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ABSTRACT

HoltCemetery s a hi storic potterds field in New

several centurie®©ne of the few belovground cemeteries in New Orleaiiss one of the most
culturally fascinatindourial placesn the cily. In spite of being frequently visited by families
(evidenced by the unique votive material left on grave plots) and the final resting place of several
historic figures, Holt is threated by a lack of conservation so extreme that the ground surface is
littered with human remains and the cemetery is left unprotected against grave robbing. Many
locals have expressed concern that occult rituals take place within Holt, promoting thé theft o
human bones, while others have expressed concern that the skeletal material is stolen to be sold.
Attempts to map and document the cemetery were originally undertalkenhaeologists

working in the area who intendeddeat a searchable database waihinteractive GIS map.
Additionally, the nonprofit group Save Our Cemeteries, which works to restore New Orleans'
cemeteries and educate the public about their importhasdakemart in conservation work.

As of todayall the projects angdreservatiorefforts involving the cemetery have ceasEadis

thesis documents and analyzes the skeletal material within the cemetery alongside the votive
material and attempts to explaity Holt is allowed to exist in its current state of disrepair

while still remaning a place of vivid expressive culture.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

o
Figurel: A grave under an oak tree in Holt Cemetery.

ACemeteries, or burial grounds, have al way
und sputed truth of humanityds mortality for
with death and its role in life. Cemeteries, and the customs of burial, change from culture

to culture depending on each cul tstomsds r el
and placement of an individual are viewed
this world and the next and for this reason, many cultures place an emphasis on the



specific place of HalawedaGroand, Pladg,iandICete: Thend Ri v
Cemetery and the Creation of Pla@®06; 335)

This thesis explores the relationship between the living and the dead in New Orleans
through an examination of Holt Cemetery, a hi
studyin the fieldof physicalanthropology and biological archaeology due not only to the unique
cultural material placed on individual graves, but to a high number of exposed human remains
and an unprotected, urban placement that leaves the cemetery open to graveholitbing
Cemetery is neither exclusively historior is it abandoned; on the contratyisia highly active
cemetery where buriatsf locals from the surrounding area (or individuals from families that
have since moved or were displaced by Hurricane Kattak&) place at least twice a week, and
while itis not always a family's first choider burial, it is well-lovedas evidenced by the votive
material. Thisthesis looks particularly at the cultural aspects of the nearbynicome
neighborhoodisexpressd in the burials andravemarkers of the cemetergnd inso doing it
addresses the cultural significance of Holt to the surrourategFurthermore, this thesis
addresseBow the cemetery's state of disrepair has left the human remains within italéner
exploitation by grave robbers who sell thenpossiblyuse them for occult purposes.

Additionally, it makes suggestions for the future use and possible protection and preservation of
Holt. Though cemeteries are not usually awarded this distindtierpresence of graves of
significant historical figuresucha s i KJ a gz @ f B u drdakes Bait Eliditdenfor

inclusion on the National Register of Historic Plad&st of the research for this thesis will go
towards petitioning a place for Halh the NationaRegister by illustrating its culturddistorical

worth and need for preservation.

In this thesis | will answer the following specific questions:



l.Howi s the surrounding neighborh®&odds response
2. How is Hot used by members of the living community? What parts of the cemetery are used

most frequently? Is Holt still subject to grave robbing, and if so, to what purpose?

3. Why does the cemetery rest in its current state of disrepair, aneg-uilaatything-- can or

should be done to reverse this trend and revive the cemetery?

At present, there are no formal programs in place for the protection of Holt. At one time
Delgado Community College (in particular, their funeral studies program) was involved in the
upkeep of Holt, along with the efforts of Save Our Cemetedasynprofit organization
dedicated to the restorati on . AterHurrganeKatemat i on o
archaeologist Shannon Dawdy and her graduate students made plans for tioguranto
preserve its historic value. Her former graduate studenRy2m Grayjs now anarchaeology
professor at the University of New Orlearsd has plans in place for an eventual mapping
project at HoltThough not connected to the cemeterydyity, his interest and research have
brought him t o &uwigue,beautiful, vivtant, ared erdangeled pari of our
city' s cul(RyarGady, pdrsemalicomangnécation, 20I3). Gray visits Holt several
times a year to check ohg maintenance of the graves, and is one of the few people actively
workingon its preservatian  Not a b | Yolt ishfax mes disyinet fromfiother New Orleans
cemeteries in the degree to which the space is still activeand transforming, but adsteigrée
to which it is threatened. While cemetery preservation in other historic cemeteries is very
carefully considered, there are still activities conducted by bothmesining volunteers and by
city maintenance efforts that regularly destroy significsylistic elements of the site,

