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THE RECORD
Remembering Agnes
A large unmarked mausoleum stands proudly in San
Mateo’s St. John’s Cemetery overlooking the Bay.
The sarcophagus inside bears a striking resemblance
to that of Napoleon’s. The descendants of the
deceased must have felt this person was worthy of a
magni cent tomb. So who occupies this mausoleum
and what do we know of that person?
Agnes Poett, for whom the mausoleum was built,
left a remarkable legacy on the Peninsula but not
much is known about her today. Even in her 1893 SF
Chronicle obituary we do not learn much about her,
other than that she had three husbands and that
they were wealthy. Indeed, her rst husband is
described as “one of the
wealthiest men” in California.
Husband No. 2 was Husband
No. 1’s brother. Husband No. 3
was “a practicing attorney of
this
city
(SF)
being
considerably her junior.”
However, clues left behind,
including personal letters and
family histories, ll out the life
of this remarkable woman. She
rst stepped onto San
Francisco soil in June of 1849 at
the beginning of the Gold
Rush as a sixteen-year-old
traveling with her family from
her home of Valparaiso, Chile.
A wealthy widower merchant,
William Davis Merry (W.D.M.)
Howard went to the dock to
meet the incoming vessels.
Howard gallantly escorted
Agnes, her father Dr. Poett and
her two sisters and brother, o
the ship. Within earshot of
Agnes, he told a companion “I
am going to marry that beautiful
young lady.” And, indeed,
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Unmarked Mausoleum of Agnes Poett in St. John’s Cemetery, San Mateo
Photo Courtesy of Silicon Valley Historical Association

within three weeks of their arrival,
on July 9, 1849, the 16-year-old Agnes
married the 31-year-old Howard. At
least that is the story that has been
handed down through the family.
Others believe the marriage was an
arranged one. Valparaiso was a
frequent stop of merchants,
including Howard, who traveled by
ship up and down the western
continental seaboard.
Three letters survive from their
three-week courtship. In these
hand-delivered letters (there was,
after all, no U.S. mail service at that
t i m e ) W. D. M . e n c l o s e s d r e s s
patterns for his teenage bride-to-be
and describes his decision to buy a
di erent house than the one she
might have seen earlier
“A er I saw you this morning, I learnt
that Mr. Smith had leased the land in
ont of his house to build upon
immediately, this leaving only an a ey to
enter the house and obstructing the view
as we as annoying those who might
occupy the house. I went immediately
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and bought the “cream
colored house” so we sha
be in our own house and
nobody to build in ont
or annoy us in any way.
I hope you wi like the
place. I am going to
make
some
few
alterations and plaster
and paper it at once.”
W.D.M. ‘s attempt to
create a suitable home
for Agnes (with a view
and wallpaper) seems
Wi iam Davis Merry Howard
Agnes Poett’s rst husband

