

   A WALK IN THE PARK GREEN-WOOD CEMETERY, BROOKLYN
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  On a sunny summer morning, I rounded a corner path at Green-Wood Cemetery, on my way to see one of my favorite monuments. It was very early; the gates had just opened I wanted to get out there because it was already ninety-three degrees, and I was seven months pregnant.


  The monument belongs to a girl named Charlotte Canda who was killed in a carriage accident coming home from her seventeenth birthday party in Manhattan in 1845. At this time of year Green-Wood lives up to its name: it was verdant throughout the cemetery, but particularly vibrant on the patch of land that belongs to Charlotte. Her ornate, Gothic-style memorial, recently cleaned, gleamed ghostly white against the bright green grass.


  I have seen this memorial many times, in many different seasons. But as I came up the small hill this morning, short of breath, the effect of the cemetery’s restorative efforts made the scene like something out of Romantic Poetry 101. Spears of sunlight fell onto the memorial through the trees, illuminating the angels that flank the canopy over Charlotte’s marble likeness. She stood, forever seventeen, with arms outstretched, like the Virgin Mary. The atmosphere can only be described as religious.


  About to make her debut in society, Charlotte was passionate about music and art. She kept pet parrots and, as an amateur artist, had been at work on some sketches for a memorial for her aunt, who had recently died. Those sketches went into her own memorial at Green-Wood, which was commissioned by her grieving father and completed in 1848. Until the monument was finished, Charlotte rested at Saint Patrick’s Old Cathedral in Manhattan.


  Nearly everything in Charlotte’s memorial is symbolic: it is seventeen feet high, seventeen feet long, and adorned by seventeen roses, representing each year of Charlotte’s brief life. There are musical instruments and, yes, there were Charlotte’s parrots, though 171 years of exposure to the elements have worn them down to little nubs. According to Green-Wood’s records, the monument cost Charlotte’s father $45,000, over $1 million adjusted for today’s inflation.


  Just one year after Charlotte died, her fiancé, a young Frenchman named Charles Albert Jarett de la Marie, committed suicide. Because of his romance with Charlotte, their families wanted him to be buried with her, but his death being a suicide prevented him from being buried in consecrated ground. He was laid to rest under a tombstone bearing his family’s coat of arms just adjacent to Charlotte’s memorial.


  There was a time, in the late 1850s, when Charlotte’s memorial was one of the most visited places in New York. Visitors could purchase what was known as a carte de visite, an illustration of Charlotte’s memorial, and later a photograph, as a record of their visit. Charles Canda, Charlotte’s father, had a tablet commissioned with information on her backstory for the curious tourists who filed past for a glimpse. Though its text has worn away with the passage of time, the placard, which still stands, once read: “Charlotte Canda: died suddenly by falling from a carriage on the night of the 3rd of February 1845 being the seventeenth anniversary of her birth day.”


  The sunny morning when I went to pay homage to Charlotte it was hard to imagine swarming crowds at this memorial or anywhere at Green-Wood. Although every day at Green-Wood is filled with countless stories waiting to be discovered, living visitors are scarce. There might be a passing funeral, or a stray birdwatcher. But Green-Wood Cemetery is gigantic. At 478 acres, it is just slightly smaller than Prospect Park, its neighbor to the north by a few blocks. This puts a considerable amount of space between visitors. In the warmer months, there is the steady hum of Green-Wood’s hardworking landscapers. Most of Green-Wood feels and sounds like some kind of outdoor cathedral instead of the center of a vast, bustling metropolis. It is disarmingly quiet.


  Green-Wood Cemetery is one of the only places I can go to be completely alone with my thoughts. New Yorkers aren’t the only ones who know the buzzing drone of modern life. No matter the place, we are all well-acquainted with the cold glow of the smartphone, beckoning from the nightstand when we know we should be sleeping. And though the Victorians didn’t have that itching feeling in their fingers when the batteries in their electronic devices died, they certainly needed a break from a rapidly changing world.
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  The simple explanation of how a place like Green-Wood came into existence is that cities needed a place outside of the city center because their churchyards were overflowing and they were concerned about the spread of disease. In 1832, cholera made landfall in North America, hitting New York City on June 26. Over 3,500 New Yorkers died, and another 80,000 fled the city. But the cemetery was more than just a solution to a sanitation problem. People were also looking for a respite from their daily scramble. And they found it in America’s first parks: cemeteries.


  Green-Wood’s grandeur and beauty creates a sense of amnesia. Just as its founders hoped, I often forget I’m in a cemetery. Passing through the Gothic gates is a transporting experience. As a teenager I was obsessed with Alfred Hitchcock movies and thrilled when I made the pilgrimage to Universal Studios to see the Psycho house. Like in the movie, it stands on a hill, but upon closer inspection, the house turns out to be a prop, a facade with nothing behind it. Green-Wood’s impressive entrance gates rise, seemingly out of nowhere. Set back from Brooklyn’s busy Twenty-Fifth Street, their Gothic design initially brings to mind a giant cathedral—but, like a set piece, they are hollow, only three spires marking the division between the world of the living and the dead.


