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    In ancient times, the Achilpa carried their sacred pole with them as they traveled in the Australian Outback. The divine Numbakula created the pole from a gum tree, anointed it with blood, and climbed it into sky where he disappeared. With their pole, the Achilpa were at the center of the universe. “Once, when the pole was broken, the entire clan were in consternation; they wandered about aimlessly for a time, and finally lay down on the ground together and waited for death to overtake them.”


    —MIRCEA ELIADE, THE SACRED AND THE PROFANE (1959)


    “When marble, sandstone and granite have crumbled to atoms, these monuments will remain untouched by the destroying hand of time.”


    —E. P. HARRIS, PROFESSOR OF CHEMISTRY, AMHERST COLLEGE, MASSACHUSETTS,


    CATALOGUE OF THE MONUMENTAL BRONZE COMPANY (1882)
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    The Monumental Bronze Company created a standing army of zinc Civil War soldiers. A page from the company catalog, October 1882.

  

  

INTRODUCTION: BRINGING THE BONES HOME


    “THE VIETNAMESE BELIEVE A PERSON SHOULD BE BURIED TWICE,” SAYS Viet Thanh Nguyen. “The first time, in a field removed from home and village, the earth is allowed to eat the flesh. The second time, the survivors must disinter what remains. They wash the bones with their own hands, and then they bury the bones once more, this time closer to the living.”


    We do the same. When we commission memorials, we are trying to bring the bones closer to home. The memorials we build are a second burial. In all the current controversies about what to build and how, and what to tear down, we’ve lost track of why we build monuments. We want the counsel of our ancestors—edited and chiseled into stone.


    But most monuments melt into invisibility. We argue about their design, dedicate them with grand ceremonies, and walk away. They are seldom noticed again. Daily life pushes them aside. Tons of the finest granite, marble, and bronze prove to be insubstantial, vaporized by our indifference. We fail to summon our ancestors.


    The stones don’t talk to us; muteness defines monuments. “What strikes one most about monuments is that one doesn’t notice them. There is nothing in this world as invisible as monuments,” said the Austrian writer Robert Musil in 1927. And yet we are in the midst of a boom in building monuments. We want to bring the bones home.


    Invisible Monuments explores how we try to keep our ancestors near, looking at moments of commemoration or the failure to commemorate. Each chapter explores the invisibility of many monuments and the few that succeed:


    

    	•The Cenotaph—the empty tomb—in London is a decidedly humble monument that brought forth a strong emotional response after World War I, becoming the locus of grief. Our era’s equivalent is a low, dark wall on the Mall, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, that has become, as General Colin Powell says, “an altar, a shrine, a temple, a church.”


    	•A celebrated, much-pictured monument that doesn’t have the emotional charge and significance that it once held. On the anniversary of the Battle of Bunker Hill, I visited Charlestown to witness the challenge of keeping the American Revolution close to us, of recalling the bloody fight at Bunker Hill, on an ideal summer day for picnics and parades. On such a fine day, the presiding granite obelisk approached invisibility.


    	•The forced invisibility of the African Burial Grounds in Manhattan and Portsmouth, New Hampshire, which have been rediscovered. These graveyards were destroyed in keeping with America’s “mortuary apartheid.” An unmarked grave, a buried and defiled grave, is also a telling marker.


    	•The sad fate of the Irish immigrants building America’s railroads in the nineteenth century, many killed on the job to be buried in unmarked graves. Researching another story, I came across what may have been the largest labor riot in the history of northern New England, one that’s never been written about. These Irish workers were reviled. They were denied their names in news reports, and in death when they were left behind in the woods of New Hampshire.


    	•A grieving family’s memorial to a son lost in World War II, built stone by stone on the family’s farm, which still draws thousands to an outdoor “Cathedral of the Pines.”


    	•A Ferris wheel, stopped forever after a tragic accident, abandoned to rust, which becomes a private monument for a five-year-old boy.


