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Dedication

To my grandmothers, CATHERINE McCARTHY and ROSEMARY GRANT, who knew that a good meal isn’t about the ingredients, but the stories told around it. You showed me that the simplest food—when shared with love—can be transformative. You taught me that life’s best moments happen at a crowded table, where laughter spills like wine and time fades into the background. I hope to honor the way you both lived: with appreciative laughs, favorite tales told again and again, and an abiding reverence for the meals with the people you love.

Love and miss you both.




Epigraph

Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.

—anthelme brillat-savarin, The Physiology of Taste
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Introduction

From Headstones to Headnotes
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The kitchen hums with warmth, the scent of sugar and butter rising from the oven. Richard leans against a metal counter in an industrial Brooklyn kitchen, his arms crossed, his gaze focused. We’re baking spritz cookies—his mother Naomi’s cookies—the ones she used to make before she passed.

“I used to wait just like this,” he says, a half-smile tugging at his face. “She’d pull them out of the oven, and we’d dive in—sometimes finishing the whole batch before the tray even cooled.”

I can see it. A kid perched on a kitchen stool, eyes glued to the oven window, waiting for those delicate golden cookies to emerge. Naomi, her hands sure and steady, pressing the dough through an aluminum cookie press, shaping each one with care. It wasn’t just about the cookies—it was the ritual, the anticipation, the alchemy of turning simple ingredients into something unforgettable.

Naomi didn’t give out her recipe to just anyone. It was hers, a closely guarded treasure. Richard remembers the time he brought a tray of her cookies to a work party. People clamored for the recipe. “You can ask,” he told them, “but she won’t tell you.”

It wasn’t until near the end of her life that Naomi shared the recipe with her family—a worn clipping from a newspaper, faded with time. And then, she surprised everyone by agreeing to share it with the world, inscribing it on her gravestone in Brooklyn.

I slip on an oven mitt. The smell of warm cookies fills the air as I pull out the baking tray. I’m starting to understand more of the ritual behind this recipe. I glance at the photo we’ve been working from, the recipe etched in stone. Every step, every measurement—it all added up to this moment.

After all, it isn’t always easy following a recipe from a gravestone.

What Is a Gravestone Recipe?

It’s exactly what it sounds like: someone’s recipe etched into their final resting place. It might be carved into granite, mounted on a plastic plaque, or even laminated and taped to a marker, weathered by time but still holding its ground.

Growing up, I’d never seen gravestones like these. The gravestones I knew were straightforward—names, dates, and the occasional epitaph marking someone as a mother, father, husband, or wife. Maybe a somber symbol: a skull with wings, a cross, a dove. They were static, solemn, and easy to glance over when avoiding thinking about death.

What I didn’t realize then was how wildly creative and personal gravestones could be. Around the world, people leave behind markers that defy convention—proof that even in death, we’re all telling a story, one way or another.

And sometimes, that story comes with a recipe.

From Headstones

I’ve always enjoyed walking through cemeteries. Growing up in Alexandria, Virginia, I lived just down the street from one, its graves dating back to the 1800s. My parents are ghost-tour guides in the area, so I’ve always been comfortable walking through a cemetery. But as a kid, I didn’t linger long among the headstones. Like many people, I was uncomfortable with death—not abstractly, but with the deeply personal realization that every name on a stone belonged to someone who once laughed and argued over the dinner table. And that someday, I’d be a name on a stone too. As would the people I love.

That unease carried into adulthood until it collided head-on with the chaos of 2021—a year into the pandemic when so many of us worldwide couldn’t escape thinking about death. I was finishing a master’s in library and information science at the University of Maryland and needed an internship. Many archives closed their internships during lockdown, but the cemeteries—grimly, inevitably—were busier than ever.

That summer, I interned (note: not interred) at Congressional Cemetery in Washington, D.C. My job as the digital archives intern was to launch a Google Arts and Culture platform, but what I discovered was so much more than a quiet resting ground. Congressional Cemetery had reinvented itself as a welcoming place for both the living and the dead. It is a cemetery for the local community, hosting movie nights, book clubs, tours, and even an apiary that produces honey from cemetery bees. There are dog-walking memberships, death-positive programming with a death doula, and volunteers who work tirelessly to preserve the grounds.

