
From the President George Hill

     y last President’s report was written to the Preservation Foundation last summer, and so we 
      will take up there. We finished several path improvements in Chapel Valley, began new ones, 
and have perhaps paused any more for a while. Rico and Ernesto recontoured several paths on 
the western side of Chapel Valley, reset the long steps below the deBodisco monument, and 
created many new burial options. Some have been purchased already. Most paths were seeded, 
not sodded, and took a while to grow. But once established they are very attractive, and Chapel 
Valley has regained its luster. Jorge, Jose and Abraham have put in great effort to water, mow and 
collect the leaves and trimmings. The irrigation and gutters now cover all of the Valley. Rico and 
Ernesto then moved their efforts over to the Amphitheater above the Columbarium and Bridge 
Avenue. There they removed the crumbling dry-stone wall and have built a new semi-circular 
block wall, reinforced and very strong. When the weather Improves, they will clad the wall in a 
stone like the stone used to build the Columbarium. Several sets of steps have been reset, and 
new burial option are being discussed for the Amphitheater. 

In December we began a new roadwork project, from the main intersection down to the Carriage 
House. Metro Paving has installed new granite curbing, so that the road is a bit straighter and a 
few inches wider. When large trucks access that area it has been difficult to navigate. We hope this 
improvement will alleviate that problem. We have also created four new double-deep casket sites 
there which, when sold, will offset a good portion of the expense. Two new drains will capture the 
rain on that steep road. We removed the broken concrete parking pad around the Carriage House 
and replaced it with permeable pavers, which are much more goodlooking. They will also eliminate 
the cracking as they are installed in a flexible pattern. It will now be possible to leave that area and 
go left to the East, where before it was not possible due to the tight hairpin turn. 

Paul and Laura L. have been busy with innumerable funerals and sales appointments, and the 
revenue and balance sheet are strong. At the same time, the expense of the road project, bills 
for the Bigelow Iron Fence project, and some stabilization work on the Chapel windows and 
Linthicum Mausoleum will strain our finances this year. Paul, Laura Lavelle and Laura Thoms have 
created or participated in many community, book and archive events. We thank them for their 
outreach! Many new friends are aware of burial choices at Oak Hill. 

Thanks to Casey Trees for their December plantings! 

And thank you to all who attended our 175th Gala in October. It was 
wonderful to see you all, and Ella and Dave as well. 

We hope that you find these projects interesting and that you will 
continue to generously support our work here. 

It is very rewarding to be involved at the Oak Hill Cemetery. c
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       ell, we made it through a cold winter with two snow storms that 
    of course coincided with seven casket burials during the storms.  It 
was a testament to the dedication of our crew who not only hand dug 
each grave (up to ten feet deep) but assisted in a careful and dignified 
movement of caskets up and down paths and many stairs covered 
in snow.  It is always important and paramount that we remember 
ourselves and the public that we are first and foremost an active 
cemetery here to serve our clients and families.   

One aspect of my job that people don’t anticipate, outside funerals and 
personnel management, is managing the many contractors that are 
onsite frequently for a variety of needs.  They also like to arrive very early 
in the morning, which is not my strong point.  Nevertheless, a historic 
estate our size can require any number of contractors including chimney 
specialists, plumbing, electrical, paving companies, air conditioning, 
roofing, gutters,  furnace repairs, wrought iron restoration, new stone 
installations and even window washing.  It’s far more busy here than 
people expect in a historic cemetery, and I always hear from site sale 
visits that they never expected to phone to ring all the time! 

With plenty of new casket and cremation sites being created by the 
crew, sales remain strong and some local advertising and the twice 
annual dog days are letting people know that we are an active cemetery 
with plenty of options to make this their ‘final forwarding address.’  It’s a 
pleasure to serve the community with (lots) of funerals and even several 
weddings in the chapel each year.    Community groups and local condo 
boards and civic organizations meet in the chapel, and more and more 
tour groups and academic projects are discovering our hidden gem.  c

Respectfully submitted,
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     ow, what a whirlwind year it has been here at the cemetery! Our 
   historic hillside is as busy as ever, welcoming new ‘future residents,’ 
hosting educational events, necessary renovations and restorations, and 
providing a quiet respite from the rat race outside of our gates. You are 
welcome here now, and forever, if you’d like!  