    	•An unusual monument, one that doesn’t look to the past like other monuments. It is a tribute to the future. This is a clock being built deep in a mountain, a clock that is meant to run for ten thousand years. The clock is a technological sleight of hand, but even more so, it is a virtuoso act of optimism. The conjurers of this clock want us to believe that another ten thousand years of civilization is possible.


    	•And lastly, a monument hiding on museum walls. The great landscape painters of the nineteenth century, sometimes called the Hudson River School, weren’t out just to paint pretty pictures. They were chasing a moment of insight when they would see this new nation clearly. Their paintings taught Americans how to see wilderness and laid the bounds for many of our national parks.



    My goal with these stories is similar to that of the landscape painters. I want to refresh our sight so we can look anew at the monuments around us and engage in a call and response with our history.
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    After the Civil War, towns and cities summoned a standing army of zinc soldiers, ready-made statues that could be ordered from a catalog. One company that sold these statues promised that zinc would “last as long as the Pyramids of Egypt.” Few things do. And that doesn’t matter. It’s the moment of commemoration that matters, the washing of the bones and their reburial.


    Anthropologist Michael Blakely, who oversaw the study of Manhattan’s African Burial Ground, says, “I sometimes think that we should be called homo reminiscens, not sapiens, that what distinguishes us is that we are the memorializers.”


    We are like the ancient Achilpa in Australia’s outback. They carried their sacred pole, the center of their universe. As long as they had their pole, they were sure of their place in the cosmos; their ride around the sun was a ceremonial procession in a greater drama. The mundane was sacred. And when the pole broke, when they lost contact with their ancestors, they lay down and wept.

    
  

  
     
    PART I


    “I HAD A SIMPLE IMPULSE TO CUT INTO THE EARTH.”


[image: chpt_fig_002]

    The gun carriage bearing the Unknown Warrior approaches the Cenotaph in London for the unveiling ceremony by King George V on the second anniversary of the armistice ending World War I, November 11, 1920. The Unknown Warrior was interred that day in Westminster Abbey. HORACE NICHOLLS, IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUMS (Q 31513).

    
  

  
     
  THE EMPTY TOMB, THE WALL, AND THE DISAPPEARING MONUMENT


    I.


    IT WAS MEANT TO BE A TEMPORARY MEMORIAL, ERECTED FOR A PARADE: a tribute that says, “Never forget”—just for this day. But from the moment it was there, the mourners came by the thousands, lining up deep into the night, waiting for hours. Young widows, mothers, brothers, fathers. They paused before the memorial, a cenotaph, an empty tomb, and filled it with their grief. Some wept, some kneeled in prayer, some stood looking, as if awaiting an answer. Fill this void in my heart. Lift this suffocating emptiness. By the end of the week, more than 1.25 million had joined the silent procession. Britain and its empire had lost 1.1 million soldiers in the Great War. Millions more were wounded. No fallen soldiers, no remains, had come home. The mourners that first day left behind a mountain of flowers ten feet deep. The flowers had to be cleared before a parade that morning.


    The Cenotaph was designed quickly, on short notice, by architect Edwin Lutyens. It was built in eleven days out of wood and plaster, painted white, and set out on the route for the Peace Day Parade in London on July 19, 1919, to officially mark the end of World War I. The war had ended in November 1918. The Treaty of Versailles was signed three weeks before the parade. Prime Minister David Lloyd George wanted a monument for soldiers to salute as they walked past.


    The design is spare, elegant, a pylon that steps back as it rises over thirty-five feet and is capped by a casket. The word cenotaph is derived from the Greek for empty tomb—it is a visible tribute to the invisible dead. Lutyens described it as an “empty tomb uplifted on a high pedestal.” This is not the usual memorial stone cross, or a great general on his horse. “It is the common sense of the design that has surprised us, used as we are, to anything but common sense in our monuments,” said the art critic for The Times of London. “It says simply and precisely what it has to say, like a Greek Epitaph; and people find that they prefer this to nymphs and wreaths and crowns and pilasters that say nothing in particular.” Its restraint is noble.


