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On the way to the consecration of the new burial grounds—Mountain View
Catholic Cemetery on June 24, 1900. Bodies were moved from St. Patrick’s
Catholic Church and reinterred in the new cemetery. Mrs. Monohan is standing in the wagon on the far left. The driver is Dennis Guerin.
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Funerals and
Cemeteries
In America

munities were more dispersed, like the
Mid-Atlantic and Southern regions, the
practice of burial in or near churches
was impractical. Towns were located farther apart in these areas and often
served by only a single church. As a result, family or plantation cemeteries provided an alternative solution to the
churchyard burials. These plots were
usually established on high, well-drained
land, and were often enclosed by a
fence or wall. Social unity was common

Cemetery research can be hard work but
very informative and entertaining. The
cemetery itself can hold clues about your
ancestor. Ask: How old is the cemetery?
What is the oldest recorded gravestone?
What type of cemetery is it? What people
are buried at this location and immediately
around your ancestor?

Throughout history almost
all societies have practiced some form of disposing and commemorating the dead. During the
17th century funeral practices in America were extremely simple; mourning
was a private matter;
however, holding vigil with
the body to be certain of
death was a common
practice, which is partially
where the tradition of
viewings originated.
Puritan Americans scoffed at what they
considered pompous funerals of the Catholics, which they gladly left behind in Europe. They also rejected the European
standard practice of burying the dead in
churches or churchyards. Puritans put little
emphasis on the dead or graves, rejecting
the notion of death as a glorified state.
Mourners generally gathered in the home
of the deceased and proceeded solemnly
to the burial ground away from their meetinghouses, after which they would take a
funeral cake home in remembrance of the
dead.

after death in rural communities of
America. They became occasions for
eating and drinking, where sometimes
gifts were given, such as scarves, rings,
gloves, or handkerchiefs. Frequently
survivors went into debt throwing the
“proper” funeral.
In the 19th century, the Victorian era, funeral rituals became increasingly elaborate. Every aspect of the burial process
was embellished, depending on the
wealth of the grieving family. This process lasted days before the actual burial
and could continue for months. The deceased person was placed in the home
for viewing, usually in the parlor, for up
to four days. The room was draped in
black while the body lay in an ornate cof-

In the 18th century, as Puritanism evolved
into something less severe, Americans returned to the practice of locating cemeteries next to churches. In areas where com-
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Courtesy Tuolumne County Historical Society, TP2667
St. Patrick’s Catholic Church before the cemetery was moved to Mountain View Cemetery.

fin, again depending on the wealth of the
family. Mourning extended for a much
longer period than previously. The initial
period of mourning usually lasted six
months where the bereaved were expected
to withdraw from social engagements;
however, men could conduct business. For
an entire year, women were expected to
wear black dress and men to wear black
clothes and white linen. During the second
year, social contacts gradually increased,
as black clothing decreased. At the end of
the second year, normal social engagements and clothing were resumed.

to the deceased person. From the
1860s, photographers began to document floral arrangements, with and without the body of the deceased.
At the beginning of the 19th century in
rural America, the family and close community members traditionally clothed
and prepared the body for burial. The
family also arranged for the construction
of a coffin, transportation to the burial
ground, and the creation of the gravestone. As urban communities emerged
in the mid-19th century, the undertaker
assumed these functions.

Flowers have been associated with death
for centuries, possibly to cover the odors.
During the Victorian era, flower arrangements were prominent decorations at the
funeral, each holding symbolic references

Undertakers took on the recent practice
of embalming the dead, which had been
developed by the French. The practice
in America was introduced to preserve
2

the bodies of Civil War soldiers for shipment home to their families. Embalming
received widespread public attention after
the war, when the body of Abraham Lincoln was preserved two weeks on his slow
train ride from Washington D.C. to Springfield, Illinois, with only an occasional
touchup of cosmetics, another new phenomenon used by the undertakers of the
day. Embalming the dead allowed the Victorian public a prolonged “viewing” of the
deceased.1

Cemeteries as we known them today did
not exist prior to 1831 in America. The
evolution of American cemeteries from
church burial grounds and small family
plots into the first “rural” or “garden”
cemeteries started with the construction
of Mount Auburn Cemetery, a large burial ground in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Leaders of the Massachusetts Horticultural Society began a cemetery movement which was inspired by European
gardening and landscape design; cemeteries in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and
New York soon followed. Mount Auburn
was not a public cemetery, but operated
as a private, non–profit organization
which sold lots by subscription, mostly to
the affluent. What made it so innovative
was the setting it offered for the graves.