This February marks my fifth year working at Oak Hill Cemetery, and I 
cannot believe that five years have flown by so quickly! It feels like it was 
only yesterday when I wandered into Oak Hill and had my imagination 
captured by the grounds and loving tributes throughout the garden of 
stones. I would like to take a moment to thank Lou Krach, who served 
as Oak Hill’s ‘Weekend Host’ from 2013-2020, former Superintendent 
Dave Jackson, and our current Superintendent, Paul Williams. Lou saw 
a curious young woman come into the cemetery, and fanned her flame 
for knowledge and understanding. Dave hired the same curious young 
woman and fueled that same flame into a hearth of knowing. Paul then 
presented me with the opportunity to share Oak Hill’s history through 
text in Oak Hill Cemetery, published by Arcadia in January of 2024! My 
endless thanks to the gentlemen who made this career possible for me.  

Over the past year, I have been promoting the Oak Hill Cemetery book 
around DC and Virginia. After a standing-room only ‘sell-out’ at Politics & 
Prose in July 2024, I had the honor of participating in the Speaker Series 
at St. John’s Church (directly across from the White House) in July, and 
the McLean chapter of the DAR in October. It has been a great joy to 
share some of Oak Hill’s special stories with audiences who are happy 
to listen and learn. I look forward to speaking with the McLean Historic 
Society in McLean this April, and remain hopeful to schedule a book 
presentation in the Renwick Chapel before 2025 is over! 

One of my favorite chapters in the Oak Hill Cemetery book is Chapter 
Three, called ‘Lincoln Connections.’ Oak Hill is quite famous for our deep 
connection to President Abraham Lincoln and the Carroll Mausoleum, 
which temporarily held the body of Willie Lincoln following his death 
from typhoid fever in 1862. This story was brought to life in the public 
imagination thanks to author George Saunders, who explored Willie’s 
time as a ghost at Oak Hill in his bestselling book Lincoln in the Bardo 
(2017).  

Continues on page 11

Report From The Office, by Laura Lavelle

Book Birthday, Lincoln’s Secretary



New Garage Doors 

When we have a project we need to perform, we have the philosophy 
of doing it right so that it will last for generations.  An opportunity 
presented itself when not one, but both 1960s era metal automatic 
garage doors stopped working and needed replacement.  The double 
one story garage itself is nothing to admire having been built in the 
1940s but the broken doors certainly didn’t contribute.  The cemetery 
could have replaced in-kind, but instead we hired architect Sydney 
Davenport Katz to design more traditional side mounted carriage 
doors in wood, who also helped us through the permitting process.  
Because they can be seen from the National Park Service property 
next door, Montrose Park, and because we are within a historic district 
this process took awhile to make its way through the Commission of 
Fine Arts and the Old Georgetown Boad.   

With permit in hand, we choose DC local minority craftsman John 
Moody III of Thomas Archer LLC to create and install the very heavy 
doors made from solid stained mahogany.  He customized the 
wrought iron hinges and locks to meet our custom design.  The rather 
ugly garage now literally disappears as the focus is on the new doors 
that will last a lifetime.  As we say, do it right the first time! c

Linthicum Mausoleum Stabilization & Restoration 

At long last, the cemetery has addressed 
a known issue with the fantastic and very 
historic Linthicum mausoleum on the hill near 
Montrose Park.  While research continues 
on its architect and history, the structure had 
been failing for some time – so much time that 
even the 25 year old cable bracing holding it 
together was also failing.  Conservationists 
were consulted to study the problem, laser 
measure the structure, and recently  Aeon 
Preservation Services have been retained to 
scaffold the building, document and number 
the various and intricate Aquia sandstone 
elements and blocks along with the large slate 
roof panels  for removal and storage onsite.  
The structure will be temporarily disassembled 
down to the 4 foot level and restored and 
recreated at a later date.   We will keep you 
posted on the progress. c
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New Chimneys for the Gatehouse & Staff Building 

The historic fireplace in the gatehouse library and office had long ago 
been bricked close to serve as a flue for the gas furnace below in 
the basement, which was recently replaced with a new unit.  Shortly 
thereafter, the cemetery took advance of ventless gas fireplace 
technology to open the fireplace itself.  Be careful what you wish for!  
What should have been a simple project revealed that the entire four 
story chimney was severely restricted and collapsed, endangering CO2 
to emanate from both the gas furnace and hot water heaters venting 
up the stack.   