“‘A cemetery is not a gloomy place that speaks of death, but a vigorous entity that vibrates with life’ (Edward Streeter 1891–1976)” reads a bench at the cemetery’s front gate. By the end of my internship, I believed it.

Their archivist, Dayle Dooley, was my guide to the stories buried there. She showed me records of Congressional’s “residents” and the intricate ways people chose to be remembered. One grave featured a tiger, carved to immortalize the animal that killed its occupant. Another displayed a Library of Congress call number for a book written by the deceased. Some stones had photos, QR codes, or hobbies etched into their surfaces. Each marker was a story, a glimpse into someone’s life and how they wanted to be remembered.

That same summer, I took an information science grad school class with Professor Jen Golbeck on social media networks. The assignment: create a new account about a topic you care about. I first launched the @GhostlyArchive TikTok account to talk about my cemetery internship and step into the #CemeteryTok and #GraveTok universe—vibrant, unexpected communities of taphophiles (cemetery lovers) who share everything from gravestone preservation tips to fascinating memorials and genealogy finds. I posted every day about my cemetery experiences and the myriad ways people chose to be remembered.

Through this online world, I discovered the death-positive movement—the radical idea that talking about death makes living more meaningful. It was transformative, especially for someone like me who had wrestled with fearing the mortality of my loved ones for years. The pandemic had forced us all to confront loss in real time, and I was no exception. Both my grandmothers, Catherine (Kay) and Rosemary, died during the pandemic. At their funerals, surrounded by family at our dinner table, I began to see how food and remembering someone tied together.

My grandmother Kay’s yellow birthday cake—just a box mix with chocolate frosting and sprinkles—still tastes like childhood to me. Every year I have it for my birthday; biting into the yellow cake, I am transported to her kitchen, tasting the homemade icing mixed with the crunch of sprinkles. The effect is immediate; whenever I am eating this cake, my grandmother is there with me.

When I first stumbled across a gravestone recipe, it felt like a revelation. Naomi Odessa Miller-Dawson’s spritz cookie recipe is inscribed on an open-book-shaped headstone in Brooklyn’s Green-Wood Cemetery. She was featured on a wonderful online resource called Atlas Obscura, in a beautiful story written by Sam O’Brien. Up to that point, I’d never heard of a gravestone recipe. It was a unique and genius idea, and I wondered what her recipe tasted like. I didn’t know what a cookie press was and botched the spritz cookies on my first attempt, but I posted about the process of re-creating Naomi’s cookies anyway. The response was overwhelming.

Comments poured in from people sharing their own stories of cooking to remember loved ones: a dad’s BBQ sauce, a mom’s chocolate chip cookies. Others contemplated recipes they’d want immortalized on their own headstones. I felt a collective understanding that food has the power to connect us to those we’ve lost.

Curious, I searched for more gravestone recipes and found them scattered across the country: fudge in Utah; Christmas cookies in Iowa; no-bake oatmeal cookies in Nome, Alaska. Each one was a glimpse into someone’s life, preserved in granite.

A year later, I found myself driving through New York with my mom, passing Green-Wood Cemetery. I’d gotten better at making spritz cookies since my first attempt, so I decided to visit Naomi’s grave and bring her cookies instead of flowers. After all, if they were important enough to etch into stone, they must have mattered deeply to her in life.

And that’s the thing about gravestone recipes—they aren’t just instructions for food. They’re stories, legacies, and connections between the living and the dead. They remind us that even in death, we leave behind pieces of who we are.

To Headnotes

There’s an old American tradition of picnicking in cemeteries—a relic from when cemeteries doubled as the nation’s first public parks. “Rural cemeteries,” as they were known, were the response to overcrowded city churchyards and a rising demand for green spaces. They were marketed to city dwellers as places to escape: to stroll, reflect, and yes, to picnic among the dead. The Victorians, ever fond of memento mori—reminders of mortality—embraced this mingling of food and death with little of the squeamishness we see today.

