


CHAPTER 1
MIRANDAMANIA

MAY 2016. HOME RENOVATION CREWS IN A “POSH” SAN FRANCISCO neighborhood strike something unexpectedly hard in the ground—a diminutive lead and bronze coffin, tightly sealed. Brushing away debris, workers peer through glass portals to behold a “remarkably well-preserved” child in a handmade white christening dress and ankle high shoes. News accounts spare no details: “Her curly blonde locks were laced with sprigs of lavender. A rosary and eucalyptus seeds were placed on her chest. She was grasping a rose in her right hand.” But there is nothing to indicate who she is or when she died. The house sits in the middle of what used to be the Odd Fellows’ Cemetery removed almost a century earlier. Local television stations run with the story, and “Mirandamania” is born—a meme that will generate headlines well beyond San Francisco and well beyond that day.

Close ancestor encounters of the third kind are familiar in American cities, typically during construction over long-forgotten burial grounds. Fast-growing urban areas at the turn of the twentieth century face a labyrinth of old cemeteries—early civic renditions, church graveyards, and sprawling “pauper” grounds as well as African American and Native American spaces. Sooner or later, this land is coveted by the living. It is common but seldom contemplated knowledge that layer upon layer of ancestors lay beneath the urban landscape today. Most large American cities relocated some of their dead over the past two centuries. Subsequent finds reveal such efforts as careless and incomplete. William Gladstone famously said, “Show me the manner in which a nation or a community care for its dead and I will measure with mathematical exactness the tender sympathies of its people, their respect for the laws of the land and their loyalty to high ideals.” By this standard, we all fail. In San Francisco, a convenience turns into a campaign. During long and unrelenting anti-cemetery agitation, the city bans burials in 1901. Then in a sweeping set of government mandates, it takes the extraordinary step to evict all its ancestors, some 150,000. No other modern metropolis has gone to such vast and deliberate means to establish a civic dead-free zone.

Ancestor pop-ups always come as a surprise to the living. The dead should not be there. Consternation and explanation follow. Miranda is just the latest in a long line of deceased who periodically emerge in San Francisco but arguably the most dramatic individual discovery. Older San Francisco residents are shocked and inured. Recent and younger residents are shocked and indifferent. As a Miranda reporter blithely explains, removal of cemeteries from one spot to another occurs almost everywhere in America. Ancestors can be accidently left behind and “every now and then turn up in residential construction.”

What makes this incident a national story is the spectacle itself: a child lovingly arranged in an elaborate Victorian setting secured by an “airtight” premium coffin replete with viewing windows—all in exceptional condition. Withered remains in a moldy coffin will make news-print, but the story has no legs. Even a well-preserved forty-niner might garner only passing attention unless he had been rushed to rest in a pair of old Levi’s that can fetch five figures at auction. Miranda is gold. There had not been a significant underworld discovery in San Francisco for some years, and the media abhor a vacuum.

The homeowners where the Victorian child is rescued are staying with relatives in Idaho during renovations. They feel an immediate connection to the lost-and-found child. “That could have been my little girl,” John Karner says. Erika Karner confesses to “a lot of emotion as a mom.” She contacts the San Francisco coroner. A medical examiner cracks open the coffin for inspection. He declares that the body is the responsibility of the homeowner, not the city, which had overseen a legal burial at the time and is therefore not liable because the corpse currently rests on private property.

Now what? A city official has broken the original seal that inhibited decomposition. Real, if not eternal, time is ticking.

The Karners immediately inquire about a reburial on proper cemetery grounds. The cost is formidable, quotes ranging from $7,000 to $22,000. Erika complains, “I understand if a tree is on your property, that’s your responsibility. But this is different. The city decided to move all these bodies 100 years ago, and they should stand behind their decision.”

Enter the Garden of Innocence, which provides burials for abandoned and unidentified children. Its founder, Elissa Davey, offers to take custody of the child: “I said yes, not realizing what a mess I got into … the homeowner was stuck with a child in a yard that she didn’t know what to do with. She was told she had to keep the child under the house or bury her.” Paving over the abandoned soul is not an option for the family. But here’s the rub. By local law, you can’t bury a person without a permit. The only way to get a permit is to produce a death certificate—and no one can produce even an identification. However, there is now a moniker: The “housemate” is christened “Miranda” by the Kanter girls, ages four and six.