  Green-Wood originally marked its entrance with a humble shack equipped with a bell that would ring any time there was a funeral. But when the cemetery became one of the most popular places to be buried in New York, the neighbors complained about the constant ringing. The imposing entrance gates here today weren’t built until 1861. They were designed by Richard Upjohn, who had worked on Trinity Church in Manhattan. By that time, Green-Wood’s status afforded it a fancier calling card. The gates include four limestone panels that depict famous scenes from the Bible, with an unsurprising emphasis on eternal life. At the top of the spires, a group of noisy monk parakeets have made their home. No one is exactly sure how the parakeets came to Green-Wood, but legend has it that they escaped from a crate at JFK airport in 1967.


  Down the driveway to the right of the gates is a small but ornate chapel, also in the Gothic style. Designed by Warren and Wetmore, the same architectural firm responsible for Grand Central Terminal, Green-Wood’s chapel sits at the bottom center of a cul-de-sac, like a rosebud yet to unfold. Like the entrance gates, the chapel presents typical Judeo-Christian signifiers, despite the fact that most park cemeteries were nonsectarian. The religious iconography of many park cemeteries’ main structures seems to have been put to use by their founders for lack of a better option. This chapel is a small replica of Christopher Wren’s Tom Tower at Oxford’s Christ Church College.
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  The circular drive of the chapel used to be a lake, which was later enlarged and moved to an area directly behind the chapel drive. One of Green-Wood’s four lakes, it is called Valley Water, and in the spring it is wreathed in cherry blossoms. In Japanese culture, sakura are thought to look like clouds, floating through the sky—all the petals bloom together in an explosion of fluff and pale pink. Their bursting blooms celebrate the transient nature of life. During one visit to Green-Wood, I sat down for a minute on a bench to take in the splendor of the cherry blossoms. As I watched some turtles sunning themselves on a rock in the water, a soft breeze blew dainty petals into my hair.


  Green-Wood was the brainchild of a man named Henry Evelyn Pierrepont. His name might sound familiar to those who’ve spent time in the borough; Pierrepont Street, in Brooklyn Heights, was named for him. Pierrepont’s ideas were focused on what we’d call urban planning. Deeply passionate about community, he became known as Brooklyn’s “first citizen.” And Pierrepont is buried at Green-Wood, the place he helped build, with the rest of his family. A short stroll from Valley Water leads to the unassuming Pierrepont family plot, at the top of a small hill. In a memorial also designed by Richard Upjohn, Henry’s parents are entombed underneath a mini-version of the entrance gates, and Henry himself and other members of his family are interspersed across the top of the mound in freestanding stone crypts. The overall effect looks like an outdoor version of the Chase vault, a mausoleum in Barbados where the urban legend goes that every time the vault was opened to add another member of the family, the coffins inside were found jumbled on the floor in inexplicable disarray.


  During Green-Wood’s first decade Pierrepont knew he’d need to draw public interest in the cemetery to sell plots. What better way to give Green-Wood some panache than by having a beloved and prominent New Yorker like former senator, mayor, and governor of New York DeWitt Clinton buried there? There was only one problem: Clinton had died with major debts in 1828, and his widow didn’t have the means to bury him, much less erect a monument in his memory. Pierrepont offered to move Clinton’s body from his friend’s mausoleum, where he had been a guest, and had Clinton reinterred in Green-Wood in 1844. An impressive statue of Clinton was installed at City Hall in Manhattan, basically as an advertisement saying, “Come and see me at Green-Wood.” Later, the statue was moved atop the grave, where it still stands today.


  The top of the Pierrepont hill offers a nice view of the section of the cemetery that includes the resting place of the infamous corrupt politician Boss Tweed and the inventor of the telegraph and Morse code, Samuel Morse. The walk from the entrance gates to the chapel, the lake, and the Pierrepont memorial is an efficient introduction to Green-Wood, and a self-contained mini-history of New York.


  Green-Wood’s cultural cachet grew rapidly in the years following the Civil War, leading the New York Times to write in 1866, “It is the ambition of the New Yorker to live upon Fifth Avenue, to take his airings in the Park and to sleep with his fathers in Green-Wood.” The funny thing about this quotation is that without Green-Wood, there would’ve been no airings in the park because there would’ve been no park.