sometimes on a dramaticlevel ( Ryan Gray, personal .communi cat



Dr. Gray reports that while Holt has always been in a state of disrepair, it was even more
unkempt before Katrinas an archaeologist he also well aware that the bones scattered on the
ground surface of the cemetery ateananand that this is not unusual in cemetery spaces;
neverthelesgpuriststaking bones and bone fragments as souvengsll a concernAs for
Holt's future, Dr. @Gay is working on a project to help in the documentation and preservation of
Holt. He explains,

fMy own planned project involves an opsourced GIS database, which keeps track of a

basic database of graves, associated names, and decorations. Thisevdkser

framework for individuals to submit their own pictures or documents, to be linked with

individual plots. It will be intended to serve as a structure for informed preservation
effortso (Ryan Gray, personal communicati o

Anotherindividual deeply involved in the preservationHdlt is Angie Green, the
executive director of the Save Our Cemeteries project. She reports that she only visits Holt on
SOC bhusiness, which includes monitoring the conditions of the cemetery, organizing cleanup
and communicating with families who have questions. Regarding the osteological material
present in Holt, she says,

ABecause of the randomness of the burials,

locations, it is extremely common for gravediggersmcounter a previous burial when

digging for a new one. Every single time I've visited the cemetery I've seen bones on the

ground. It is common practice to collect the random bones, amaryehem in a

common locatioé | do wish there were better praws for identification of grave

locations, and a ledsaphazard method of telling families where to dig. It must be terrible

for a grieving family to see bones when they visit, knowing that their loved one will one
day have his/ her lreem pessonal gommumieation March 2013).i e G

Angie Green also describes the problems associated with having exposed bones and no
means of securing them, as well as the possible uses grave robbers might have for stolen human
remai ns. il h at\graverbbbiagrfod bomes ma® hagpenedithere. Apparently a

skull can fetch $1,000 or more, so | do worry about that. There's no security, lighting, or even a



fence to protect that from happening. | have seen evidence of spiftadtorituals in the

cemg er vy, but | don'"t know how common or 'real!'

In short Holt is heir toa complicatedhistory of New Orleard r ace and c¢cl ass d
Afro-Caribbean magic, welhtentioned but now abandoned plans for o#tgtoration, and wet
graves The following chapters descrilveghetherthis sordid history is repeating itselftdolt as
well ashow Holt is used by the modecommunity In order to answer these questions, |
employed several strategies. First, | conductedralysis of the human remains present on the
surface, with the documentation of the type and frequency of osteological material in an area to
determine if there was any evidence of grave robbing, and if so, for what purpose. Next |
analyzed the votive nbarial in the cemetery and determine how it describes the cultural, formal
religious and folkreligious responses to death in the surrounding neighborhood. Finally, |
conducted a survey of visitors to the cemetery to determine who comes to Holt andtfor wha

purpose.

In chapter 2 | will look at cemeteries and their historic uses, with a focus on New
Orl eansd cemeteries, as well as grave robbing
will focus on the current state of Holt and the recently abagaipnojects concerning its
restoration, concluding with remarks on how my own project relates to these past efforts. In
chapter 4 | discuss the skeletal material present on the ground surface of the cemetery and what
can be inferred about the possibilitygvave robbing and the use of the bones for occult
purposes. Chapter 5 focuses on the votive material present on the graves, while chapter 6 looks at
visitordéds responses to the surveys | conducte

and a cas study for modern, urban grave robbing are made in chapter 7.






CHAPTER 2: CEMETERIES, VOODOO, AND GRAVE ROBBING

A History of New Orleans Cemeteries

Joseph Roacldiscussing the cemeteriesiéw Orleans, refers tinese unusual burial
placesa s fvheolraal v or t48),@rdsndeed anetezies maké up@n iconic part of
the New Orleans landscape. The geology of New Orleans (specifically, the proximity of the
water table) promoted if not necessitated the use of atpmeend burials, and consaently New
Orleans' cemeteries are visually distinctive among the burial places of North America. They are
frequentlyencountered reminders of mortaétyperhaps even more significantly so in a city
with a history ofdisaster, disease, amiblence. New Odans' proximity with itgities of the
deadwas not part of its original layout, but instead due to the city outgrowing its original
boundaries. The earliest colonists of New Orleans were buried in the ground along the
Mississippi, though in 1725 St. Pése€Cemeterylocated inthe area now bounded by Burgundy,
Rampart, Toulouse, and St. Peter streetsermoderrday French Quarter and long since paved
over, was laid out as the first official cemetery of the city (Upton, 1997; Dawdy, 2008). This
original cemetery was excavated by archaeologist Shannon Dawdy in 1984 and was found to
contain a mixed population of African, European, Native American, and macedindividuals
(interestingly, the only burial objects recovered from the cem&terg saints medas , a fAj ewe
set 0 r os arencasecdemctioa of the \ArgirsMdrywere all associated with a man in
his forties who, bearing distinctive notching on his teets concluded to haveeen born in the
Congo [Dawdy, 2008; 13840]). As recently as N@mber 2011, locals were reminded of their
proximity to tHs cemetery when a resident digging a pool uncovered fifteBrc&@ury coffins