almost comical when one considers that San Francisco in
1849 consisted mostly of rowdy gold-seekers, muddy hills
and hordes living in tents and abandoned ships. It speaks
to his attempt perhaps to sooth her fears of marriage to a
strange man in this strange land.
Their rst three years of marriage were not idyllic. Agnes
endured the lawlessness, res and general mayhem of Gold
Rush San Francisco. By 1853 the couple had left for a
vacation in Howard’s home city of Boston but troubles
followed them there. As their granddaughter later wrote:
W.D.M. and his wife were joyfu y welcomed by the family
and their many iends, but disaster overtook them during the
summer of that year. They were staying at the Ocean House in
Swampscott, which was then as now a large and fashionable hotel.
My grandparents had gone for a drive in the bu y and when they
returned they found the hotel in commotion. The manager stopped
them in the lobby and told them that guests had heard screams
coming om the room where their two children were. The
attendants broke down the door, when the dreadful scene inside
became a too clear. The nurse had been drinking the cologne om
my grandmother’s dressing-table. My father [Wi iam H. Howard,
the couple’s rst child born in 1850], who was stronger, had got
away om the nurse and had hid himself under the bed, but little
Freddy she held by the skirts and was banging his head against the
wa . He was dead, and my father had been badly beaten before he
managed to hide. The woman was tried and placed in an asylum.
After this horri c event, W.D.M. sent Agnes, her father
and her two sisters to Paris in the fall of 1854 to recuperate.
W.D.M. remained in the Boston area because of his own
failing health. Surviving letters show that W.D.M. used the
bucolic scenes from their San Mateo County ranch to
encourage Agnes to return to the United States and
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THE BURLINGAME HISTORICAL SOCIETY
ultimately to California. In one letter dated September 21,
1854, he expresses his desire to be with her in Europe, but
also worries about being away from his business interests in
San Francisco. “I have been away now nearly two years and my
presence there is required very much. An old Spanish saying and a
true one “el ojo de amo si engourda el caba o” [the eye of the master
fattens the horse]” He then states that both sides of the
American continent have ne rst class steamers now and
that the railroad across the isthmus is done “and the journey
wi be that of a pleasure trip.
He goes on to say that friends stopped by with dishes of
owers “among them were some sweet pea. I send enclosed two or
three to remind you of California where I wish we were.” In the
same letter he promises to go into town to ask “Chickering
to make the very best grand piano forte he can make for you.” He
also asks that Agnes kiss their four-year-old surviving son,
Willie, “a hundred times for me and te him to be a good boy and
as soon as he gets back to San Mateo he sha have a pony and a
saddle and a bridle.” In short, we can conclude that San
Mateo was to be the draw for Agnes to return to
California, not San Francisco. In the country, she had
more hope for a comfortable life.
Not long after Agnes returned to California, W.D.M. died,
in January 1856 at the age of 36. A widow with a young
son, she remarried within two years.
Husband No. 2 was W.D.M.’s younger
brother George. We know that the
marriage “caused a great deal of talk”
because the San Francisco business
agent of F.A. Atherton wrote to him
in Valparaiso on October 19, 1857 and
included this gossip among his
business news:
The only item of local news is the marriage
of Mrs. Howard to George Howard,
which took place on Saturday morning at
9 am, a er which the happy pair started
for Napa Springs where they wi remain some days. This
marriage has caused a good deal of talk and it is genera y
considered as a “marriage of convenience.” Dr. Poett [Agnes’s
father] is by no means satis ed with the marriage, which has
deranged his plans; it is said that he returns to Europe by this
steamer
Whether a “marriage of convenience” or not, George and
Agnes remained married for 21 years until his death in 1878
and the marriage produced four children. Although the
couple maintained a presence in San Francisco, it was
during her marriage to George Howard that Agnes began
to make San Mateo County a true second home. Home
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base was “El Cerrito” a
County Road (El Camino Real) with trees. The towering
gingerbread home that had
rows of blue gum eucalyptus that McLaren and his men
been brought in pieces
planted are still enjoyed by Peninsula residents today.
around the horn. In the
George died in 1878—just ve years after McLaren came to
early 1860s, the couple
California. Once again a widow, Agnes did not remain one
donated land and building
for long. In 1879, she married Henry P. Bowie, a San
materials for St. Matthew’s
Francisco lawyer who at the age of 31, was 15 years younger
Episcopal Church. They
than his bride. Indeed he was only two years older than
h o n o r e d W. D. M . b y
her rst-born child, William H. Howard.
entombing him in a huge
After her third marriage, the newlyweds took an extended
stone monument in the
honeymoon to Europe with Agnes’ four children from her
The entrance to pre-1906 St.
entryway — impossible for a
marriage to Husband No. 2 in tow. While they were gone,
Matthew’s church with Howard
visitor to miss. The couple’s
their California property was left in the care of her son
monument
rst son, George H.
William and her brother, Alfred Poett. Letters that went
Howard, Jr., was the rst baby baptized at St. Matthew’s.
back and forth between the family indicate that Bowie and
The English-looking stone church must have been an
Agnes's 14-year-old son, George, shared Agnes’s love for
unusual sight, surrounded by dirt elds and un-landscaped
gardens. They also indicate that perhaps deceased Husband
barren hills. In the next decade, the Howards tackled the
No. 2 was not the best steward of money; there may not
