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University of Denver graduate student Paul Swader uses a ground-penetrating radar device on Friday to survey the 1.5-acre Highlandlake Cemetery. Lewis Geyer/Times-Call 



	


Students use radar to locate graves

By Pierrette J. Shields 
© 2010 Longmont Times-Call 
MEAD — The scattered gravemarkers in the Pioneer Highlandlake Cemetery merely hint at the number of souls resting under the grass, among aged trees, on the Colorado plain.
A cold wind whipped at a group of people gathered Friday morning armed with modern technology aimed at the ground to take a census of the past.
“It’s right about there,” Larry Conyers, a University of Denver anthropology professor, said as he pressed his toe into the ground near the north end of the cemetery. “Those two, right there and there, are about 2 1/2 to 3 feet down.”

Graves of children, based on the size, he said. They were likely children related to Longmont pioneer Seth Terry, according to Pauli Smith, executive director of Historic Highlandlake, the nonprofit organization that cares for the cemetery.

Conyers based his assessment by looking for irregularities on a screen displaying data from a ground-penetrating radar unit.

Smith has lived in the Mead area for 23 years. She discovered the badly overgrown and unkempt cemetery while on a winter walk shortly after she moved to the area. Inspired by strangers who care for a tiny cemetery where some of her family members are buried in Ohio, she resolved to take charge of the Mead-area cemetery. Now she leads the historical organization that owns the land.

With the help of youth groups and others in the community, the cemetery was cleaned and research about its occupants began. According to the group’s website, the earliest burial in the cemetery was in 1878. The cemetery’s association was formed in 1880 but dissolved in 1906. Records after that were sketchy. Stolen and broken headstones further complicated the research.

Smith said she suspects that there are more than twice as many graves as the 55 that are marked. Some of the unmarked graves are sunken, others have been found by a boisterous cadaver dog, Porter, while some remained unidentified Friday.

Conyers is helping four graduate students and two undergraduate students from DU learn to use ground-penetrating radar to locate graves. Conyers and the historical group teamed up to use the technology to locate the unmarked graves, which the society hopes will help lead to more information about the occupants. In turn, his students get valuable training on the technology that many will use in their final research projects. 

The dense, wet clay of the historic cemetery makes it tough for the radar — mounted on a modified baby jogger — to probe too deeply. Conyers said it reached about 5 feet deep to detect shafts of disturbed ground or coffins. The depth is plenty to locate the graves.
 The students pushed the radar across the cemetery, hefting it over obstructions, at 1 meter intervals to create a map for the 76 meter by 45 meter area covered. The radar’s data will be downloaded to a computer, which will create a three-dimensional model of the cemetery below ground in order to reveal the number of graves and their depth and size. 

Bonnie Guzman of Denver also brought her 2-year-old dog, Porter, to continue his training. He alerts on graves by sitting down and looking at Guzman. When Porter is in Highlandlake, she said, he repeatedly visits the grave of a child, as he did Friday. When given leave to play with his favorite squeaky toy among the stones, he takes it to the grave and madly squeaks his toy. Guzman said the grave might belong to a little girl.

Mary Brown, a graduate student, was happy to see Porter at the cemetery with her group. She said she was looking forward to the competition.

Meanwhile, Smith hopes to uncover the identity of the occupant of the grave that Porter seems to love. Even if those buried there aren’t ever positively identified, Smith is happy to have the additional information.

“At least we’ll know where there are graves,” she said. 

Pierrette J. Shields can be reached at 303-684-5273 or pshields@times-call.com. 
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