That Victorian spirit came to life for me on a northern slope of the cemetery where Naomi’s gravestone stands. Mom and I sat there, sharing her spritz cookies, and something clicked. The smell, the taste, the act of biting into the cookie—it all made her feel present, like she was right there with us. Every time someone bakes those cookies, they’re transported to Naomi’s kitchen.

That moment reshaped the Ghostly Archive project for me. It wasn’t just about cemeteries anymore; it was about the stories, the people, and the places they came from. It became clear that this work needed to honor the living as much as the dead. So, I started reaching out to families—not only to learn the stories but to ask for their blessing. I wanted to visit the gravestones, see their worlds, and bring their recipes back to life in a way I hoped would honor their memory.

I keep my rules simple when visiting a gravesite: Take only photos, leave only footprints. I don’t leave food behind—it attracts wildlife or turns into a mess someone must clean. I don’t touch the gravestones—they’re not mine to touch. Outdoor memorials wear down enough just standing guard over time, and I don’t wish to further deteriorate the stones.

This project has become deeply personal. With every recipe I work to re-create, I can’t help but think about my own family food memories—a glass of magnolias in my grandmother’s kitchen, chargrilled burgers on an August night, climbing a tree with a snickerdoodle cookie in hand.

I thought of them again when I met Richard and Nailah Dawson in Brooklyn in November 2022. We visited Naomi’s grave, drove past her old house, and headed to the kitchen to bake her cookies. “My son is the family baker now,” Nailah said, FaceTiming him while we worked. “He makes her spritz cookies every Thanksgiving for us.”

This book features 40 gravestone recipes. Each has been crowdsourced, through internet searches, social media groups, or the families reaching out directly with photos and stories of their loved ones’ memorials. The project has taken me from Nome, Alaska, to Charleston, Arkansas, to Ottawa and Nova Scotia and New Orleans, across Michigan and Missouri, and down to Fort Myers, Florida. I’ve interviewed families and friends from around the globe about their loved ones. Getting to meet with them has been the greatest joy, and I am honored to share a glimpse into the lives of the people behind the recipes.

Along the way, I’ve picked up community cookbooks—those gems from church sales and neighborhood fundraisers—and I’ve fallen in love with their headnotes: the small stories before the recipes. They have made me think of the stories behind each gravestone recipe, which I have tried to record here in this book.

Every recipe in this book is a window into a life. Every gravestone, every dish, is as unique as the person behind it. And every recipe shared here exists thanks to the love of the families who keep their loved ones’ memories alive.

What to Expect from This Cookbook

This isn’t your typical cookbook. There are no tidy sections of appetizers, entrées, and desserts. What you’ll find here is a community archive of recipes. These aren’t just dishes; they’re stories and pieces of lives lived, shared by people from around the world.

Most of what you’ll see here are baked goods. Maybe it’s because baking is inherently generous, or because recipes for cookies, pies, and cakes have straightforward instructions that fit on an epitaph, or because many of us want to leave behind something sweet. The recipes come with context—snapshots of the people who cherished them and loved them enough to immortalize them on a gravestone.

This book is the result of years spent tracking down recipes, documenting stories, and receiving the blessings of the families who hold these memories. There are more recipes I’ve uncovered but haven’t been able to connect to their people yet. Some, I never will. And that’s okay—this project isn’t about perfection or completion. It’s about the journey, the discovery, and the endless opportunity to listen and taste something new.

The focus here is recipes inscribed on graves, whether fully detailed or just hinted at in epitaphs. The majority are from women, predominantly from the United States. While I can’t speak to international burial practices, I’ve found that modern North American gravestones often carry personal touches—proof that how we’re remembered is entirely up to us. I think of the note on Roberta Jackson’s gravestone, featured in this book, which asks, “Does it taste like mine? It does? Good!”