Once video inspected it was determined that a new liner was needed, 
and the chimney above the roof had no mortar and was in near 
collapse onto a (very expensive) historic slate roof.  Bethesda Chimney 
was hired to restore the brick stack and install the new liner.  So, while 
they were at it, they also did the same for the (working) fireplace and 
chimney stack in the dining room AND the chimney stack in the staff 
quarters that also vents a gas furnace.  With a 175-year-old house, one 
never really knows what to expect. c     

Fence Restoration Update 

Lorton Stone and Krug Iron in Baltimore have continued to make 
progress on the fence restoration project, having now completed 
33 of 80 sections.  The project is also at the point where we needed 
replacement finials both large and small for the many missing parts, 
so we have created casting molds for both.  Since the cost is really in 
making the molds, we have requested a few spare parts for needs in 
the future, as well as a bonus!   While we were at it, the cemetery is 
having several dozen finials created to be sold as a fundraiser in the 
near future (they would look great on your mantel).  Stay tuned! 

The 28th Street vehicle gate that was 
destroyed by an elevator truck last 
year has been assessed  by a team 
of preservation professionals and its 
restoration and installation will be 
coordinated by Aeon Preservation 
Services this summer and fall after a 
lengthy $65,000 insurance claim was 
successfully issued from the company that 
hit the gate.   The driver choose a very 
expensive gate to destroy! c
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New Trees! 

In February we had the distinct pleasure of 94 new trees being 
planted in the cemetery at no cost through the Casey Tree 
Foundation.  We had worked for several months on various 
locations, taking into account the many mature trees we lost 
in the July 2023 derecho.  The new trees will be a combination 
of smaller flowering varieties and stately oaks, all planned for 
their perfect locations throughout the cemetery.  The trees being 
planted are well established, some being over eight feet tall.  
They will spend the first few years surrounded by protective wire 
cages to resist our resident deer population from consuming 
their bark.   This amazing opportunity comes at no cost the 
the cemetery, and the amazing organization even returns to 
water our young trees for two years.  The planting has already 
changed the look of the grounds to everyone’s delight. c    

New Roadwork 

The cemetery is constantly assessing our 
many roads and water run off, and late last 
year chose the most decayed pavement with 
drainage needs.  It was the roadway that 
takes on the most water south of the main 
intersection, leading to the maintenance 
‘carriage’ house concrete parking pad which 
was also failing.  Metro Paving was retained 
to not only replace the oversized parking pad 
with new impervious brick pavers but to install 
large granite curbs along the roadway, install 
three large ‘cattle’ drains along the roadway 
to carry away the rain water streaming down 
from above, and straighten and slightly narrow 
the road from 100 years of paving and slight 
changes.  We also reconfigured the lower 
intersection near the carriage house to enable 
one to turn left along the confluence of the 
roads at long last.   

As a bonus, the slight reconfiguration also 
meant that the cemetery was able to install 
eight new premium casket sites along the way 
here and there once the curbs and road were 
straightened and made more efficient. c 
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Estate Planning and Stock Transfers

Please consider including a gift to Oak Hill in your estate planning 
through your Will or estate disbursement.  You can designate that it 
go toward any of our endowment, preservation projects, or where 
most needed.  You can also transfer gifts of stock or real estate very 
easily and at any time.  Call the office at 202-337-2835 and talk to the 
Superintendent Paul Williams for more information. c

175th Anniversary                 

The cemetery hosted a 175th 
anniversary gala in the historic 
Palladium Ballroom at the 
Shoreham Hotel in Woodley Park on 
October 18th where guests enjoyed 
meeting former Superintendents 
Dave Jackson and Ella Pozell.  
Food and drinks were enjoyed 
by contractors, board members, 
friends, and ‘future residents.’  A 
good time was had by all – one 
doesn’t get to throw a 175th 
birthday party often! c



