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Beyond 
the 

Grave
THERE’S NOTHING SCARY ABOUT HISTORY AND NATURE

BY TRACI RYLANDS

W
hen you think of visiting a cemetery, the last thing on your mind is shopping. Right?

Think again.
While there aren’t many of them, the number of cemeteries with gift shops is growing. Places like 

Arlington National Cemetery in Washington, D.C., and Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale, 
Calif., have had their own gift shops for many years. The idea may seem strange but it’s gaining traction. 

Thanks to Ancestry.com and shows like TLC’s “Who Do You Think You Are?,” interest in tracing one’s roots is 
on the rise. As more genealogy enthusiasts visit historic cemeteries seeking answers, the notion of opening gift shops 
to further that experience has grown. 
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MERCHANDISE PLANNING

SHARING HISTORY AND NATURE’S BEAUTY

C emeteries with gift shops tend to share some similar traits. They are 
usually large in size, are park-like in nature and have a long, rich 

past. Their focus is on sharing the cemetery’s unique history and natural 
beauty with visitors. Like many museums, a cemetery may open a gift 
shop with the goal of enabling guests to take a piece of their experience 
home with them.

At the same time, wrapping one’s mind around the idea of a cemetery 
having a gift shop is a hurdle store managers face. Many people today 
think of cemeteries as places for mourning and sadness. This wasn’t 
always the case. In the Victorian era, cemeteries were considered 
picturesque havens where families could pay their respects to loved ones 
while enjoying the flora and fauna around them.

Alexis Jeffcoat, Development and Programs Coordinator at 
Philadelphia’s Laurel Hill Cemetery, says “Laurel Hill was started as a 
place for the living as well as the dead. We’ve always taken the time 
to explain to people that the way people feel about death right now 
is very different from how Victorians felt about it when they founded 
it. Activities like enjoying a picnic or taking a stroll at a cemetery are 
actually long-standing traditions.”

Established in 1836, Laurel Hill is one of a handful of cemeteries 
in the United States to be designated a National Historic Landmark. Financially supported by the nonprofit 
Friends of Laurel Hill Cemetery, they rely heavily on donations. In operation since 2006, Laurel Hill’s gift shop 
assists in financially making it possible for some of the cemetery’s oldest graves to be preserved. 

“We are so old that at this point, for many of the people buried here, everyone they knew is long gone,” 
Jeffcoat explains. “A lot of the plots don’t have endowment, so the Friends of Laurel Hill helps to raise the funds 
to take care of it. When you buy a t-shirt or a funny magnet, the money goes toward achieving that.”

BALANCING RESPECT WITH HUMOR

F inding the right mix of merchandise is critical for cemetery store managers. Striking the proper balance of 
respect for the past while adding a dash of humor is a fine line that can be tricky to maintain. 
Woodland Cemetery and Arboretum in Dayton, Ohio, has a very small shop in one corner of its office. 

Because of the limited space, Office/Customer Service Manager Debra Mescher keeps her focus very specific 
on what items she sells, such as postcards, and prints of photos and paintings of cemetery scenes by local artists. 
They also sell CDs of an audio guide guests can listen to in their cars as they drive through the cemetery. 

Laurel Hill Cemetery offers a diverse mix of merchandise for customers. 

From t-shirts touting their Rest in Peace 5K to Christmas ornaments to 

tombstone-shaped soaps, they have a little something for everyone. 
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“Our tours are based on the people bur-

ied here, especially the Wright brothers and 
their aviation history. We also have a tour 
based on the beer brewing barons buried 
at Woodland. Visitors can purchase books 
about those tours in our store,” she says.

At Atlanta’s Oakland Cemetery, Visitor 
Center/Museum Shop Manager Sally Smith 
tries to maintain a variety of historical items 
specific to the cemetery along with some 
more humorous items, such as skull-shaped 
erasers. One of Oakland’s mausoleums has 
gargoyles on the corners of its roof, so Smith 
sells smaller versions of them in the store.

“We sell a hollowed-out skull made of 
plaster of Paris made by a local vendor,” says 
Private Events Coordinator Phil Hulst. “A 

dentist bought one and said he was going 
to place it on his office counter, and put 
candy in it with a note that says ‘This could 
happen to you if you eat too much candy.’” 

Jeffcoat tries to find quirky items that 
guests can’t find anywhere else. “Last year, I 
found these little coffin and hearse Christmas 
ornaments. Those really sold well so I’m look-
ing into ordering them again this year. I also 
found someone who actually makes tomb-
stone-shaped soaps that smell wonderful.”

Making sure all of Laurel Hill’s guests 
find something that interests them is key 
to Jeffcoat. “We can have a sense of humor 
with some of our items, but it’s important 
to balance that with someone who is a fan 

of the cemetery but who may have more 
conservative tastes. That’s one of the things 
we have learned over the years. There 
should be a little something for everyone.”