This book is an invitation to be inspired by those who chose to link their legacies to food—perhaps the most universal language of memory and love.

In the following section, you’ll find tools to help you document your own food stories or those of your family—whether biological or chosen.

Write down the recipes.

Cook together.

Share a meal.

Life is short.

Eat and make memories.

Glossary of Terms

CEMETERY TERMS


	Columbarium: A structure with niches for storing cremated remains, often located in cemeteries or memorial parks.

	Epitaph: A short inscription or phrase engraved on a tombstone or gravestone, honoring the deceased or summarizing their life.

	Grave Marker: Any item placed to mark a grave, including headstones, flat markers, and plaques.

	Graveyard: Often used interchangeably with “cemetery,” though traditionally refers to burial grounds adjacent to a church.

	Headstone/Gravestone: A marker placed at a gravesite, typically made of stone such as marble or granite, engraved with information about the deceased such as their name, dates of birth and death, and sometimes an epitaph.

	Interment: The act of burying a body or cremated remains in a grave or tomb.

	Memento Mori: A Latin phrase meaning “remember that you must die.” It refers to symbolic reminders of mortality, such as skulls with wings, hourglasses, or wilted flowers, often featured on gravestones, in art, and in funerary practices.

	Memorial Bench: A bench placed in a cemetery to commemorate the deceased, often with an engraved plaque.

	Memorial Park: A modern cemetery design emphasizing flat markers or plaques for a streamlined appearance, often with extensive landscaping.

	Plot: A specific section of a cemetery designated for the burial of a body or cremated remains.

	Rural Cemetery: A nineteenth-century cemetery type, often located on the outskirts of cities, designed with a landscaped, park-like setting (such as Mount Auburn Cemetery in Massachusetts).

	Taphophile: A person who is passionate about cemeteries and gravestones, and the history, art, and culture surrounding them.

	Thanatology: The study of death, dying, and bereavement, encompassing psychological, social, and cultural perspectives.



END-OF-LIFE TERMS


	Advance Directive: A broader term that includes a living will and may also name a healthcare proxy to make medical decisions if one becomes incapacitated.

	Estate Planning: The process of preparing for the transfer of a person’s assets and responsibilities after death, including wills, trusts, and beneficiary designations.

	Legacy Project: An endeavor or creation designed to preserve and share a person’s values, memories, or contributions for future generations. In the context of end-of-life planning or grief work, legacy projects may include writing letters, compiling recipes, creating photo albums, planting trees, or crafting memory books. They are often used as a way to honor the deceased or create a lasting tribute during their lifetime.

	Living Will: A legal document specifying a person’s wishes regarding medical treatment in circumstances where they are no longer able to express informed consent.

	Memorial Service: A ceremony held to honor and remember a deceased person, which may take place with or without the presence of the body.

	Obituary: A public notice of a person’s death, typically published in a newspaper or online, often including a summary of their life and information about funeral services.

	Power of Attorney: A legal document allowing someone to act on another person’s behalf in financial or medical matters.

	Preplanning: The process of making arrangements for one’s own funeral, burial, or memorial service in advance, often including financial planning to cover costs.



MOURNING TERMS


	Grief: The emotional response to loss, particularly the death of a loved one, encompassing a range of feelings such as sadness, anger, guilt, and yearning. Grief is a deeply personal experience, often shaped by cultural, spiritual, and individual factors.

	Remembrance: The act of honoring and preserving the memory of someone who has died. This can include personal practices like storytelling, cooking their recipes, or visiting graves, as well as communal observances like anniversaries.

	Ritual: A set of actions or ceremonies performed in a prescribed order, often with symbolic meaning. Funerary rituals, such as wakes, memorial services, or burial ceremonies, help mourners process grief and honor the deceased.



21 Questions to Document Your Food History


	Do we have any recipes that have been passed down through the generations?

	Where did our family/community come from, and how has this influenced our food traditions?

	What are some favorite dishes that were commonly served during gatherings or special occasions?

	What did you eat as a child? What did your parents cook?