Archives Update 
by Laura Thoms, Archivist
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It’s been a busy year in the Archives. Throughout 
2024 we built upon the recommendations in the FAIC 
Collection Assessment for Preservation and the AAM 
Museum Assessment Program. The CAP assessment 
concluded that an organized and discoverable 
collection and a space to process and care for the 
collection would encourage research and scholarship. 
It has been so delightful to see that happen, as we 
welcomed a record number of scholars for research 
both in person and online. In Summer 2024 Oak Hill 
was one of 114 recipients of the competitive NEH 
Preservation Assistance Grant. The grant funded 
new conservation care for our most at risk oversized 
ledgers. The purchase of an archival flat file was 
funded to correctly store maps and blueprints. It was 
perfect timing since we recently discovered a diazotype 
of a historic 1851 map of the original grounds when 
Oak Hill was only 12 acres. This is a photo of the 
same map held by the National Archives — our copy 
is being treated for water damage before digitization. 
The map was drawn by Oak Hill resident and second 
curator of the Corcoran Museum, Francis Sinclair 
Barbarin (North Hill 109). It is a fascinating document, 
showing not only the original stone wall perimeter, and 
a road along Rock Creek as well as early plantings. 
As we develop and revise the Collection Plan we have 
given a lot of thought to what the Archives collects 
and how it supports what we “know” about Oak Hill? 
This year we’ve used the Archive to verify and explore 
the development of our early grounds, provenance 
of our historic structures, and ongoing scholarship 
about Oak Hill’s relationship to the community and as 
a significant contributing resource to the Georgetown 
National Historic Landmark District. Though we had 
initially planned around preserving a paper based 
collection, we soon realized that the documentation, 
preservation, treatment records, emergency planning 

and environmental monitoring that we use for the Archives also should include ALL of the trees, monuments and 
buildings, and their related documents. We used the collection to support Landscape Ecologist Michael Gaige 
as he created a Significant Tree Report documenting our oldest trees (pictured here is the ellipse full of old oaks 
before 1883). This study will give us a greater understanding of our historic landscape and help create a long range 
planting plan to preserve our historic tree canopy. He identified more than 60 trees that are over 150 years old, 
many predating the cemetery. 

Oak Hill Cemetery Historic Preservation Foundation
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The Archives provided foundational documents to a team of building conservators 
for our first sitewide preservation assessment of our “Top 5” architecturally 
significant structures: the Renwick Gates and Chapel, and stained glass 
windows, Thomas U. Walter’s Corcoran Mausoleum, George Hadfield’s Van 
Ness Mausoleum, and the red sandstone Linthicum Mausoleum. We invested in 
digital scanning of our most significant structures, both for building preservation 
documentation and for use in developing virtual tours. The conservation teams 
developed a stabilization plan for the red sandstone Linthicum mausoleum which 
will begin implementation soon. They also developed a detailed plan for the 
restoration of the chapel and the chapel windows. The windows were evaluated by 
renowned stained glass conservator Julie Sloan, who has worked on the chapels 
at Mount Auburn and Greenwood cemeteries among dozens of others. She 
determined that the current windows were installed in 1894 and contain some of 
the most beautiful examples of drapery glass that she has ever seen. Research is 
still ongoing to discover who made them. The chapel windows are in urgent need 
of intervention, so in December, Oak Hill applied for the $1.5 million NPS Save 
America’s Treasures grant to aid in the restoration of the building. 

In January we had our one year AAM Museum Assessment Program Report review 
led by Cara Seitchek from the Smithsonian. They identified key points of success 
in collection care, grant funding, and preservation documentation of the collection, 
buildings and trees. They recommended that this work be used for a 2025 Strategic 
Plan as well as long range preservation Master Plans. They recommended that 
we continue to respond to expansion in our Preservation Foundation as we scale 
up to having interns and volunteers to support preservation care, new tours and 
educational visits. Some ways we engaged with the community: George Mason 
Honors Literature class tour, monument cleaning day with the Association for 
Preservation Technology, a sold out lecture on Classical influence in the sculpture 
of Oak Hill by the Institute of Classical Architecture & Art, and a sold out Significant 
Tree Walk with Michael Gaige. Because of the popularity of the last two offerings, 
we will schedule another Classical Influence lecture with ICAA as a walking tour 
in the spring as well as another Significant Tree Walking Tour, and a Significant 
Tree Lecture, for those not up for a long walk.Thank you for your support and 
enthusiasm for the vibrant history and preservation of Oak Hill. Questions or 
suggestions: archives@oakhillcemeterydc.org 

Spring 2025
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Meet Brenda and Josue!
Meet the newest members of the Oak Hill 
Cemetery team! Brenda is the newest member of 
the Oak Hill Cemetery Grounds Crew, and joined 
the staff full time in the Fall of 2024. Josue also 
joined the staff as our new part-time Weekend Host 
in Fall 2024. Get to know our new staffers with our 
interview! 