By the 19th century, towns had evolved into
cities resulting in urban burials no longer
being practical. Land prices were rising
and church burial grounds were overcrowded. Outbreaks of diseases like cholera and typhoid had communities fearing
urban burials.

Courtesy Tuolumne County Historical Society, TP1017
Procession on the way to Carter’s Cemetery, Memorial Day 1905.
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In contrast to the level, unadorned sites of
traditional graveyards, these cemeteries
had serene and spacious grounds consisting of hilly areas with a selective thinning of
trees, massing of plantings, views which
opened onto broad vistas, and graceful
curving pathways, and ponds. The location
for Mount Auburn was chosen for its natural state and seen as a sanctuary from the
city. In the Victorian era, high mortality
rates, especially among children, were
widespread. Mourning and death were
commonplace in people’s lives. The rural
cemetery offered the perfect combination
of nature and death, while still continuing
traditional ideas about the church. Now the
cemetery was itself a church.

After 1900, both cemeteries and parks
took on aspects of formal landscape
planning with renewed interest in gardens of the Italian style, made popular at
the World’s Columbian Exposition of
1893, in Chicago. The prominent features included geometric shapes and
paths in parallel or horizontal symmetry.
The location of the “park-lawn” cemeteries were selected away from city congestion with land and paths of thick sod,
close mowed continuous lawns, broken
only by monuments and groups of ornamental shrubs and flowers. Cemetery
and urban park officials began to have a
common interest in design, horticulture,
and grounds keeping.

Founders of Mount Auburn opened the
cemetery to the public, and within a few
years, lot owners began to complain that
the guests were ignoring the rules. The
grounds were crowded with hundreds of
people on a daily basis, with more on the
weekend. Visitors were asked not to pluck
the flowers and walk only on the paths.
The response to rural cemeteries was so
favorably received by the public that it was
the principal promoter of the urban or municipal park movement.

Closer to home the cemeteries were
thought of much the same as the “big
city” burial grounds. Edna Holroyd
Yelland, in an article in Chispa, provided
the following description:
The cemeteries of Sonora were
lovely places in which to walk.
There were four, and each lay
on the slope of a different hill.
The Jewish cemetery had aisles
of yew and vistas lighted with
white marble. It was small, and it

Source: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/05/13/green-wood-cemetery-brooklyn-largest-175thanniversary_n_3265312.html
Green-Wood Cemetery, Brooklyn, New York, was founded in 1838 as a rural cemetery. In 2006 it was
dedicated a National Historic Landmark. Photo taken in May 30, 1899 (Getty Images).
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was not sad, but glorious…The
Municipal Cemetery, on a western
slope, had plots that were intimate
thru a gentle neglect, and wordy
tombstones; the sunshine washed
it with golden light in the evenings.
In the spring I gathered violets
there; they ran thickly over the
place, escaping from the Martin
plot. The Catholic Cemetery was
largest, and the Odd Fellows were
buried in ground stony with outcroppings of white quartz. These
graveyards were brave and heartening ones, not like any others I
have seen. All but the Odd Fellows’ had had their beginnings in
the early days of gold, when Catholic, Jew, and Protestant had come
from far, to mine.2

Green burials are becoming increasingly
popular in the 21st century, allowing the
body to recycle naturally using non-toxic
and biodegradable materials. Families
do not have to incur the cost of caskets,
embalming, or burial vaults, and green
burials do not contribute pollutants to the
atmosphere. A green cemetery provides
habitat for endemic birds and animals,
returning lands to their native grasses,
flowers, and shrubs.3
Endnotes:
1. Dr. Richard Burr, “Embalming Invented During
Civil War,” http://americasomesalive.com/2010/
08/03/wars-drive-advances/#.Vc6J1q0Xc20, accessed 8/20/2015. Originally a mixture of arsenic, zinc and mercuric chloride, creosote, turpentine, and alcohol was used to preserve the body.
Formaldehyde became the primary ingredient
after the Civil War.
2. Edna Holroyd Yelland, “Lily Lamb for the
Mountains,” Chispa, Quarterly of the Tuolumne
County Historical Society, Vol. 39, No. 3 (2000):
1397.
3. “Burial vs Cremation,” www.greenburial.org,
accessed 8/30/2015.