The Garden of Innocence arranges transportation and mortuary refrigeration as a new, larger cherrywood-paneled casket is constructed that will serve as a liner into which the vintage coffin can be placed. Davey scours public library archives for a solution to the burial catch-22 and discovers an obscure city ordinance: If a person died more than twenty-five years earlier, a special death certificate could be issued. A proper reinterment can now take place.

Enter Jelmer Eerkens, an anthropology professor at the University of California, Davis, with expertise in drawing DNA from ancient peoples and even woolly mammoths. He is upset to learn that Miranda will be sent back to the soil without any analysis. “As an archaeologist, I thought, that’s not right. That is our collective heritage, and we can’t just rebury things. All human societies recognize the importance of ancestry and history. But rather than a general story of war and history, this is a story about an individual person. People can understand and connect with how sad it must have been to lose a young daughter.”

The Garden of Innocence agrees. Strands of Miranda’s blond hair are cut for laboratory analysis before carefully resealing the coffin. That delicate operation is headline news. There is now hope that the child might someday be identified, but such a finding will take time and is far from certain. In fact, it is a long shot. Investigators publicly play down expectations. Eerkens admits he is doubtful that the necessary DNA survived; Davey describes the chances of a specific identity “as slim to none.”

On June 6, 2016, a formal “Miranda Eve” funeral is held at Greenlawn Cemetery in Colma. For the Garden of Innocence, it is critical that a nom de guerre be given before burial: “A name is a dignity every human being deserves, to be called something.” The additional moniker is inspired by the public administrator; now that the city is embracing the child, it apparently wants to share naming rights. A dozen members of the Knights of Columbus in full regalia hold swords in the air as the body is lifted from the hearse. Another twenty men and women of the Independent Order of Odd Fellows from across Northern California are dressed in black with fraternal insignia draped across their chests. The child is laid to “final” eternal rest. There are poems, prayers, and invocations. “A line formed and one by one, people who never knew Miranda Eve dropped rose petals over her coffin and wished her goodbye,” one account notes. Some 140 people are at the service. Millions more attend virtually. The memorial backside is left blank, the Los Angeles Times reports, “just in case the true identity was ever discovered.”
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The burial is not the end for Miranda Eve. It is the beginning. She has become immortal. There are so many questions. First and foremost, who is this captivating child placed with such tender care? Judging from the state-of-the-art coffin, the family has money. Are they also prominent? Is her unexpected death a story back then? Why does she die so young? Could there have been foul play? Do doctors administer medicine in a futile attempt at a cure? And a mourner asks at the funeral, “How could they forget her?”

Psychics and cold-case detectives offer hunches and leads. Davey relies on her personal team of investigators. It takes a few months, but clues begin trickling in from some thirty specialists and volunteers in the lab and field.

Initial hair analysis reveals that “Miranda” is a girl—a foregone conclusion but important to clarify. The Garden of Innocence explains, “Those who know late 1800s society know that sex wasn’t demarcated among young children, and both boys and girls typically wore dresses (and had long curly hair, etc.) As I understood, nobody checked the sex of Miranda, so we assumed she was a girl. In any case, it is useful to know her sex for certain.”

The child appears to have been weaned from breast milk a year before death, placing her age at two to three and a half years.

Preliminary DNA confirms Miranda to be of European ancestry. Soon after, her mitochondrial DNA is found to be a type most common on the British Isles.

Hair nitrogen isotopes suggest that Miranda literally “wasted” away—a clinical diagnosis of the era called “marasmus.” She suffers from malnourishment for approximately three months before death. “We suspect an illness caused her to eat less and less until she was unable to eat at all,” the forensic report concludes. That illness could be bacterial, viral, or parasitic but is curable today. Hair is also analyzed for traces of drugs, such as morphine and cocaine—common components of medicines in the late 1800s. None are found.

The story would be amiss without a headline-grabbing brush with the supernatural: Couple says they heard footsteps before coffin was found in back yard. At various times, Erika Karner reveals, she and her husband heard the inexplicable sound of children’s footsteps on the top floor of their home; her young daughters are asleep or playing in sight at those times. And they were not the only ones to hear strange sounds. “We had a couple of contractors, on separate occasions, who thought they heard footsteps,” Karner recalls. “Each time, the contractors walked through the house looking for a child—possibly a wayward kid who had run into the house from a park across the street—and both times, the contractors found nothing.”