	Are there any unique cooking techniques or secret ingredients that make our recipes stand out?

	Can you share a memorable food-related story or anecdote from your childhood or early adulthood?

	Were there any particular family/community members who were known for their exceptional cooking skills? What recipes were they famous for?

	Did our family/community adapt or modify any traditional recipes to suit the local ingredients or personal preferences?

	Are there any dishes that were comfort foods during difficult times?

	Have there been any notable changes in our family/community’s food habits or favorite dishes over the years?

	Were there any food-related rituals or customs observed during holidays or specific events?

	Do you have any treasured cookbooks or handwritten recipe cards passed down from older generations?

	Are there any dishes that were specifically prepared for certain life events, such as weddings, birthdays, or funerals?

	Have any family/community members pursued careers or businesses in the food industry or culinary arts?

	What were your favorite snacks that you enjoyed while growing up?

	How did our family/community adapt to any dietary restrictions or preferences over time?

	Are there any traditional food-related games, songs, or activities that our family/community used to engage in?

	Were there any restaurants or businesses that played a role in our history?

	Are there any food-related superstitions or beliefs that have been passed down in our family/community?

	Have any recipes been lost or forgotten over the years that we might try to rediscover or re-create?

	What foods do you associate with fond memories?



Documenting Your Recipes and Food History

When someone dies, they say, it’s like losing a library—a world of stories and knowledge, gone. The questions you never got to ask. The tales of accidents that became signature dinners or why you eat a certain cake every holiday.

Since starting this project, I’ve received hundreds of messages from people mourning not just loved ones but the recipes that died with them. A mom’s legendary cheesecake, the secret to their best friend’s bread, the birthday cake their grandparent used to make them—all taken to the grave. If you’ve ever dabbled in genealogy, you know the score: Documenting your family’s history isn’t just an exercise in nostalgia—it’s necessary for knowing who you are. And food lies at the beating heart of it all. A culinary legacy is often taken for granted until it’s too late.

There’s no time like now to start documenting. When I studied genealogy, we had an assignment to interview someone in our family, dig into their story, leave no detail unexplored. Where are we from? What’s worth remembering? What’s worth passing on? I called my grandmother Rosemary, and for three hours we talked about our history. She told stories I’d never heard, memories of her own childhood. It was the last conversation we’d ever have. Two weeks later, she passed away.

I don’t want to weigh readers down with dread, but with a hopeful request: Document your history. Make time for it. Write it down. Record it. Document what you know—names, dates, places. Every detail matters. Someday, someone like you will want to piece it all together. Leave them something more than an empty plate.

When it comes to the food of your family and community, don’t just jot down the recipes—cook them. Share them. If you’ve got someone to ask, ask. Go beyond “how much salt?” Ask why it’s made that way, what the dish means, who it was made for. Make it together. Watch their hands, ask questions.

The food isn’t just food—it’s a story. Capture it while you can.

Suggestions for Personal Archiving

Imagine you’re sitting down with your grandmother, a cup of tea steaming before you, ready to dive into the rich tapestry of her life. You’ve decided to document your food history. But how do you ensure the stories she shares are captured fully and preserved for decades to come?

Before you press a record button, preparation is key. Start by doing your homework. Dig into your family’s background and piece together what you already know. This groundwork helps you ask better questions—ones that go beyond surface details. What are you hoping to learn? Maybe it’s a deeper understanding of family traditions, insights into historical events, or the secrets behind a cherished family recipe. Having a clear goal will guide your conversation.

When you reach out to your loved one, explain your purpose. Let them know why this matters to you and what you plan to ask about. Give them time to reflect; memories often need a little coaxing to surface.

Let them know ahead of time you would like to interview them and get permission to record the interview. Recording is essential. Whether you’re using a smartphone or a professional recorder, test your equipment beforehand. Always bring backups—extra batteries, chargers, or even a second device. Technology can fail, and this is not a moment you want to lose. While you record, take notes. Jot down key points, follow-up questions, or the emotions you notice when they recount certain memories.
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