problem of those barren dusty
hills. Enjoying the wealth left to
them by W.D.M. Howard, the
couple made several trips to
Europe. During one of these
trips, the couple made a decision
that would change the look of the
Bay Area for the next 150 years:
they hired John McLaren to be
the gardener for El Cerrito. For
the next 14 years, McLaren lived
on the Howards’ property and
began to transform the Peninsula.
According to McLaren’s family
histories, his “mission at El Cerrito
was to transmute a wasteland into
a Garden of Eden.” His “speci c
task at the rancho was to ‘create a
landscape similar to those seen in
The Howards’ “El Cerrito” once located near today’s De Sabla Road
Europe.'” Agnes did not get
Versailles, but what she got was
have been as substantial an estate left to Mr. and Mrs.
equally beautiful. McLaren believed that gardens should
Bowie as some had assumed. The letters also indicate
have a “free and natural appearance” striving for “a natural
some friction between Agnes’s brother Alfred and Bowie—
look, eschewing arti ciality. Nature
perhaps suggesting that Alfred may have seen Bowie as a
seldom r uns in straight lines.”
“gold digger.” Not long after the newlyweds had departed
McLaren planted thousands of trees
for Europe, Alfred wrote Bowie “My dear Harry, I suppose
o n t h e Ho w a r d s ’ e s t a t e a n d
you are anxious about the surveys . . . so that everything
elsewhere, including the plantings
will be clear and business-like between us. I don’t want a
along the curved streets of San Mateo
friendship re-made to be re-split. Answer at your earliest
Park and early Hillsborough. Just a
for times are hard.” Approximately a month later, Bowie
couple years after his arrival, some of
wrote “as it is, you will have to wait until Mr. Bowman can
the Howards’ neighbors met at the
get easy in funds – as owing to the assumption of the heavy
Howard home to discuss lining the
John McLaren
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indebtedness of Mr. G H Howard, only every cent
perhaps inspired by the family’s earlier honeymoon trip to
Bowman pays out for the present bears an interest
Europe. Soon after his mother’s death, George built a
account.
country home at the top of Roehampton Road and created
During this same time period, however, McLaren’s letters
a beautiful formal garden—the kind which Agnes always
to the family traveling abroad were sunny and full of
admired. He called his garden “Versailles.”
detailed descriptions of life at El Cerrito. In 1880 he wrote
If there were any doubt of the great a ection that
16-year-old George, “If you were here right now you would
McLaren had for Agnes it was dispelled nearly two decades
like it very much, I am sure. The place looks the brightest
after her death at the Panama Paci c International
green, the oaks just lea ng out and the light tea green of
Exposition. The California Building had space for each of
the
white
oak
California’s counties to showcase
harmonizing with the
something that made each
darker oaks and bays.”
county special. Bowie was in
In a more business-like
charge of “San Mateo Day” at
letter to Bowie,
the fair, held on February 25,
McLaren writes that: “I
1915. As a surprise for Bowie,
am looking forward to
McLaren arranged to have the
having the seeds from
walls covered with Agnes’
the Jardin des Plantes
favorite ower—the fragile and
and expect some rare
exquisite violet. Literally tons of
varieties, also to seeing
violets with the dew still on
the plan of the garden
them covered the walls and each
a t t h e Pa l a c e o f
visitor—12,000 in all—was given
Versailles. I am glad our
a bunch as a memento. As
waterfall compares so
McLaren’s biographer wrote, “it
favourably with those
was seen as a piece of
famous ones you have
horticultural wizardry, but it was
seen…we gathered 11
also a magni cent ‘beau geste’
sacks of almonds but
made to the memory of Mrs.
The axis of George Howard’s garden“Versailles” is today’s
while we were busy
Bowie, and Mr. Henry Bowie”
Roehampton Road
picking plums the boys
w h o
stole many of the
McLaren
walnuts. We caught ve and put them in jail.
knew would be at the exhibition
It is clear that Agnes was also very involved with the
that day to receive a bronze plaque
gardening projects at El Cerrito. In another letter from
presented to “Mr. Henry P. Bowie,
McLaren to Bowie, McLaren writes: “I will ful ll my
Chairman of San Mateo County’s
promise of writing to Mrs. Bowie soon and will send a list
Commission to the Exposition.
of the shrubs and trees she ordered me to propagate for
McLaren continued to serve as
Henry Pike Bowie
that purpose.” Violets were Agnes’s favorite ower and
superintendent of Golden Gate
McLaren created a violet garden for her. While abroad she
Park until his death in 1943. His
sometimes described being “homesick for her violets.”
signature look of towering eucalyptus, Monterey cypress
John McLaren continued to work for the Bowies for
and redwoods can be seen throughout Golden Gate Park
almost a decade, leaving in 1887 to become superintendent
and San Mateo County. If Agnes Poett Howard Howard
of Golden Gate Park, a post he held for over 50 years.
Bowie had never desired to create a more beautiful home
Agnes died six years later. Husbands No. 1 and 2 are
and majestic gardens, McLaren might never have come to
entombed in St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church in San
the Bay Area to work his magic. Some 150 years later, we
Mateo. However, Agnes converted to Catholicism when
can now look back and see Agnes and her gardener
she married Henry Bowie, who was Catholic. As a result,
McLaren as two of the many Gold Rush immigrants who
she is entombed in the large mausoleum at St. John’s
helped transform a lawless, dusty, dry California frontier
Cemetery. Her 29-year-old architect son, George H.
into an expansive example of beauty and culture on the
Howard, Jr., helped his stepfather Henry Bowie design
world stage.
Agnes’s neo-classical mausoleum with its Ionic columns,
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DRAMATIC DECADES:

An interview with Cathy FoxhovenFor almost two decades, Cathy Foxhoven has been a dramatic force within our
community, teaching drama, creating events such as Burlingame Idol, and Burlingame
Community Theatre - Acting Out & About. She has made historical gures such as
Adele Verge (Freddie Kohl’s murderous French maid) and the vaudeville duo, Topsy
and Eva Duncan, come alive.
On behalf of our society, Cathy
THURSDAY, MAY 20 at 7 pm.
has also recorded countless oral
Zoom number: 885 5799 5464
histories
of
some
of
No Computer? No problem!
Burlingame’s most memorable
characters.
Call 408-638-0968 or 669-900-6833 : Enter
Please join us on Zoom*,
Zoom ID above
Thursday, May 20 at 7 pm
*Note for those new to ZOOM: Before
when President Jen Pfa will
joining the meeting, you will need to install
ip the tables and interview
“Zoom Client.” Go to https://zoom.us/
Cathy before she leaves our
download
historical society board and our
-Click on “Download” and follow the
community for her new home in
instructions which will be needed to join a
Oregon. Topics will include the Burlingame Centennial,
ZOOM meeting
Burlingame Idol, Burlingame Sings and more.

A BIG HEARTFELT THANK YOU to:
The Ron and Robin Karp Philanthropic Fun
Ray Tyler, Wallace Mersereau, Susie Lahey,
Frank Pagliaro, Dale Perkins, Emilio Arco Jr.
Rob Adams, Pierre Bouquet, Judith Malfatti,
John Catania, Fred and Arlene Hipsher,
Donna L. Petersen, Clare Cavanaugh, Michael
Wiebracht, William Briggs, JoAnn Quadt,
Beverley Conrad, Anne Mahnken, Stephanie Delis,
John Ward, John and Nancy Finney, Gigi Anthony,
Lynn Feeney, Viktor Pochron and Edna Steele
In particular much gratitude for the recent
bequest from the Bayse Hewitt Trust.
And to Bobbi Benson who transcribed so many
Oral Histories for us over the years!
In Memoriam: George Parker