Eventually the popularity of rural cemeteries was edged out by city parks. Attitudes
toward death began to shift from the Victorian approach to more sterile and efficient
burials. Cemeteries became places of the
dead, as the living preferred to avoid them
except when absolutely necessary. Grave
markers in the 19th century exhibited weeping angels and graves were set up as
beds, suggesting death is a gentle sleep.
In 20th century memorial parks, most of the
imagery is gone.

Bibliography:
Greenfield, Rebecca, “Our First Public Parks: the
Forgotten History of Cemeteries,”
http:..www.theatlantic.com/nation/archive/2001/03/
our-first-public-parks-the-forgotten-history-ofcemeteries/71818/, accessed 8/8/2015.
Meinwald, Dan, “Memento Mori: Death and Photography in Nineteenth Century America,” http://
vv.arts.ucla.edu/terminals/meinwald/meinwald5.html,
accessed 8/20/2015.

By the 1930s, newer cemeteries and memorial parks were stripped of excessive
decoration. Greek architecture, noted for
its simplicity and harmony, became the
preference for monuments and buildings.
The older rural cemeteries, once on the
edges of town, were engulfed by expanding populations, becoming massive areas
of green space within urban communities
Thanks to perpetual care agreements and
historic preservationists, many of the historic cemeteries remain today, protected
from development.

U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, “Colonial and Early American Burial Customs,”
http://www.npps.gov/nr/publications/bulletins/
nrb41_5.htm, accessed 8/8/2015.
Williams, Tate, “In the Garden Cemetery: the Revival
of American’s First Urban parks,” http://
www.americanforests.org/magazine/article/in-thegarden-demetery-the-revival-of-americans-first-urban
-parks/, accessed 8/8/2015.
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Cemetery Research

information about those who died at a
young age or single women who died
that did nothing of note which might list
them in local newspapers.

Cemetery records that genealogists need
to look for are: Church Burial Registers,
Sextons’ Records, Cemetery Deed and
Plot Registers, Burial Permit Records,
Grave Opening Orders, Transfer of Burial
Records, and Monument Inscriptions.
Clues to finding burial places of your ancestors can be found in funeral notices,
obituaries, church records, funeral home
records, death records, and County deeds.

A cemetery record describes a multiplicity of possible records which can be
found in a variety of places. Records of
church cemeteries are often found in
church archives at the local or regional
level. Public cemetery records are maintained by a sexton, caretaker, or town
clerk. Family cemeteries are generally
located on private property and not always preserved. In this case, check family manuscript collections. Always consider that cemeteries might have been
moved, records lost, and stones vandalized. Check with local libraries, and historical and genealogical societies to find
out about relocated cemeteries. Use
published county histories, city directories, and newspapers to locate cemeteries within the timeframe of your ancestor.

Different types of cemeteries can tell a lot
about your ancestor. A church cemetery is
often located near the church and is owned
privately by the church. Public cemeteries
are owned by a city or county and open to
the public. Private cemeteries are restrictive with the owners or caretakers listed at
the cemetery entrance. They could be
owned and operated by a lodge, community organization, military, or a specific family. Ethnic cemeteries could be private or
public, overlapping one of the other types
of cemeteries. These are usually owned
and operated to support one religion or
ethnic group. Commercial cemeteries are
for profit and nondenominational. A mass
or common grave is often the result of victims of a disaster.

Gravestone Information
For hard-to-read gravestones, often just
spraying the words or images with water
will make it more readable. Be careful
about cleaning the gravestone with anything other than water as it may be detrimental to the stone. Even rubbings can
be damaging to the stone. Taking a photograph is an excellent way to study the
gravestone without negative effects.
Photographs will be better on overcast
days. Have a friend hold a mirror to light
up the stone when taking the photograph. Take notes and sketch the location of the gravestone within the cemetery.

