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Tombstones removed from Ventura cemetery are stored in hidden canyon.

TOMBSTONES HAULED AWAY

Ventura Cemetery
Becomes City Park

BY CHARLES HILLINGER
Times Stat? Writer
VENTURA—Hardly a week pas-
ges that someone doesn't storm into
the City Hall here, demanding to
know what happened to Grandpa or
Aunt Martha.

The out-of-towners have just dis-
covered the old Ventura Cemetery
in the heart of the city isn't what it
used to be.

All the tombstones and mon-
uments are gone.

What has happened, it is quickly
explained to relatives unreached
previously by the city, is that the old
cemetery——weed-choked and clut-
tered with shattered headstones for
at least a quarter century—has been
converted into an attractive memor-
ia} park.

But the bodies of the 2,298 persons
buried there, plus an unknown num-
ber of Indians in a common grave,
remain beneath the spacious lawns
and trees.

For years Ventura tolerated the
blighted graveyard, just as hun-
dreds of cities across the land put up
with old cemeteries dotted with de-
teriorating markers and seldom-vi-
sited gravesites.

Burials began in the Ventura
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graveyard in 1862, They were dis-
continued in the two-block long, one-
block wide cemetery in May, 1944,
when an ordinance was adopted pro-
hihiting further burial.

For nearly 30 vears city officials
tried unsuccessfully to clean up the
cemetery grounds.

"It had been an eyesore as far
back as anyone can remember," say$
Park Supt. Ed Lupton. "Vandalism
had always heen a problem.

"Half the tombstones would be
turned over or scattered throughout
the county each Halloween, turning
up on front lawns, in back yards, in
the middle of Main St., or on the
Ventura Coliege campus.

"The cemetery was the city's free
hotel for bums and winos who slept
in its weeds, in empty crypts.”

As long ago as 1938, the City Plan-
ning Commission suggested the cee
metery be made into a public park.
The city attorney, however, ruled at
the time that the city could not re-
move or obliterate the markers.

In August, 1949, the planning
commission recommended the tomb-
stones be razed and multiple hous-
ing be erected hut the plan was re-
jected. The cemetery was 50 un-
sightly that a 10-foot high hedge was
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planted around it that year
to hide it from public view.

Last year City Manager
Charles W. Reiman got the
go-ahead from the City
Council for the memorial
park plan.

Letters were sent to all re-
latives who could be located.
Hundreds were contacted.
Several hundred others
could not be traced.

. All but one family contact-
ed agreed to let the city re-
move the tombstones, but

lic, Protestant, Jewish and
Chinese sections.

Tombstones and mon-
uments now rest in a hidden
canyon, a city storage area.
Many monuments originally
cost thousands of dollars.
They span a century. Some
are crudely marked in En-
glish or Spanish and made of
wood. Others are ornate gra-
nite.

Some are chalky Spanish-
American War veteran
stones. Others are from
graves of veterans of the Ci-
vil War, the Mexican War
and World War 1.

Tombstones of pioneers

not disturb the graves. Final-|jitter the lonely canyon —

ly the single hotdout permit- names that appear today as
ted the cily to place their gyieets, lown, canyons, riv-

headstone in another ceme-

ers and mountains in Vento-

tery, leaving the body be-ra County.

hind.

Any relative who so

The cemetery has Catho- wishes may claim his family

headstones, but few have.

Bob Myers, the city's ad-
ministrative assistant, sald
the city has assured all rel-
tives the headstones will
be huried in a deep canyon
or deposited in the sea after
storage for three to five
years.

The memorial park now is
a green belt overlooking the
sea with walkways and
benches soon to be added. A
large fountain will be erect-
ed. A plaque will list the
names of all buried there.

At each gravesite will be a
small bronze number keyed
to the large memorial.
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