When Miranda is removed from the property, the footsteps stop. “I’m not sure where I stand on where the soul goes, but my hope is … if she was still hanging around here figuring out where she needs to be, that her being identified will give her a little peace and she’ll potentially go off and be with her family, where she needs to be. We felt that if anything, she was a friendly spirit. If she wants to stay and play, we’re totally okay with that!”
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Meanwhile, back at the university lab, Eerkens and colleague Ed Green announce that a mere 10 percent of hair DNA belongs to the subject—the rest is fungus and organisms. For Team Miranda, the critical step in the scientific probe is to sequence her DNA to a level where it can be utilized to match a living relative should one ever be located. That process is slow, painstaking, and unsure. So would be the genealogical paper chase—a forensic detective story for the ages.

To determine on which part of the old grounds the Karner residence had been built in 1936, investigators need a detailed “plotted map” delineating the Odd Fellows Cemetery at its most developed, ideally as it stood at the last in-ground interments in 1901. No usable document can be found, hardly surprising considering the sketchy history of San Francisco cemeteries, especially the Odd Fellows. However, an original 1865 plan for the cemetery is discovered at the University of California, Berkeley.


What is not known is how much of that plan is followed as designed. Researchers sift through the thousands of cemetery records. Sections missing from the original plan had been created as the cemetery grew, and a few that were planned never came to be. The Garden of Innocence can soon announce that the general “Miranda” section was executed according to the map.

As investigators using old street overlays and historical records focus on areas intersecting with the Karner home, genealogists are narrowing the search, which includes a review of 30,000 burial records. This research effort will eventually tally some 3,000 hours.

There is plenty of frustration along the way. In the summer of 2016, Elissa reports, “We have exhausted every effort to try to find her name and we have not given up. We get a little closer every day…. We have argued about areas, plots, tiers, streets, maps, records, wanted to give up, got mad, got confused, felt injustice, felt sad, felt heartbroken, gotten hungry, blew off steam but in the long run, we have not given up. We will keep trying to find her even if we have to one by one recreate the entire Odd Fellows cemetery…. We will not give up until we have exhausted all of our efforts in trying to give Miranda her name.”

Finally, it is reported that the grand genealogical search has come down to two “prime family candidates.” When an exact location is eventually pinpointed, it leads to the “H. H. Cook” family. The team tracks down a living relative in nearby San Rafael. In the fall of 2016, a DNA sample is obtained from eighty-two-year-old Peter Cook, who is publicly acknowledged but not identified. It will take another six agonizing months to further sequence and compare Miranda’s data by examining rates of rare matching DNA variants at specific points across the genome. Ed Green reports that the search is “tantalizingly close.”

On May 10, 2017, almost a year to the day of the resurrection, the confirmation arrives: “WE FOUND MIRANDA!!! Miranda Eve is Edith Howard Cook. Born November 28, 1873 and died October 13, 1876.” In life, death, and for eternity, Edith Howard Cook will always be two years, ten months, and fifteen days old.

With the mystery solved, 100 devotees trek to Colma for one last ceremony. The previous funeral a year earlier had been shrouded in coastal fog, but the sun shines brightly this June day. A new head-stone declares a real name, birth dates and death dates, an image of the child, and a message to mourners and random passersby to “Google Her” for more information. The memorial commences as before, with the Knights of Columbus 4th Degree Color Guard marching, swords at their side. The San Francisco Chronicle describes the scene: “The wind whipped their colorful capes and the matching plumage on their hats as they took their places behind Cook’s new gravestone, which was still covered up by a dark blue piece of cloth.”

The event morphs into an awards show. One speaker calls out a colleague for congratulations, who in turn tosses kudos to another. Geneticists are applauded alongside tombstone artisans. Anthropologists and funeral home directors receive recognition. Genealogists get special praise. The Chronicle continues, “After final prayers were said, the Karners stepped forward with their two little girls—both looking adorable in their summer dresses—to pull back the cloth and reveal the new gravestone. After the unveiling, the Karners’ eldest daughter left a note written on pink paper with a heart drawn on it at Cook’s new headstone…. Other mourners and celebrants followed by leaving so many flowers and Beanie Babies on the grave that you could no longer see the new stone.”

At the 2016 funeral for “Miranda Eve,” the Los Angeles Times and the New York Times refer to a “perfectly preserved” body. The San Francisco Chronicle notes that “its airtight seal preserved everything inside, from the girl’s golden locks of hair down to the rose she held in her hand.”