in his backyard. Construction dfe¢ nearby St. Louis No. 1, now primarily known for its most



famous occupant, th&bodooQueen" Marie Laveau, followed in 1789 (Upton, 1997), and

stands as the first example of the rRoemmonplace abovground tombs of Louisiana. Upton

(1997) not-eirsetednthcantury fetoranrcédmeteries throughout the United States

followed ths pattern of location outside the developed portion of the city, as did rural

cemeteries. The difference was that rural cemetery planners believexrhgly as it happens

that they had chosen sitesfaybe nd any poss(1®%).e ur banizationo
The stylstic change (European cemeteries were traditionally located within city or town

limits) put, as Miller and Riveraputia new fiemphasi s on memory, O r ¢

life and the preferencesthegld , s o t hat nftagstthe cematgbécamedni t ed S

mi crocosm of the real world...o (Miller and R
Roach interprets the use of the European mode
paradi gmo that all owed f otrhéditlhievisreqg¢ e(Rda om, o]

to the modern, urbastyle of cemeteries with their secluding use of space, ceméterfean

overcrowded and overflowing with the skeletons of the-amenymous deddserved as public

spaces where the living could interavith each other in the presence of the dead, seemingly

without revulsion (Roach, 1996). Changing attitudes towards the dead, likely due to new

understandings of diseases carried in corpses and cemeteries, altered this sphere of interaction

andtookaway he soci al aspects of the European ceme

understood as a new way of handling (and thin
In New Orleans, cemeteries have retained this status as signgfatheting places for

thecommunity creating fia sense of place that facil

dead through religious and cultural activitie

parks, these cemeteries have hosted everything from music fesiimadsathon races



(Greenwood Cemetery's Run Through History 5K Run) (Miller and Rivera 2006). Bone hunters
will notice that it is not uncommon to find chicken and turkegds littering the ground of these
graveyardsevidence of everyday use of the cesnies as gathering places.

The reverence locatince kepfor these historic placesas (and still today in certain
locations like Lacombe, see Figuree®pecially apparent on All Saints Day, when famiiest
to the cemeteries throughout Louisianaltan, whitewash, and decorate the tombs before they
were blessed by a Catholic priest aadhilies discusadtheir long histories while votive candles

burnedout on the graves.
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Figure2: A votive candle and figurine on a Lacombeave. Examples of decorations on All Saint's Day.

The architecture dhese cemeteries varibg wealth and antiquity, but for all of them,
there is an impression of far fewer individuals than are actually interred within the boundaries.
Families with dong history in the city frequently have a family tomb which is used by
generations of peopland even the few beleground cemeteries contain family plots with
stacks of coffins, often with the remains of several individuals collected together irfftheto

the most recent buriaFor most individuals in New Orleans, their coffin is placed on a slab
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running through the center of the abayeund tomb. After a year and a day, the tomb-is re
opened and the remains of the individualaturally cremated wén the Louisiana heat turns the
tomb interior into an oveh are swept into an envelope and placed in the inferior portion of the
tomb with those of their ancestors, some of whom have been there for more than three centuries.
Less affluent locals unable tff@ard their own tomb can rent a burial space in the vaults built into
the cemetery's surrounding wall s. I f the indi
can be fAevictedlhefrgomdtdlea -oed mdasalohgtd t he | n
cemeteries) are in a sense a resting spot betwebe-ground burial and the elaborate
mausoleums, so even the poor have a sense of being presdét@edvith the expectation (in
Catholic beliefspf an eventual resurrection of the corporal body (dpi®97)