  As Green-Wood’s popularity grew, thanks to its natural beauty, romantic ideals, and celebrity interments, the city took notice. New Yorkers knew “Miss Canda” referred to Charlotte, now a celebrity in the afterlife thanks to her popular memorial at Green-Wood. Urban planners challenged architects to come up with a design for the same sort of green space for Manhattan, and another one for Brooklyn. An architect named Frederick Law Olmsted, with his partner Calvert Vaux, rose to the challenge, and thus Central Park, in 1857, and Prospect Park, in 1867, were born.


  Green-Wood was built and designed in a meandering way, partially inspired by the winding footpaths at Mount Auburn, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, America’s first park cemetery, itself inspired by Père Lachaise in Paris. But it is also the natural landscape of Green-Wood, formed by glaciers, that gives it the highest point in Brooklyn above sea level: Battle Hill. According to a New York Times article “How the Ice Age Shaped New York,” New York City as a whole was formed by moraines, “a ridge of rubble deposited by an ice age glacier.” The biggest moraines were difficult to build on, so that land was left “for parks, cemeteries, and golf courses.” This important peak was where, during the Revolutionary War, the English prevailed over the revolutionary forces and gained control of New York Harbor. They may have won the battle, but they didn’t win the war, of course.
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  Any good cemetery historian (and historic cemeteries like Green-Wood often employ one) will explain that park cemeteries were designed to help visitors get lost. There is a reason why the footpaths seem circuitous and it can be difficult to find a way back to an exit. Just ask two friends of mine who wandered into Green-Wood one afternoon, unaware that the cemetery gates close at 5:00 p.m. and found themselves, to their horror, locked inside the cemetery. In the midst of Green-Wood, there is so much to take in, I can momentarily forget that I’ll need to make my way back out at some point. The cemetery designers intended this: they wanted Green-Wood to be a place where people could ruminate on their own lives while appreciating Green-Wood’s astounding beauty.


  The way to explore any cemetery is by foot. Historic cemeteries were planned with this mode of transportation in mind, but even modern-day cemeteries are best explored by walking. (There are of course exceptions to this rule, namely the Forest Lawn cemeteries in Los Angeles and Glendale, California, whose hills are only scalable by the superhuman.) The best thing about walking is discovery. Like exploring a used bookstore or an antiques shop, true treasures are found by accident.


  In a historic cemetery like Green-Wood there are many “notable burials” of celebrities and infamous figures from history that make great entries on a Wikipedia page. Making a visit to celebrity graves at any cemetery is one way to be a cemetery explorer. Visitors can pay homage to Leonard Bernstein, DeWitt Clinton, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Henry Steinway, numerous Civil War figures, and gangsters like Bill the Butcher and Albert Anastasia, and see memorials for mass tragedies, like the 1876 Brooklyn Theatre fire.


  But the most fascinating stories from Green-Wood are those that I’ve discovered myself, like the story of Charlotte Canda. Charlotte’s memorial at Green-Wood is not a “celebrity” memorial. Not anymore, anyway. She may have become a figure of notoriety in death in the Victorian age, but hardly anyone today has heard her name. I discovered Charlotte’s memorial completely by accident, and now every time I visit, it feels like a secret between the two of us. Curators of some of the most famous museums in the world say that even though they’ve walked the halls hundreds of times they still discover works of art they hadn’t noticed before. Like New York City, the sheer magnitude of Green-Wood encourages a constant state of wonder.


  When I was young, my family passed a church every single day on our way to school and, really, anytime we left the house. Every time we drove past the church, and its adjoining cemetery, I wondered about the people who were buried there. The section closest to the church building was the oldest, most likely the resting place of some of the first people who had made a home there, with new burials stretching out across the lawn. These newer graves had most likely been my neighbors. Morbid curiosity is only natural, despite our culture’s denial of death.


  Historic park cemeteries like Green-Wood are different than modern cemeteries. A new cemetery will be much smaller, due to urban development and the popularity of cremation. I approach new cemeteries with the same curiosity as older ones. But some may find that when death is closer—with today’s year on the headstone, for instance—it is more difficult to appreciate the beauty of the cemetery, or its historic import. This is understandable. A new headstone at Green-Wood stops me in my tracks. Some bear an illustration or even a photograph of the deceased. Some of these people have lived short lives. For me, this moment makes my time at the cemetery all the more precious, and instructive. But it is not for everyone. At a historic park cemetery like Green-Wood there is, thankfully, a little more space between you and your inevitable demise.


  It is in fact that space, between the living and the dead, that makes Green-Wood such an unusual and important place. Victorians lived much closer to death. Death occurred at home and the deceased was usually laid out in the home’s parlor before burial at the churchyard. Hence the name “funeral parlor” and the later change to the term “living room.” Life expectancy was much shorter, and illness claimed the lives of many, especially children. According to the research website Our World in Data, in 1860 41.1 percent of the world’s newborns would die before they reached their fifth birthday. Death was part of the Victorians’ daily life.