Gravestones can also provide clues about
your ancestor. Not only will inscriptions
provide dates, names, sex, and marriage
status, but religious markings may indicate
a church preference, the person’s occupation, interests, or hobbies. Additionally, it
can reveal military service, origin, description of relationship in the family, changes in
spelling of the last name, or cause of
death.

A gravestone with Cenotaph engraved
indicates an empty grave, with the stone
erected in memory or in honor of a person buried elsewhere. Abbreviations are
often used on gravestones. Common

Prior to the 1850s U.S. Federal Census,
women and children were only listed as
male or female within a certain age bracket. Cemetery records may contain the only
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abbreviations are IOOF (International Order of Odd Fellows), BPOE (Benevolent
and Protective Order of Elks), and AOF
(Ancient Order of Foresters). Examples of
lesser known abbreviations are KGE
(Knights of the Golden Eagle), MOPH
(Military Order of the Purple Heart), and
EBA (Emerald Beneficial Association). A
list of gravestone abbreviations, which includes military abbreviations, and initials
used in old wills and other documents is
available on: www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/
~wicemetp/abbrev.htm. Treat cemeteries
and gravestones with respect.

Arrow – symbolizes mortality and martyrdom.
Beehive – symbolic for human industry,
faith, education and domestic virtues;
often found on gravestones of Freemasons and Independent Order of Odd Fellows.
Broken chain link – loss in the family.
Eagle – symbol for a military career, or
courage and valor.

Gravestone Symbols

Circle – universally known as the symbol for eternal life and never-ending existence.

Cemetery tourism (taphophilia) is increasing in popularity, not just for the genealogy
researcher, but a renewed interest in the
history and beauty that can be found in
cemeteries.

Candle – represents the spirit of the
soul.

Dating a tombstone can be measured by
the type of stone used. Sandstone was
generally used prior to the 1850s. Marble
generally dates from the late 1830s to the
late 1850s. Square and towering marble
stones were used in the 1860s and 1870s.
Soft granite stone dates from the 1880s
through the mid-1910s. Granite dates back
to the 1880s and is still in use today.

Hand holding objects – hand holding a
broken chain symbolizes the death of a
family member; hand holding an open
book signifies faith; hands clasping
hearts symbolic of charity.

Hands clasped – most popular form of
art on headstones, symbolic gesture for
farewell or last goodbye.

Tombstone art is part of the experience,
but requires a basic knowledge of the
meaning of the various types of symbols.
Below are just a few of their meanings:
Anchor – often
found on graves
of sailors.
Anvil – often
found on graves
of blacksmiths.

Hands pointing – downward pointing
represents mortality or sudden death;
upward pointing symbolic of the confirmation of life after death and the ascension to heaven.

Arch – showcase the passage and rejoining to heaven.
7

Hourglass – symbolic to time’s inevitable
passing.
Two hands touching at the thumb – two
hands touching at the thumbs with the middle and ring finger parted to form a V are
commonly used on Jewish grave stones.
Lamb – most common animal symbol
found on children’s graves.
Scythe or sickle – symbolic of
cutting down a
plant in its prime
of harvest; tool
of the grim reaper.

Morning
glory—
bonds of love and affection.
Oak—supernatural
power and strength,
eternity.
Palm—spiritual victory over death, martyrdom, peace.
Rose—love, wisdom, beauty.
Sunflower—adoration.
Tree—tree of life;
faith.

Skull - symbol
of the transitory nature of life and death.

Violet—
faithfulness, modesty.

Star - stars have acted as guides representing heavenly guidance and divine leadership.

Weeping
willow
tree—mortality,
mourning.

Sun - shown rising it symbolizes new life or
the resurrection in the afterlife; setting sun
represents death; shining brightly is a metaphor for everlasting life.
Daisy—innocence, youth, hope.
Forget-me-not—remembrance.
Ivy—abiding memory, friendship, fidelity.
Lily—purity, innocence, heavenly bliss.

