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Mary Thurston, Historian

Dear Friends,

Hartsdale Pet Cemetery has reached an important milestone in its storied history--this year, we are 
celebrating our 125th anniversary.  Today, we are proud to be not only the oldest operating animal 
burial ground in the world, but the only one listed on America’s National Register of Historic Places.

In the beginning, it took a lot of chutzpah to announce you were going to start a pet cemetery. But that’s
just what a free-thinking New Yorker named Emily Berthet did in the early spring of 1896.  “A man 
cannot even dig a little grave in his own yard without being liable for arrest,” she explained, “so I am
going to provide a place for pets where the authorities cannot interfere.”   The burial of animals was 
illegal in the boroughs, not to mention a controversial topic.  What’s more, enterprising Victorian women
faced daunting social hurdles.  As fate would have it though, Emily was introduced through a mutual
friend to the preeminent veterinary surgeon Dr. Samuel Johnson.  A progressive advocate for animals
himself, he found her proposal intriguing. They entered into a partnership. If Emily could provide the
land, he would market and manage the novel concept of pet aftercare through his Manhattan practice.

And what a property Emily provided—a verdant country hillside in the Hudson Valley, just an easy
half hour by train from the city.  As the burial ground grew from a handful of unassuming graves in
a grove of old apple trees, news of a place where animals could be memorialized inspired people 
beyond New York to make their own pilgrimages to Hartsdale.  Of the cemetery, a humble Johnson
had only this to say after forty years of stewardship: “I never thought more than a man on the moon
this place would grow like it has.” 

Much as we owe Emily and the good doctor, the success of the pet cemetery in those formative years
rests equally with the early plot-holders. Not only did they throw their full support behind plans for
dramatic improvements to the landscape with a memorial to war dogs as the centerpiece, but they
stepped up with vital professional expertise on the necessary legal and financial foundation for the
cemetery to operate as an independent institution through the 20th century and beyond.

That spirit of fellowship is alive and well in the Hartsdale community today.  This past year especially,
your continued sponsorship of the work to preserve our many precious attributes uplifted us in ways
we cannot begin to express.  Among the projects we completed was the stabilization and restoration
of a large retaining wall dating to the early years of the cemetery, a significant expense that we were
only able to meet thanks to your generous donations.  From the bottom of my heart, thank you.  
I hope we can continue to count on your support to tackle more projects in 2021.  

To commemorate our auspicious anniversary, we are excited to offer a limited edition commemora-
tive coin.  Big enough to fill the palm of any hand, each medallion features the famous War Dog 
Monument and other elements reflective of the cemetery’s heritage.  They’re only available this year.
You won’t want to miss out!

Here’s to a fresh start for us all in 2021.  Until we come together again in remembrance and celebra-
tion, I am wishing you and your beloved animals all the best.
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Anticipating future needs, Johnson (left) pur-
chased additional acreage and in 1913 con-
structed a cottage where visitors and ground
workers could take shelter.  Over the next 11
years he remade the landscape one section
at a time with neatly graveled footpaths,
plumbing for lawn sprinklers and a grand
stairway from Central Park Avenue to the
summit where the War Dog Memorial would
be installed.  One by one, he transferred his
ownership of each burial area to the incor-
porated cemetery, surrendering the last deed
for the lawns along Central in 1924.  
Dr. Johnson gave $10,000 -- $152,000 in
today’s money -- to create trust funds for future taxes and basic maintenance. He was also not above cov-
ering the costs of burials for pet owners who were down on their luck; such was his empathy for their grief.

Here’s the cemetery as it appeared by the early 1920s (below).  Johnson passed away in 1937 

but lived to see Hartsdale become a world famous cultural institution with six thousand pet burials to its name.

Hartsdale Pet Cemetery: A Look Back

right: This is 75 North Central Park Avenue, the future site
of Hartsdale Pet Cemetery, as it appeared in 1894.   Emily
Berthet (left) maintained a summer residence here featuring
an ornamental canal fed by a small lake on the property
where St. Andrew’s Church now resides.  A popular Westch-
ester hostess, she was famous for her horsemanship demon-
strations at the annual county fair.  She was determined to
see the pet cemetery grow undisturbed and held onto the
property for 19 more years despite financial hardships later
on.  Just before her death in the spring of 1913 Dr. Johnson
assumed ownership of the land.  This house is long gone but
the grand waterway still runs the length of the lower burial
sections as a small brook.

left: Taken around 1912, this photo shows the hilltop por-
tion of the property where the pet cemetery began on a
fenced-in half acre along North Washington Avenue.
Rough wooden planks mark fresh graves intermixed with
a growing number of fine marble headstones.
right: Dr. Johnson apparently mailed out this recently dis-
covered concept sketch to cemetery clients with one of his
annual letters.  Drawn by the Manhattan architect William
C. Frohne, it presents a rather fantastic vision to consider
as the doctor pitched the idea of turning the pet cemetery
into as fine a burial site as any designed for people. 



To give online, visit www.petcem.com

q Visa      q Master Card     q Discover      q AmEx

Card # _________________________________________

Exp. Date _____________

q Enclosed is my check payable to: 

Hartsdale Pet Cemetery

YES, I want to help the Hartsdale Pet Cemetery Heritage Fund!

No matter what size, every gift counts. Thank you!

q $100*      q $500      q $ 1,000     q Other ___________      * Eligible for limited edition commemorative coin

Name__________________________________________

Plot Number____________________________________

E-mail________________________________________

Address  _______________________________________

City___________________________________________

State ___________________  Zip ___________________

Please note: Hartsdale Pet Cemetery is not a 501(c)(3) corporation. Your contribution is not tax-deductible.

Please Help Us Preserve and Improve

Our Irreplaceable Treasure
The U.S. Department of the Interior added

Hartsdale Pet Cemetery to the National

Register of Historic Places, making it the

first and only animal burial ground to re-

ceive such distinction as a site of profound

cultural significance.  With this recognition

comes a new level of responsibility to care to

Hartsdale’s many historic features.  The

cemetery’s general maintenance fund is not

sufficient to cover these costs, nor was it

designed to do so.  Unlike human cemeter-

ies we are not tax exempt from federal and

state taxes, nor do we receive any federal or

state funding. Therefore we depend entirely

on generous supporters like you to help us

protect this precious legacy of animal his-

tory.  As a valued member of our family,

we ask you to please help us protect and

revitalize this precious national asset.

Get our limited-edition 125th anniversary commemorative

coin with your donation of $100 or more.  this two-inch

antique gold-finished 3D coin features in exquisite detail

the hartsdale war Dog memorial on one side and elements

from the cemetery’s heritage on the other.  

only available through 2021, you won’t want to miss out

on this museum-quality collector’s piece!  
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