But very few have laid eyes on Miranda. At the 2016 funeral, her original glass-window coffin had already been secured inside a new casket. A candid photograph of Miranda taken before resealing is not concealed from the public or press, but one must navigate an internet search to find it. That picture is different than the image from the Garden of Innocence that appears on the Edith Cook memorial and becomes the public face of Miranda.

No less an academic than Eerkens has previously described the child as “mummified,” a word picked up by some commentators, including Wikipedia. Miranda was never prepared for traditional “Egyptian-style” mummification. The special coffin acted as a “sort of germicide,” he explains, that “preserved soft tissue and clothing.” The original photograph does, in fact, roughly resemble the popular view of a “mummy.” That image is seldom seen by the public because it seldom appears in news stories.

A few commentators do reference the actual casket photo. One notes, “The original photo was heavily edited by a graphic designer in order to make a decent likeness for Edith’s second memorial service.” A documentary describes a “rendered photo.” The Atlas Obscura story of the funeral refers to the picture on the tombstone as a “computer-aided image of what she may have looked like.”

The Garden of Innocence clarifies the issue. The public picture is an artist’s conception. “We had a photo of the child in her casket the day she was found and she had only slight mold on her jaw and lower lip and a few white spots on her forehead. Elissa asked her cousin, Jennifer Onstrott Warner, who is a graphic artist and owner of Fairy Tale Portraits in Newport Beach, to see if she could remove the mold on Edith’s jaw and mouth, close the mouth and make her pretty again … and as you can see, she is a beautiful child and so loved by her family and all of us.”

There is never an effort to deceive. There is an effort to weave a historical story, and the story needs a face. In this sense, that image is just as “real” as the “real” photo taken from the newly discovered coffin. “This is how the last eyes saw her,” the Garden of Innocence says, “and this how we should see her.”

Edith Cook is a blue blood and a gold blood, eldest daughter of Horatio Nelson and Edith Scoofy Cook, two prominent San Francisco families who merge their fortunes into more fortune and are featured on society news pages. The Scoofy family, on Edith’s mother’s side, is among the first pioneers in San Francisco at the height of the gold rush. Edith’s grandfather marries Martha Bradley, whose family lineage traces back to the earliest Virginia settlers in the 1600s. In proud Victorian manner, they conceive seven children, among them Horatio Nelson Cook and a brother who together establish a family business, M. M. Cook & Son, a leather-belting and hide-tanning company. It remains in operation until the 1980s.

Edith’s younger sister grows up to be a notable, even notorious, San Francisco socialite. A newspaper celebrates Ethel Cook as the “reigning bell of San Francisco,” who was “made famous by Grand Duke Boris of Russia, who drank a toast with champagne out of one of her slippers at a banquet and declared that she was the most beautiful American woman he had ever seen.”

At a more recent stage of lineage, Peter Cook is the great nephew of Edith. Outdoing his Victorian ancestor’s fertility, he sires eight children, thirteen grandchildren, and ten great-grandchildren. Already knowledgeable about his wife’s and mother’s families, he had reached a genealogical dead end with his father, who died when Peter was three. Peter Cook is gifted a first-class genealogy workup.

The choice of location to rebury Miranda is logical and historically correct: Greenlawn Cemetery, nine miles to the south in Colma, which opens as the Odd Fellows Cemetery in 1902, the place for newly deceased fraternal families and, when necessary, the future relocation of those buried in its San Francisco grounds. Miranda’s family, unknown at the time of the 2016 reburial, is at rest in Green-lawn. Presumably. No one knows how many remains remain under the bustling San Francisco neighborhood where the child is found.

“Left behind” is often used to describe Miranda’s plight. However, commentators hardly discussed what transpired in the old cemetery removal process or the many remains since uncovered, most numerously in the past fifty years. There is passing acknowledgment of the “arduous and ramshackle process of evicting the dead,” but most accounts speak of Miranda “interred in a long-forgotten cemetery more than a century ago” without delving into historical details or context.

This journalistic blinder has a long tradition. Why open an old can of worms? Underground discoveries can be indicting as well as engaging. The discovery of Miranda is immediately defined as about the present, not the past. Whatever tragedy trapped this soul in a modern housing purgatory is not the issue. Just as cemeteries are now conceived as havens for the living, the story of Miranda serves as engagement and catharsis for the present. “We came out because she’s one of us, it’s about something larger and deeper,” said one of the mourners. This begs the haunting question: How and why did this happen?


