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HE DIGS HIS JOB

At 86, Bohlman keeps pitching 
dirt to lay others to eternal rest

STORY AND PHOTOS BY RICK BUSSLER

T
o say Lyle 
Bohlman 
digs his job 
may one of 

the greatest understate -
ments in many ways.

With a shovel in hand, 
Bohlman keeps pitching 
dirt and digging graves 
throughout Steele and 
Dodge counties. It’s 
something the grave -
digger has been doing 
for 56 years, digging one 
gravesite at a time.

“It takes the right 
breed to do it,” Bohl -
man says of being a 
gravedigger. “You have 
to work.”

Bohlman doesn’t 
know for sure how 
many graves he has 
dug, but estimates at 
least 3,800 over the 
years. In a normal year, 
he was involved in about 
120 burials. “It’s unbe -
lievable how many were 
dug by hand,” he says.

It typically took Bohl -
man about 4 ½ hours 
to dig a single grave by 
hand. He said the only 

good place he could dig 
a little faster was in the 
cemetery by Claremont 
where it was “sugar 
sand.” Forest Hill 
Cemetery in Owatonna 
was the worst because of 
trees, roots and rocks.

By the year 2000, 
Bohlman began utiliz -
ing a backhoe to assist 
with the digging. How -
ever, he still had to dig 
some by hand because 
they were unable to get 
the machine in between 
the stones.

The funeral industry 
has changed signi� -
cantly in recent years 
as more people are go -
ing to cremation burial. 
Bohlman’s work is a 
lot less these days as 
he is involved in about 
50 cremations–all dug 
by hand– every year. 
Some cremation sites 
are larger than others 
depending on whether 
the family uses a vault. 
Last week, Bohlman 
dug a 20 by 20 by 30-foot 
hole for a vault cre -

mation at Owatonna 
Memorial Gardens. The 
graves for regular cre -
mations without a vault 
require a hole about 
one-third of the size.

The cost for full buri -
al digging is $600 and 
cremations $450.

Business has slowed 
a little over the past 
few months since the 
COVID-19 outbreak 
brought life to a stand 
still. “Since this virus, 
they’ve been putting 
them on the shelf,” 
Bohlman said.

Grave digging, Bohl -
man said, requires be -
ing available seven days 
a week in all elements, 
including rain, shine, 
snow or blowing. The 
worst job he remembers 
was digging with wind 
chills at -70. “We would 
take turns digging. 
That’s one puppy I’ll 
never forget,” he said.

Bohlman marvels 
at how his job has 
changed over the years. 
During the 1970s, he 

dumped gas onto a log 
pile and lit a plot of land 
on �re in order to thaw 
the ground so the grave 
could be dug. He also 
recalls one time using 
a stick of dynamite. “If 
somebody saw me do -
ing it now, they would 
kill me or I would end 
up in jail,” he said. 

“What do you do 
if you don’t work? 

I have to keep 
these old bones 

going.”

Lyle Bohlman
Area Gravedigger

SEE HE DIGS, B�

Lyle Bohlman of Owatonna pitches yet another scoop of dirt at a gravesite at Memorial Gardens Cemetery on a recent afternoon. He has been digging graves for the past 
56 years mostly around Steele and Dodge counties. 