We t h a n k a l l t h o s e w h o re n e w e d t h e i r
memberships for 2021, in par ticular the
following Upgrades and New Members (N):
Erik Winkler: History Bu
Nilmeyer Nilmeyer Associates: History Bu (N
Harold Schuette: History Bu (N
Emilio Arco: History Bu
Michael Gaul: History Bu
Mary Gri th: History Bu
John Catania: History Bu
Wally Mersereau: History Bu
Mark Hudak: History Bu
Fred Hipsher: Individual (N
Stephanie Delis: Individual (N
Olga Kertesz: Individual (N
Shar Beckheyer: Individual (N
Michael Wiebracht: (N)
Susan Finney: (N
*Thank you to BARKERBLUE for discounted
printing services!
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ACQUISITIONS: With thanks to
Tim Ryan, Facilities and Bond Coordinator with the
Burlingame School District, for various vintage photos of
Burlingame Intermediate School and Hoover Elementary
School (WPA-era amphitheatre performance shown at
right c. 1930); Jim Kelly for several SM Times digital
clippings, including a September 1st, 1937 report of twenty
too densely planted shrubs at Washington Park, being dug
up and transplanted to Treasure Island in S.F. to decorate
the grounds of the impending 1939World’s Fair • the
September 8, 1937 report
of Burlingame Mayor
Hives authorization to
demolish the Burlingame
Woman’s Club beloved
Safety Station, erected in
1907, for the safety of all
citizens using the
electric streetcar system,
and already moved twice
a s automobile driver
complaints escalated
over the years • a
rendering of a “built-toorder ” home to be
constr ucted
in
Burlingables, by Lang
Realty Corporation in
September 1937 • a
Fe b r u a r y
1947
announcement of a quarter of a million dollars of
improvements to the brick Paci c Telephone company
building at 1460 Burlingame including installation of
equipment, as well as a fourth oor • an August 1967
photo and caption of the future Burlingame City Hall Site
on Primrose Rd, showing landscape improvements made
by Parks Supervisor Jules Francard, to beautify the site
until enough funds could be identi ed to build a new city
hall • an August 1957 article describing plans for
Hillsborough’s third largest estate—the Jennie Crocker
Henderson Estate, to be subdivided into 172 lots, while
keeping several acres around the Henderson mansion
intact • the 1967 announcement of the opening of Rector
Cadillac’s new facility, with 80 ft rotating sign, at 1010
Cadillac Way, formerly located at 1021 Burlingame Avenue
• photos with articles of a brief 1967 visit of Monaco’s
Princess Grace, Prince Rainer, with Prince Albert and
Princess Caroline in tow, to the S.F. Bay Area, that
included a private dinner with members of Burlingame
Country Club • a 1970 article about Mary Jane Foltz,
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longtime Burlingame resident and city librarian, about the
publication of her third children’s novel entitled:
“Nicolau’s Prize,” with original illustrations by artist
Brinton Turkle; Jennifer Pfa for various digital images
of Lyon Hoag and Adjacent Neighborhoods Traffic
Calming showing newly painted roadway con gurations
east of California Drive, west of Rollins Road • photos of
the large Bunny Hutch “in progress” made out of a large
tree stump at Washington Park (created by James Delaney,
Parks Dept. Lead-worker ); Gina Borba and Family, for a
Ju n e 1 9 3 9 l e t te r f r o m t h e B u r l i n g a m e S o f t b a l l
Commission to the SSF Boy
Scouts, thanking them for
their participation in
opening of Softball Season
on the evening of June 3,
1939; Linda Field for misc.
paraphernalia related to the
Covid-19 Coronavirus
pandemic,
including
February 2021 images of a
Kindness Rocks interactive
display in a city planter strip
on Lexington Way; Linda
Easton for multiple
obituaries and real estate
yers, and a Feb. 10, 2021 SF
Chronicle piece and photo
about former Hillsborough
resident and BHS Grad,
Nathaniel Crosby (now 59
years old), re ecting on his teenage years hosting the
PGA Pro-Am (originally The Crosby, founded by Bing)
and his own unlikely win as 1981 U.S. Amateur; Cathy
Fo x h o v e n f o r h e r Z O O M i n te r v i e w o f Ha l
Schuette, owner of The Burlingame Book
Shop (located at 1411 Burlingame Avenue) from the
1960s to 1972; Helen Fricke for various costume
material items, including 3 helmet shields, related to her
husband, Fred Fricke, and his nearly 4 decades-long
career with the Burlingame Fire Department. He retired
in 1984 after having been Burlingame Fire Chief since
1976;
John Ward, for a 2021 sales brochure and
information related to an 1930s cottage located at 765
Willborough Road, Burlingame; Lynda Poulton (former
BPD secretar y) kindness of Ed Eisenman for
remembrances of growing up at 451 Marin Drive, and
attending BHS; Jim Shypertt for various photos and
obituaries of Burlingame and Hillsborough residents and
business-owners; and Mary Gri th for misc. real
estate material from Hillsborough

