre Haute Fire Depart-
ment’s training chief, said the discovery 
was unexpected.  “We never knew there 
was a graveyard on the place, or we would 
not have dug there,” he said.  Loudermilk’s 
crew realized they had unearthed the re-
mains of a body, so the area immediately 
became a crime scene. Per State law, Loud-
ermilk alerted police and Vigo County 
Coroner Roland Kohr to what they had 
found.  The determination was needed to be 
made to see if the human remains were a 
recent burial.  At the same time, Louder-
milk also contacted Jeannie Regan-Dinius, 
Director of Special Initiatives of the DNR-
DHPA, as well as ISU anthropologist 
Shawn Phillips for assistance. 

 
Through the work of the coroner and Dr. Phillips, it was determine that indeed these were older 
burials and that what we had was a cemetery, not a crime scene.  When Phillips learned about the 
discovery, he realized he could be of assistance. Phillips has worked on 
cemetery archaeology projects in New York, Kentucky and Wisconsin. 
 
The first step was determining what was known about the cemetery.  
The City Fire Department knew there was a cemetery on the County 
Home property, but from maps believed it to be several hundred feet 
away from the construction.  The Cemetery and Burial Ground Registry 
did not show an exact location of the cemetery, so archival research was 
needed – this is where I came in.  I was given the task of seeing what 
archival records were out there, what they said about the location of the 
cemetery, and determine (if possible) how many burials were in the 
cemetery.  
 
I started a the Vigo County Public Library, which in their manuscript 
division, had the records of the old county home  While there I found  
two ledgers dating from 1898 through 1949, which documented the 
burials of the poor farm.  I conducted additional research in the County 

The trench line which unearthed human remains in Terre 
Haute.   

One of the historic maps, 
which shows a cemetery on 
the property. 



Court House.  Although they are missing years of data I was able to retrieve documentation of 90 
names of people who had been buried on the poor farm property. 
 
With this information in hand, now comes the task of determining what should be done on the site.  
Phillips believes there are four stages involved in completing this project. The first – that is cur-
rently underway – is to examine the dirt that has been removed and piled at the site to collect all 
human remains and grave good.  The second step will involve searching through the area where 
the water line has already been placed and covered to determine if any graves were disturbed.  

Phillips is currently leading a class of anthropology stu-
dents, who are studying anthropology field methods, 
through the process of excavating the site. 
 
 
Then the city has options – determine where all the graves 
are and disinter them to an active cemetery.  Or leave the 
graves be and move the waterline.     
 
 
Much of the information gathered will be added to the 
State Historical Architecture and Archaeology Database 
(SHAARD), Indiana DHPA’s electronic database, site 
which is open to the public. Visit at www.shaard.dnr.in.gov 
 
If you or someone you know is interested in participating 
in one of the DHPA’s internships (either during the school 
year or over the summer) contact the DHPA at 317/234-
1268 or jrdinius@dnr.in.gov 

Dr. Phillips with one of the grave artifacts 
found on site. 
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