As far as I know, there has never been such a removal of bodies on the magnitude and scale as in San Francisco, and I believe it is the only one that has ever happened like this in the world.

—PAT HATFIELD, FOUNDING PRESIDENT OF
THE COLMA HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION



Burials are outlawed in 1901. The final and more drastic step is to reclaim the land. It is universally assumed that the dead will be properly removed before any new developments are started. The public burial ground—“City Cemetery”—comprises some 18,000 remains spread over 200 acres. The region is designated in 1909 for an expansion of Golden Gate Park and a new ocean-view golf course.

Between 1920 and 1940, under intensifying anti-cemetery sentiment, the private cemeteries huddled around Lone Mountain in what is called the “Richmond District” are officially exhumed from San Francisco and relocated to Colma. That removal of 150,000 bodies is fraught with fits and starts, twists and turns, and a political free-for-all punctuated by three contentious elections. The “Big Four”—Calvary (Catholic), Laurel Hill, Masons, and Odd Fellows—are driven out of town at different times and in different scenarios. The Odd Fellows are in the middle of this public ruckus, and its relocation process is arguably the most slipshod and irregular. On its abandoned and repurposed grounds, Miranda is discovered 140 years after her burial.

The past turned up there much earlier. Plumbers laying a sewer line in “big development in the old Odd Fellows Cemetery” in 1941 uncover some caskets. They discuss the situation and decide to open one. A skeleton stares back.

The plumbers remain composed, placing the caskets back from whence they came and dutifully finishing the daily job assignment. The incident is not officially reported—likely regarded as insignifi-cant or, if not, why rock the boat? It takes an “anonymous tip” to alert newspapers. The next day, before official inspection or damage control, the San Francisco Examiner blurts out the truth: “From undercover information supplied to the health department, they fear that they will discover that much of the big new development is built over the remains of old San Franciscans, who were once supposedly buried for good and ever in the old Odd Fellow Cemetery…. But from yesterday’s find, plus the results of other official investigations, it is believed only a percentage of the caskets and bodies were removed from the old burying grounds—and that today, an inestimable number of human remains still lie, under the new houses, streets and gardens being developed there.”

Authorities quickly dispatch a special crew “wielding long prodding rods” to conduct a search of the building lots in the area. Only one casket is uncovered—and empty. The Health Department announces, “The result of the operation gives every reason to believe that every vestige of human remains had been cleared out of the old Odd Fellows Cemetery, site of the housing development, when the cemetery was evacuated a decade ago. There is no indication of any bodies—or even any other caskets save the empty one our prober found—remain.” Casket closed.

The Masonic Cemetery adjacent to the Odd Fellows is removed at about the same time. The Masons sell most of its historic burial grounds to the University of San Francisco. When the school begins large-scale campus expansion in the late 1950s, troves of caskets and human remains are uncovered. What is found in underground San Francisco depends on the type of new construction. The university is excavating for large buildings. The deeper you dig, the more secrets you uncover. Who knows how many remains are found and never reported, especially in small business projects and private housing?

There is a continuous, if not heralded, stream of discoveries in the “Big Four” cemeteries. Revelations beneath these private grounds will pale in numbers and drama before the headline spectacles of those “left behind” in public burial plots. Perhaps the ultimate irony of “Miranda” is her exceptional burial. Many in early California are not accorded such love and privilege. The gold rush years are characterized by indifference, even disdain, for the dead. This legacy ameliorates but never dissolves, and it will transform traditional cemetery practices in the American West and the nation.
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Edith Howard Cook memorial stone at the June 2017 funeral. Colma Historical Association









CHAPTER 2
CHARISMA OF THE DEAD

WHY SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT THE DEAD? WHY DOES HUMANKIND go to extraordinary lengths to protect and honor physical bodies after they die? What motivates a nation to retrieve its fallen soldiers years later in far-off lands even when those remains might be mere fragments of bone?

American Revolutionary War leader Joseph Warren is killed at the Battle of Bunker Hill in 1775. A close friend and political ally is determined to retrieve his comrade. Paul Revere arrives at the bloody aftermath to discover that most bodies are indistinguishable from one another. A dentist who has had Joseph Warren as a patient, Revere undertakes steadfast forensic inspections until he finds his man. Why is it so important to recuse those remains?