MAKING DO ON A SMALL BUDGET

B ecause many cemetery stores operate 
on a shoestring budget, managers have to 

be strategic in what they purchase to avoid 
getting stuck with too much unsold inventory. 
Jeffcoat learned this lesson the hard way.

“We designed a Christmas ornament in 
2009 and it sold out. They were gone in days 
so they had to be back ordered. But the 2010 
and 2011 ornaments did not sell nearly as 
well. The 2009 one sold well, I think, due to 
the sheer novelty of it. It’s worth it to really 

An Art Museum in a Cemetery?
With six cemetery locations in Southern California, Forest Lawn boasts 

an impressive museum at its Glendale location. In addition to ongoing 

temporary exhibits, the museum features permanent collections of western 

bronzes, stained glass, historical American pieces, original paintings and 

cultural artifacts. 

According to Museum Operations Supervisor Elizabeth Bloess, the 

museum’s accompanying store opened in 1952. In the past, mementos 

such as commemorative glassware, china, silver, figurines and pamphlets 

were sold. 

“Over time, we adapted our merchandise to reflect not only our art and 

history, but the evolving tastes of our customers,” Bloess says. “Today, 

the museum store tells a story of the art and history of Forest Lawn and 

predominantly carries merchandise that directly relates to Forest Lawn’s 

world-renowned fine art collection.”  

Because Forest Lawn has a museum, having a gift shop is not as far 

fetched an idea to visitors as it might be at a regular cemetery. 

“To visitors unknowing of the history of our organization, without 

having seen it for themselves, I often hear, ‘What…kind of exhibits are in 

a museum in a cemetery?’ This is to be expected and understandable,” 

Bloess says. “Once they see it, even just by browsing through Forest Lawn’s 

website, they get it.” 

Woodland Cemetery’s store is very small but focused on their 

mission. On the mantle are toy trucks made out of wood from 

trees that fell at the cemetery due to Hurricane Ike.
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think about what you are ordering and test it 
before ordering large quantities.”

When a tornado uprooted about 100 
trees at Oakland Cemetery in 2008, 
Smith was able to turn a disaster into a 
positive for the store. Using wood from 
the downed trees, several of Oakland’s 
volunteers created unique items to sell, 
such as wine bottle stoppers, pens and 
candle stick holders. One vendor and 
his friends made key chain fobs from the 
wood Smith supplied. 

“All I had to do was pay for the metal 
parts, the men donated their time,” she 
noted. “The wooden items have proven to 
be very popular with visitors.”

Woodland Cemetery faced a similar 
situation in 2008 when Hurricane Ike 
wreaked havoc on the grounds, causing 
32 trees to fall. A local man used the wood 
from those trees to carve toy trucks that 
Mescher then sold in the store.

Smith enlists the services of the same 
vendor who made the key chain fobs to 
provide baseball caps with Oakland’s logo 
embroidered on it. Because he does them 
by hand, she can order small quantities 
when she needs them. 

Items like bottled water and snacks for 
weary guests, especially during hot summers, 
are a must in the Atlanta store. “If anything 
has helped pay the bills, it’s the drinks and 
snacks,” Smith says. “Even some of our 
restoration crews will come in and buy those 
items. They’re worth selling.”

TESTING THE WATERS

When considering opening a store in a 
cemetery, Jeffcoat advises starting an 

online store first to gauge interest and test 
what items might be popular with shoppers.

“The best thing you can do is start small 
and scale up, meaning it is much better to 
start out with five or 10 items that you sell 
then grow from there. You don’t have to be 
full throttle from the very beginning.”

Figuring out if you have enough 
time and staff to devote to a store is also 
important, Jeffcoats points out. 

“Small organizations like ours have the 
challenge of someone wearing a lot of hats. 

It’s tough when you don’t have a dedicated 
person working on it because it is hard 
to respond to trends as quickly and make 
adjustments. It may be worthwhile to get 
a volunteer to help do some of the day-to-
day work of the gift shop.”

Smith’s shop is staffed almost entirely by 
volunteers, who do everything from giving 
tours to working in the visitor’s center 
(where the gift shop is located). Because 
they are freely giving their time, Smith tries 
to work with volunteers’ different schedules 

and make their job as easy as possible. 
“I keep my phone number and Phil’s 

prominently displayed, so if someone is 
having a problem, we can help resolve it 
for them as quick as possible,” she says. 
“We really try to make sure everything is 
properly priced so they don’t have any 
confusion over what something costs.” 

Traci Rylands lives in Atlanta, Ga., and 
last wrote an article in the spring 2013 issue 
of Museum Store magazine titled “Re-
Constructing Your E-Store.”
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