End Notes:
Headstone photos were taken by the author at
Sonora’s Old City Cemetery.
Bibliography:
(From Random Acts of Genealogical Kindness,
“Research Guide—U. S. Cemetery Records,” http://
www.raogk.org/cemetery-records/, accessed
8/1/2015.)
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The City Cemeteries
By Pat Perry
Sonora’s Old City Cemetery is located at
the west end of Jackson Street in Sonora,
California. There is no official map of the
cemetery that shows burials. It is alleged
that records were kept at City Hall until the
mid-1900s, when a disgruntled employee
threw them out. He was told to clean out a
closet, which he did. However, he didn’t
care what he threw out, and by the time it
was discovered he had discarded the cemetery records, it was too late to retrieve
them.

Old City Cemetery, Sonora, as it looks today.

Charles Henry Burden, was appointed
his successor. The City Minute Book of
June 2 1862, established the position of
City Sexton and required, among other
duties, that the sexton shall register the
name, age, sex, date of death, disease,
and place of nativity of each deceased.
The original of this sexton report has not
been found; however, copies are available, although they show that there was
more than one report for the same time
period, 1862 to 1890. The sexton recorded the number assigned to a grave in
order of burial, with no plot or indication
of location. If we had the original map,
we might be able to determine the place
of burial, but without the map these
numbers are meaningless.

Although referred to as the Old City Cemetery for many years, there was actually an
earlier Old City Cemetery which was located on the east and west sides of Barretta
Street at Cemetery Street, now Cemetery
Lane. In 1872, a map was produced by Andrew Beauvais and John Dart of Sonora,
which shows the location of the Old City
Cemetery on Barretta and the New City
Cemetery at the end of Jackson Street. It is
not known when the old cemetery stopped
being used and the new began, probably in
1862. In Chispa, Quarterly of the Tuolumne
County Historical Society, page 385, it
states that “the bodies there (Old City
Cemetery) were removed and re-interred in
Sonora’s second cemetery on the western
edge of the city.” To date, this is the only
reference I have seen regarding the cemetery on Barretta Street, and there is no
documentation as to source.

There has been much discussion over
the years regarding the condition of the
cemetery. Some perpetual care monies
were collected, but never enough to adequately maintain the cemetery. Historically, money was raised by appealing to
the local citizens. Not surprising, this
was not always popular, nor practicable.

According to Edna Buckbee, Saga of Old
Tuolumne, page 406, “The City Cemetery,
in 1862, was annexed to the City of Sonora. It was then immediately fenced, and
from that time onward was in the charge of
the municipal government. Charles Howard
Burden was made the first city sexton, and
when he died in 1895, his eldest son,

In 1929, the city opened a new cemetery
on Lyons Bald Mountain Road, across
from the Catholic cemetery, Mountain
View. In January 1929, the city entered
into a contract with A. J. Sylva to pur9

chase new cemetery property. In April
1929, City Engineer C. W. Terry submitted
a map for the cemetery to the Sonora City
Council. The first burial was in June 1929.
The new cemetery wasn’t named Mountain
Shadow until May of 1932. Actually, the
name given by the city council was Mount
Shadow, but the sign over the entrance
has Mountain Shadow; that is what it has
been called since 1932. During the early
years of Mountain Shadow, it is sometimes
difficult to determine if a burial is in the Old
City Cemetery or Mountain Shadow. Some
records, including the newspaper, only refer to City Cemetery. By the mid-1930s
most of the records are pretty clear as to
which cemetery was used.
The Old City Cemetery is closed to burials
except for existing family plots. The City of
Sonora maintains the cemetery and City
Historian, Patricia Perry, maintains a data
base of burials. This data base is online at
www.sonoraca.com.

Source: Tuolumne Independent, January 7, 1911

Ghoulish Find at the
Steinmetz’s New Home
The following two Tuolumne Independent
newspaper articles tell the story of skeletons found while excavating the home of
D. H. Steinmetz. St. Patrick’s Catholic
Church moved most of the interred bodies
to the Mountain View Cemetery on Lyons
Bald Mountain Road, obviously missing a
few. Note that some of the bones found
were later interred in the City Cemetery,
not Mountain View as would be expected.
This incident shows that researchers need
to be careful not to make assumptions, and
when possible, obtain collateral research.
Source: Tuolumne Independent, January 19, 1911
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