What is your favorite thing about working at Oak 
Hill?  

Brenda: My favorite thing has to be watching the 
sun rise behind the Chapel in the mornings. 

Josue: My favorite thing about working at Oak Hill 
is that I get to learn more about the history every 
day I come into work.  

What is your favorite section of the cemetery? 
Do you have a favorite Memorial Stone?  

Brenda: Walking towards Rock Creek, being able to 
see the water flow, and the view of people passing 
by.  

Josue: My favorite section of the cemetery is 
Chapel Hill because you can see a large amount 
of the cemetery since it’s higher than the rest. My 
favorite memorial stone is in Chapel Hill: Arthur 
Cotton Moore. It has a unique design and there 
aren’t others like it.  

What does Oak Hill mean to you?  
Josue: Oak Hill isn’t just a place I work at. I’ve been 
coming here as long as I can remember, since my 
Dad works here, he always brought me and my 
family to walk around the cemetery. So it’s more 
than a workplace, but somewhere I have many 
memories of.  

Is there anything you would like to say to the 
Oak Hill community?  

Josue: I would like to say that it’s my pleasure to 
work here and I’m looking forward to learning more 
and helping out.  

Brenda: Come and get your steps in, take in some 
history, because the only thing that will scare you is 
the bell that rings at the entrance! 



Report From The Office

Continued from page 3

But Willie is not Oak Hill’s only connection to the Lincoln pres-
idency. Many Lincoln appointees are buried here, including the 
first hire of Lincoln’s presidency: personal secretary John Nico-
lay. Along with John Hay (a second personal secretary), Nicolay 
worked alongside President Lincoln in the White House, serv-
ing as the President’s pen and filter for the thousands of letters 
and visitors received at the federal mansion. Nicolay was in 
the White House at the time that Willie Lincoln passed away in 
February of 1862. Lincoln shared the news of Willie’s passing 
to Nicolay around 5 pm before bursting into tears and retreat-
ing to his own office to mourn privately. 

In addition to his own personal office next to the President’s 
office, Nicolay (and Hay) shared a bedroom in the White 
House. The work and the war took its toll on Nicolay, who felt 
worn down by his efforts. As noted in Joshua M. Zeitz’s book 
Lincoln’s Boys, “He complained of being “constantly worked 
to death, and yet doing (accomplishing) nothing.” In 1865, 
after about five years of working as Lincoln’s secretary, Lincoln 
appointed Nicolay as Consul to France, a position that Nicolay 
held until 1869.  

Following President Lincoln’s assassination in 1865, Nicolay, 
along with fellow-secretary John Hay diligently worked on 
writing a fully-encapsulating account of Lincoln’s life. The 
biography included unprecedented access to Lincoln’s 
Cabinet and closest circles, and ended up as a ten-volume 
work published from 1886-1890. Additionally, the two worked 
together to publish Lincoln’s Works (12 volumes) which was 
published in 1905.  It should come as no surprise that Nicolay 
was a founding member of the Literary Society of Washington 
(in 1874).  

After Nicolay’s service as Consul to France, Nicolay became 
the second Marshal of the United States Supreme Court in 
1872: overseeing the security of the Supreme Court’s building 
downtown and for the justices who serve within it. Poor health 
forced him to resign in 1887, and he spent his final years living 
with his daughter, Helen, in DC. John George Nicolay passed 
away on September 26, 1901, and is buried in the Van Ness 
section of Oak Hill Cemetery. His memorial stone in Lot 273 
East is quite unique, shaped as a perfect cube.  c

Spring 2025

John Nicolay, by Matthew Brady

Nicolay’s Grave
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Oak Hill Cemetery
Historic Preservattion 
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Moving?
Please email change of adress:
info@oakhillcemeterydc.org

Keep Current Online
Facebook @OakHillCemeteryDC
Twitter @OakHill_DC
Instagram @oak_hill_cemetery
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Tulip magnolias in bloom surround John Howard Payne on Oak Hill’s Ellipse