We may also ask, if a city needs additional commercial or residential space and land is scarce, why should it not remove an inconvenient and dilapidated cemetery to facilitate progress and prosperity? It does. After all, isn’t life for the living? Fourth-century BC Greek philosopher-provocateur Diogenes counsels students to take his dead body and fling it unceremoniously over city walls to be devoured by wild carnivores.

In The Work of the Dead, Thomas Laqueur considers why Diogenes is “existentially wrong, wrong in that it defies all cultural logic…. We endlessly invest the dead body with meaning because, through it, the human past somehow speaks to us.” He suggests that this living connection to the deceased depends on the material body itself, not religion per se or belief in an immortal soul. The body of Karl Marx is the subject of great contention between Great Britain, where he dies, and the Soviet Union, which he inspires. Eventually, the remains are secretly transported to Moscow, where it becomes a pilgrimage shrine that evolves into a burial site for devotees, as if gathered around a saint.

Marx’s doctoral dissertation is a reverent study of the third-century BC Greek philosopher Epicurus, who echoes Diogenes, positing that death is the thorough and eternal destruction of the body and that whatever might be defined as a soul never existed or, if it did, perished with the corporeal. No rational argument in the materialist Marxist tradition can justify that the spot where Marx’s actual remains sit is special in any way. But could a mere cenotaph—a memorial without remains—have evoked such passion and spawned such controversy? Apparently, remains matter even when it is simple matter, even to those that scorn such reverence. “Marx’s actual body,” Laqueur contends, “is necessary for this to happen; name bearing stones would not have sufficed for those who choose to surround him.”

Napoleon’s vision for a grand modern Paris cemetery in 1801 is slow to attract public interest. Administrators devise a marketing strategy to enhance the attractiveness and stature of Père Lachaise. With considerable fanfare, the remains of the great poet Jean de La Fontaine and national icon playwright Molière are transferred to the new resting place. Burials steadily pick up. Another well-publicized relocation occurs in 1817—medieval philosopher Pierre Abélard and amour Heloise d’Argenteuil, whose tragic and sensational affair became the stuff of legends. For centuries, the lovelorn have left letters at their crypt. The transfer precipitates a renewed Père Lachaise rush by nobles and the aspiring to be sequestered among such celebrities. Everybody loves a lover and a poet. Politicians and generals can be another matter. The relocation of those notable remains has often created controversy, underscoring that it is the bones that carry the mystique, not statues or epitaphs.

Grave robbing for ransom makes sense only in this context. The most famous of such ghoulish cabals is the plan to abscond with Abraham Lincoln. A band of counterfeiters fallen on hard times concoct a daring alcohol-driven conspiracy to kidnap the remains for a king’s ransom of $200,000 ($7 million today) plus the release of its imprisoned and apparently indispensable engraver. Getting wind of the conspiracy, the government plants an agent in the gang posing as an experienced grave robber. The scheme is foiled. Plenty of these creepy capers punctuate American history, most notably the remains of Charlie Chaplin and Elvis Presley. Families will pay big money to retrieve small bones.

Laqueur believes that this elevation of the deceased to sacred remains is rooted in the evolutionary human subconscious connected to a higher, metaphysical function—some irresistible power of the imagination propelled not simply by religious belief or a transposition of religion into secular custom. It “blinds us” to what a corpse really is—inert matter—and represents “a conduct of life that has spiraled out of the order of nature.” This belief is primitive in the sense that it is irrational and rests on intuition, but the sentiment may represent a critical cultural demarcation in human history. It occurs as cannibalism recedes in most parts of the world. Laqueur asks, “Did the beginning to care for the dead mark a cognitive border between prehistory and history, between one cognitive status and another higher one?” Over time, treatment of the deceased as carrion or refuge becomes widely regarded as “prehuman” or “uncivilized.” Out of these beliefs emerges “the charisma of the dead.”

In 1896, the San Francisco Call laments the acres of tombstones “standing guard” over the gateway to the “beautiful suburbs of this City,” proposing that “mock sentiment alone says it would be destructive of the dead to remove them. Not so; the bodies are but the dust of the earth, to which they have returned. The living souls have fled to another sphere and scorn the mortal clay.”

The “charisma of the dead” is beginning to wane across America at this time, most dramatically in California—a distant thirty-first state born in a vacuum, a freak of nature. Its far-western revolution in attitudes and behavior presages the course of social change in the still-adolescent nation. The story of the dead in California begins with the story of the living, and that story begins with the Big Bang of the nineteenth
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