    The visit to the Cenotaph was a procession, a ritual. People left flowers and wreaths. They made contact with the austere monument. It became the locus of their loss. “The whole point of the Cenotaph,” said Lutyens, “is that it should be motionless in the center of the crowd.” Mourners inscribed it with their “own thoughts, reveries, sadnesses,” said historian Jay Winter. “It says so much because it says so little.”


    The public, and the press led by The Times of London, adopted the temporary monument of wood and plaster. They asked that it stay. The response surprised the cabinet, but within weeks they commissioned a permanent memorial. The Cenotaph was rebuilt in “good Portland Stone,” a limestone that gives many of London’s buildings their solidity. Portland stone was the formal suit for official London, the stone used in Buckingham Palace, the British Museum, and St. Paul’s Cathedral.


    Lutyens refined his design. No single line is completely straight. Each has the “subtle curvatures” of entasis, as in the Parthenon. “The difference is almost imperceptible, yet sufficient to give it a sculpturesque quality and a life, that cannot pertain to rectangular blocks of stone,” he said. Lutyens made thirty-three pages of calculations, marking his drawings, showing where the four corners were to meet at an imagined point about one thousand feet up, and the horizontal lines in the center of a circle nine hundred feet below ground. The surface is unadorned, except for, on each narrow end, a wreath of laurel in stone and two inscriptions: The years for the war in Roman numerals and below, “The Glorious Dead.” There are rings on each long side to hold flags for ceremonies. The Church of England’s bishops lobbied for a cross to be added; Lutyens refused.


    The limestone Cenotaph was dedicated by the king the following year, in 1920, and again it was buried in flowers. Mourners waited up to four hours in “slowly moving queues” that were four and six abreast. “Flower-laden” pilgrims, mostly women, wound around the streets and bridges of London to be near “that strangely wonderful memorial,” said The Daily Mirror. “An amazing scene unparalleled in the history of London.” From dawn until midnight, on fair days and in the “pitiless drizzle of rain” and fog, all that could be heard was “the slow shuffle of thousands of feet.” “As we pass the Cenotaph, the agony, the sweat, the speechless valour of the dark, fast-fading years all came back with swelling pride and tears,” said The Daily Telegraph. “The pent-up emotion . . . is quick and sharp.”


    After the Great War, mourning rituals were hastily invented: The Cenotaph had been designed and built in weeks for the July parade. Months later, on Armistice Day, following King George V’s proclamation calling for a moment of “perfect stillness,” mourners stood in silence for two minutes. The next year, the permanent Cenotaph was joined by the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior in Westminster Abbey. A flag-draped coffin was borne to Westminster on a horse-drawn gun carriage, pausing at the Cenotaph. Two big Union Jacks covered the monument. Big Ben “boomed out louder, it seemed, than ever one hears it even in the stillness of dawn,” said The Times of London. The king “released the flags. . . . They fell away. . . . Big Ben ceased; and the very pulse of Time stood still. In silence, broken only by a nearby sob, the great multitude bowed its head.” The procession continued to Westminster. The highest commanders of the war were pallbearers; the king scattered soil from France on the coffin. “All this was to stir such memories and emotions as might have made the very stones cry out,” said one witness. It seemed ancient—the silence, the empty tomb, and the tomb of the unknown—but this was an invented tradition. In the first week, 1.25 million would visit the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior.
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    The soldiers marched past the Cenotaph four abreast. If the empire’s dead could have marched past, it would have taken three and half days, said the head of the Imperial War Graves Commission. It was really one march, from enlistment to death, an army of the surrogate dead, said Goeff Dyer. “If we followed the line, it would take us back to another photograph, of men marching away to war. These two images are really simply two segments of a single picture of the long march through the war,” said Dyer. “There is a single column of men, so long that by the time those at the back are marching off from the recruiting stations, heading to trains, those at the front—the dead—are marching past the Cenotaph.”