  Nineteenth-century Americans subscribed to the idea of the Good Death, the idea that with certain parameters in place, death could be both peaceful and meaningful. The tenets of the Good Death included the idea that death would occur at home, with the dying surrounded by loved ones, with ample time to make peace with his or her death and any final pronouncements about his or her life.


  As for religious beliefs, by the time Green-Wood was founded in 1838, Christians had shifted from the brutal, vengeful God of the Puritans to a warmer, more loving dogma. Ideas about the afterlife in particular had changed significantly by the nineteenth century. Instead of the idea that illness and/or death were the result of sin for which one would be punished in the afterlife, Christians believed that the afterlife was a reward, death only a transition into a greater eternal life in heaven. The park cemeteries reflect this change in their symbology. Instead of a winged death’s head or a reminder that time is running out, like a skull and crossbones, the symbology of the park cemetery is a celebration of life’s natural beauty, with flowers, angels, animals, and personal markers of the deceased.


  Romantic poetry saw the cemetery as a place not only for deep communion with mortality but for rumination on any number of subjects. Poets like Thomas Gray and John Keats, well-acquainted with death and illness in their own lives, committed their walks through the cemetery to paper, giving us some of the finest poetry ever written. David Charles Sloane, in his epic history of cemeteries in America, The Last Great Necessity, explains the importance of the picturesque in rural park cemeteries: “The picturesque offered an opportunity in which nature could be more fully exploited as an instructor about moral and ethical behavior in an increasingly profane and commercial world. The changing seasons reminded visitors of their mortality; the wildness of a thunderstorm, of their vulnerability; and nature’s aura, of their insignificance.”


  As I was taking photographs of Battle Hill one afternoon, I walked down the path and came across a compact mausoleum built into the hillside. Its design included the flying hourglass, reminding me that tempus fugit. The dark, weathered stone of the mausoleum stood in stark contrast to the bright blue sky peeking out from underbrush of dark green leaves. A spray of violets seemed to look up from the foot of the mausoleum steps, a shy, smiling greeting.
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  Pierrepont chose the cemetery’s name with good intentions, stating it should “always remain a scene of rural quiet and beauty and leafiness.” It has lived up to all three of these elements. According to the New York City Audubon, Green-Wood’s unique ecosystem (with four lakes) makes it ideal for numerous species of birds, including those incredibly rare, making it a haven for bird-watchers. “Tombstones and monuments act as perches for late fall bluebirds,” Audubon points out. “The old burial grounds, low and grassy, attract resident Red-tailed Hawk and Eastern Meadow-lark. Cemetery workers keep track of the Red-tailed Hawk and can point out their whereabouts.”


  The cemetery contains more than 7,000 trees, 172 different species and 76 genera. There are 182 living American beech trees. Green-Wood was recently given the accreditation of a Level III Arboretum. Another favorite mausoleum of mine, embedded in a hill, is flanked at its top by a large beech tree whose roots seem to melt down the slope surrounding the tomb in a loving embrace.


  One of Green-Wood’s most famous trees, though, appropriately, is dead. Behind the hard-to-find gravestone of artist Jean-Michel Basquiat, there is an enormous tree stump covered with repetitions of his signature tag: a small crown. No one is certain about the crown’s origins, though his father said it signified that he was descended from royalty.


  Basquiat’s is one of the most visited graves at Green-Wood. When I went to visit him, I was surprised to find him buried in a long line of small tombstones of mostly Italian American families. His simple tombstone was adorned by mementos from visitors paying their respects. They had left him paintbrushes, writing implements, Polaroids, guitar picks, vodka bottles, and, on that particular sunny day, a colorful pinwheel. Perhaps finding his resting place humble in view of his popularity, fans have migrated toward the huge tree stump as an extension of their pilgrimage, marking it with his signature crown.


  Basquiat was born and raised in Brooklyn, not far from Green-Wood. In one of his paintings, Bird on Money, there are the words “Green Wood” painted in the bottom left corner. After he left Brooklyn as a young man, his work put him on the path to stardom before he died of a drug overdose at the age of twenty-seven in 1988. His father, who no longer lived in Brooklyn but was familiar with Green-Wood as a former resident of the borough, went to the cemetery to bury his son. At the time, no one working in the cemetery was familiar with his work, and his father purchased a reasonable stone for him in a long line of graves. In 2017 one of his paintings earned $110.5 million at Sotheby’s, the highest sale of any work by an American artist. At Green-Wood, his epitaph simply reads, “Artist.”
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  His makeshift monument, in the form of a tree stump, is one of the most unique sights at Green-Wood. Its presence, along with the many souvenirs and tchotchkes left at Basquiat’s
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