THE BURLINGAME HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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Burlingame’s Oldest Business, since 1915

The Studio Shop owners Janet & Carl Martin are proud
to support the Burlingame Historical Society
and its mission to preserve the history of Burlingame.

244 Primrose Road, Burlingame, CA 94010 • thestudioshop.com • 650-344-1378
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Burlingame Historical Societ
P.O. Box 14
Burlingame, Ca 9401
www.burlingamehistory.or
650-340-996

Address Service Requested - Time Dated Material

Calendar
Burlingame Hillsborough
History Museum 1-4 pm 1st
Sunday of the month
*Note: Due to Covid-19 safe
distancing limitations, our museum
is closed. Please check our website
for updates
“DRAMATIC DECADES”
ZOOM with Cathy Foxhoven
Thursday, May 20, 2021
see pg. 5

Please remember us
in your trust or wi !

President’s Message
As we re ect on the
Pandemic and what
we’ve all experienced,
probably for the rst
time, I’d like to take
this opportunity to
thank all of my Board
and our volunteers
who stuck with this Society through thick
and thin. Masked and ready to roll, they’ve
been the glue that has kept our little
operation a oat, forging ahead in spite of
what has been happening around them—
in some cases, enduring the tragic loss of
friends and family.
History may seem like an “extra” in times
like these, but it is also a refuge of sorts
that is grounding and reminds us that
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every generation has had its challenges.
We are no di erent.
Thank you to the dedicated volunteers
who are leaving or have left for out of state
or “retirement” (heaven forbid, that is not
a l l o w e d ! ) . Yo u r s h o e s w i l l b e v e r y
challenging to ll.
Finally, thank you to our members and
others who have dutifully sent in renewals
and other donations over the past year or
so. We look forward to sharing our stories
with you, in particular your pandemic
stories, in person, hopefully soon. Stay
healthy and remember
“ Hi s t o r y i s n o t a b u rd e n o f t h e
memory but an i umination of the
soul.
-John Dalberg-Acton

Current O cers 2021-2
President - Jennifer Pfa
VP - Museum - Russ Cohe
VP Technology and
Education
Diane Condon-Wirgle
Treasurer and Newsletter
-Joanne Garrison
Oral histories &
Parliamentaria
-Cathy Foxhoven
Secretary - Mary Gri t
Corresponding Secretary
-Mary Packar
Social Media
-Cathy Baylock
Membership Co-Chairs
Carl Martin and
Leslie McQuaide

