
I hear its haunting melody swirling 
through maples, oaks, cedars, and pines. 
The wailing of bagpipes entwines me in 

songs of yesteryear, songs of reverence and 
honor. I follow the skirl of bagpipes into the 
city of ancestors.

Just a short jaunt from my house, 
Greenwood Cemetery sits atop a bluff 
overlooking the Cedar River. Since 1850, 
this patch of earth has cradled the bones of 
the wealthy, the poor, farmers, shopkeepers, 
artists, musicians, homemakers—our 
ancestors and the culture of our community. 
What timeless wisdom dwells among these 
headstones? What truths sprout through 
the deep, rich soil? What have the centurion 
trees witnessed? The bagpiper sails his notes 
across the wind, conjures up voices from 
the past. I stand at the threshold poised to 
receive the elusive wisdom I crave.

Ethereal voices escape through the soil, 
float on crisp air, seep into my soul. I strain to 
understand. The kilted bagpiper drives away, 
leaving questions suspended in the air.

Poet Ranier Maria Rilke said, “Live the 
questions.” So, I return to this place of 
mystery again and again.

A grove of oak trees shade multiple 
generations on these timbered slopes. A 100-
foot centurion oak that I call Grandmother 
Oak first drew me down the gravel path with 
her deep burgundy leaves. An impressive 
matriarch of the cemetery with her branches 
stretching toward a cobalt sky. On this 
visit, crisp, auburn leaves tenaciously cling 
to branches. Ancient people viewed this as 
determination and a no-quit attitude. For 
this reason, oak leaves came to symbolize 
victory in battle, and generals were adorned 
with oak leaf wreaths. Gauging from her wide 

girth, Grandmother Oak has stood her ground 
for more than a century—enduring storms, 
changing seasons, and eroding soil. Pioneers 
would have used oak timber for barrels, barns, 
bridges, and keels of boats. Dried leaves 
may have been steeped in hot water to heal 
frostbite. I imagine early settlers would have 
sought the shade of this oak grove just as I do.

Today I seek Grandmother Oak’s ancient 
roots. Stout. Gnarled. Sturdy. They protrude 
from eroded ground—the perfect sit spot. 
With my spine wedged between the deep 
ridges of her weather-beaten trunk, our life-
blood flows in concert. Ecologist and poet 
David Abram speaks of an “improvised duet” 
that goes on between humans and the natural 
world. Nestled against Grandmother Oak or 
sitting cross-legged on the grass, I often read 
poetry to the trees, to the ancestors, to the 
wind. A truth takes root in me as I read David 
Abram’s words aloud, “The human body 
is not a closed or static object, but an open, 
unfinished entity utterly entwined with the 
soils, waters, and winds that move through it.”

Was it my imagination or did Grandmother 
Oak just nod her branches in agreement? I’m 
fascinated how this chosen landscape, the gift 
of solitude, and the poet that accompanies 
me evokes a powerful sense of presence. The 
scent of pine is sharper, the heartbeat of Earth 
is stronger, the sound of wind in the treetops 
sings louder.

Echoes of childhood reproofs warn me, 
“Don’t step on a grave. It’s bad luck.” Now, in my 
seventh decade of life, I no longer heed those 
superstitious voices. I step with reverence as if 

“kissing the earth” as Thich Nhat Hanh intones. 
I taste the earthiness of each name as I voice 
the surnames engraved on granite, limestone, 
and metal. Names connect us to our families, 
ethnic groups, and to our heritage. Names of 
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our city’s founding families represent the rich 
heritage of our community. Sturgis. Malarkey. 
Overman. I experience a profound connection 
to these unknown ones as their names become 
a veritable part of the air I breathe. Each a 
unique strand that weaves our community’s 
history together.

Markers melt into the landscape in perfect 
harmony. Their messages are as poignant as 
any poetry book I carry. So many stories just 
waiting to be heard. I want to absorb them all. 
It’s the same feeling I get standing between the 
bookshelves of a library. So much knowledge. I 
just want to take it all in by osmoses.

Many epitaphs say, REST IN PEACE or IN 
MEMORY OF but I fancy the curious message 
on a World War II veteran’s plaque, KEEP ’EM 
GUESSING. A bushy-tailed squirrel chatters 
nearby, apparently amused at the madcap 
humor as well.