    Half of the British war dead were never found or identified. The rest, it was decided, would be left across the Channel. They were not coming home to be buried. Their bodies belonged forever to the state, to the British Empire. The public protested; they petitioned the king and the prime minister “for the only consolation left us,” but the government held firm: Moving the dead would be a “violation . . . of the desire of the dead themselves.” Soldiers would be buried in cemeteries on foreign soil, uniform in design, each with an identical stone with the name, regiment, rank, religion, and date of death (no birth date). Families could add an epitaph limited to sixty-six characters, including spaces, subject to strict review, at their own expense. If their boy was among the missing—at war’s end 315,000 had not been found in France and Belgium alone—his name would be inscribed on a memorial. At one monument at Thiepval (also designed by Lutyens), a towering series of arches sheltered more than seventy-two thousand names, almost all volunteers killed in the Battle of the Somme in 1916, a crushing loss that “marked the end of an age of vital optimism in British life that has never been restored,” said historian John Keegan.


    “If you ask where is the Picasso of England or the Ezra Pound of France, there is only one probable answer: Still in the trenches,” said the art critic Robert Hughes. British soldiers had a one-in-two chance of being killed, wounded, or taken prisoner. More than 2.25 million were wounded. Two years after the war, sixty-five thousand veterans were receiving disability pensions for “neurasthenia”—shell shock. A generation of men in their twenties was depleted. Most of the men, just starting out in life, had not married. Their mourners were parents, not wives. Still, there were so many young widows that the mourning period was shortened, and the etiquette was updated for formal mourning dress.


    Most people had expected a short war. During the hundred years of the “long peace,” the fourteen wars fought in Europe had been relatively brief. The boys left in August. They’d be home by Christmas. Some marched off in “pals battalions”—entire soccer clubs or villages off on an adventure together, a “second boyhood.” Off they went to industrial-scale slaughter. When they were killed together, it was like a meteor hitting a village, wiping out a generation. The war dragged on for four years.


    With empty-casket funerals, no proper last rites, no graves to visit, many families were unmoored, reduced in their grief to being bystanders. In the 1920s and 1930s—the “interwar years”—Britain was obsessed with death, say historians. Families made pilgrimages to old battlefields scarred by miles of trenches on the Western Front. The YMCA and the Salvation Army organized tours. The British public put up about one hundred thousand memorials—crosses, obelisks, and statues by village roadsides, railroad stations, and factories; rolls of honor in schools and churches; stained-glass windows; and many dedicated civic buildings. (“Every English highway is now one continuous memorial avenue,” said one guide.) They reached out to their fallen soldiers through mediums; they listened for “rappings” at midnight séances, shared “spirit photos” and “automatic writing,” messages from the dead guiding a pen in the hand of the living. Belief in spiritualism was “spreading like wildfire.” There were more than three hundred spiritualist churches and popular books in which authors conversed with dead sons. Arthur Conan Doyle, who had lost his brother, and his brother-in-law, and his eldest son, Kingsley, put aside Sherlock Holmes to talk at the Spiritualists’ National Union memorial service in Royal Albert Hall. He had been talking with Kingsley. The dead didn’t come home, but death did.


    The mourners at the Cenotaph had lost everything in the Great War. They’d lost the Old Europe. The old order lay on the other side of the “war to end all wars,” and there was no way back. The First World War was, as historian Barbara Tuchman said, a “path burnt across history.”


    To be with millions united in mourning is a comfort, but still what we’re witnessing is a procession of loss that is private, an absence that will have to be lived out over breakfast-lunch-and-dinner, over Christmases and homecomings, graduations and weddings. Each person passing the Cenotaph had lost a brother, son, husband, father, uncle, grandfather. When you step back from the big statistics and come down to a widow at tea, alone, the loss is staggering.
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    Any monument that we stand before asks something of us. Think of monuments as the first part of a call and response, as in music, as in worship. We bring our sense of history to the present, otherwise the granite/marble/limestone/bronze before us will be mute. The Cenotaph was a powerful synthesis of memorial and mourner, of call and response. During the war, grand plans had been floated for a “Great War Memorial” triumphal arch and a massive “Hall of Memory” with a domed rotunda to rival St. Paul
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