Tender words emanate from a cold, 
shoe-shaped slab, WHEN I GROW UP, IF I COULD 
BE ANYONE I CHOOSE, I’D FOLLOW IN DAD’S 
FOOTSTEPS AND TRY TO FILL HIS SHOES. Heat 
rises behind my eyelids. I must catch my 
breath.

A glint of sunshine catches my eye, draws 
me in. Oblivious to childhood echoes of danger, 
I step onto the browning grass. Broken toys 
lay scattered around a humble headstone. 
The simplicity of the epitaph halts my steps. 
BABY ROSE, STILLBORN. A few steps away a 
cement statue of a mother and child attends 
the site of a toddler. The pang of a mother’s 
and father’s loss shrouds my thoughts. I have 
discovered a whole section of the cemetery 
dedicated to infants and children. My fingers 
ache to touch the brokenness.

I trace a broken column etched into 
another gravestone. The symbol of a life 
cut short. The cemetery is an architectural 

biography revealing the essence of lives 
no longer with us. The image of doves 
symbolizes purity, soul, or Holy Spirit. A 
flame represents eternal life. Hands, common 
symbols on tombstones, might depict the 
hand of God, or two hands clasped might 
mean a close relationship such as marriage. 
Atop two modern gravestones rest several 
three-dimensional geometric designs 
commemorating the lives of local artists. In 
gratitude for this gift of symbolic art, I offer 
the gift of a found crow feather.

Crunching through dry leaves in an 
older section of the cemetery, I’m struck 
by an imposing orb dated 1849 that simply 
reads FATHER. The epitaph gives me a hint 
of the person behind the etched name: IN 
MY FATHER’S HOUSE ARE MANY MANSIONS. 
Religious verses tend to be more common on 
the older gravestones. More recent epitaphs 
reveal personal notes like this one honoring 
a brother, . . .  AND, A CHORUS SANG, SAY NO 
GOODBYES, WHAT YOU HAVE GIVEN CAN NEVER 
BE LOST, GUIDE WITH YOUR LOVE FOR YOU WILL 
ALWAYS BE NEAR. Perhaps my epitaph will 
read, SUE’S LAST POEM: MY LAST POEM WILL SEE 
PILES OF DOG-EARED BOOKS, WARM EMBRACES, 
AND A FLAMINGO-COLORED MORNING SKY.

Headstones were originally used to ward 
off wild critters, I am told. One morning as the 
eastern sky tinted trees and bushes tangerine, 
a flash of red fur disappeared behind 
Grandmother Oak. Sly red fox ambled with 
grace and purpose among the headstones. I 
waited—motionless, breathless—until his 
black-stockinged legs lilted across solid earth, 
and he was just a glimmer of red vanishing 
down the ravine until he was no longer fox 
but a threshold into the unknown.

Today the mystery of this landscape 
invites my soul back to the place of its being. 

How many times have I walked these grounds 
self-absorbed, carrying the unfolded laundry, 
unfinished letters, unreturned phone calls 
along with me? The breath of the ancestors, 
animals, and landscape have whispered of 
gifts waiting. I stand at the doorway feeling the 
pull between closing the cover of this organic 
history book and receiving a rich inheritance.

A brisk wind sends spent leaves tumbling 
across the grounds, across the quilt I have 
spread on the ground beneath Grandmother 
Oak. A gaggle of migrating Canada geese 
honk their fowl language. These unexpected 
guests drown out my recitation of a Mary 
Oliver poem on this ceremonious occasion. 
According to author Robin Wall Kimmerer, 

“Ceremonies transcend the boundaries of the 

individual and resonate beyond the human 
realm.”

Flooded with reverence and gratitude for 
this sacred place, I celebrate with a cemetery 
picnic. A throwback to the late 1800s when 
families filled their picnic baskets with fried 
chicken, apple pie, and lemonade to eat with 
and to stay connected to their deceased 
relatives. For this occasion, I have revived the 
Victorian-era trend. I believe there is wisdom 
in ceremony as a means to strengthen our ties 
with the land and ancestors. Am I, too, being 
longed for? Could it be the ancestors are 
listening for me? I wrap my fingers around 
a steaming mug of cinnamon tea, rest in the 
not-knowing, and listen to the wind sing its 
mysterious song. 
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