Though faced with unique architectural restraints (including being completely surrounded
by a mosquito, alligator, and snakdested swamp), the changing landscape of the cemeteries of
New Orleans was in line with what was happening acrosdrited States in the T&entury,
when health concerns about burying the dead too close to the ground's surface inspired a change
in cemetery architecture (Miller and Rivera 2
the dead as membersofasingle mmuni ty exposed both to danger
Proximity to the dead created medical problems, some#hviagearly doctors recognized, and
while cemeteries still served as important places of community and family memory, Upton
(1997) n wadidonal feansaftdeath @rid the dead were magnified by new medical
theories that attributed disease to the 'miasmas’ emanating from low, damp places like
graveyards. Physicians tallied the large numbers of epidemics that seemed to begin near burying
grounds. The hazards posed by the deade's own ancesta@swere reported with a sense of

betrayal o (133).
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If 19" century cemeteries were in general considered damp and infected places, New
Orl eans, at one time ni cknameigelffCoffimebuwet Gr ave
below ground required people to stand on the lid until they could be covered over with enough
mud to keep it from rising to the surface, while grieving families knew their Rewigd loved
ones would be eaten byorms as well asrabs and other wat@welling creatures. Furthermore,
weighting coffins down in this manner was often only a temporary solution to the péoblem
when heavy rains caused the soil to become waterlogged, the coffins buried within them had an
unpleasant tendendy rise to the surface. New Orleans residents found a solution to this
problem by building abovground cemeteries, already fashiomsaipl Europe (such as Péere
Lachaise in Paris, founded by Napoleon in 1804 [Roach, 1996]). These cemeteries protected the
remains of the dead by preserving not only their dignity but identity; by nature they also
incorporate the dead into the urban landsdgpereating a sort of monument out of the
mausoleumsHowever, such burials are expensive and are consequently a |@ixioeymiddle
and upper clags The poor must content themselves with shallow bajosund burials (in a
conversation with grave diggers preparing for a funeral at Carrollton cemetery in New Orleans'
16th Ward, | learned th#éhesegraves are routinely duapoutthree feetleep)that while more
successful at keeping the coffins in the ground than the historic cemeteries, nonetheless face their
own problems, primarily that of overcrowding and reuse.

A potter's field burial dilutes one's identity after déatnmingling of memories and
bones, opposed to the fAarchive of human memor
Orleans are prime examples of the disparity between the socially elite and the poor. In Lafayette
or Greenwood cemeteries, for example, thedd&re placed in churdlke mausoleums,

decorated with stained glass windows and weegitoge angels. In stark contrast to this, at the
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potter's fields at Carrolton or Holt the dead are buried in shallow graves marked with homemade
grave stones if they are marked at all. This does not mean, however, that the cemeteries are

any less important to the living relatives of those buried there than are the austekeptvell

mausoleums in wealthier neighborhoods. Though the grounds are overgrown argdlitiered

with human bone fragments, they are replete with cultural material and evidence of frequent
visitation and devotion. These discrepancies
and Nnobservabl e diff er erdeath'sthatis) with lefarense tdfinéra v i or
and burial customs and in practices associate
1950 article focused on disparity between classes in funerals and burial, Kephart argues that that
the difference irsocial status can be retained after death, with great persons receiving elaborate
funerals/mourning rituals, and poorer people receiving hardly anything. In seeming

contradiction, however, he states that the upper class spepistionallyless on funeda

expenses than the middle and lower class, which will frequaeséthe majority of any life

insurance policyaceived to pay for the funeral (Kephart 1990 phart hypot hesi ze:
occurrence of death in a lower class family has a much moreydigning effect than in the case

of an upper class familyo (Kephart 1950: 640)
lapse between death and burial (about 4 days) compared to an upper class family (2 days). Lower
classes display more emotionaliyfunerals, have more ggiece like flower arrangements, and

are more |ikely to have a Apublic viewingo of
upper class funerals (Kephart 1950). Interestingly, cremation (at the time the article was

pulished) remained a phenomenon of the upper class; less common in theclads|@nd

least common in the low@lass, though a potter's field burial was regarded with great

apprehension. He states,
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Al f potter's field I ncaPtwoldldpmblybbnoa can be
exaggeration to state that so far as social class is concerned, such fields literally represent
the end of the line. Here, generally speaking, lie the social ciphers. Individuals interred at
potter's field are stripped of alé symbols which classify them as human beings. They

are buried without flowers, without <cl othe
(Kephart, 1950; 643).

Kephart's article illustrates, by comparison, the uniqueness of New Orleans burials, where lower
class responses to death are distinct from those in other historic cities of the United States (in the
above example, Philadelphia). The potter's fields of New Orleans are centers of impressive
cultural expression, and the individuals within them are fre¢jponored with unique votive

material. However, due to their state, they are vulnerable to exploitation by the living. Besides
frequently lacking the means to be protected from normal taphonomic forces, these cemeteries
are easy marks for grave robbinghNe valuable material goods are lacking, the exposed and

easily accessible human remains are targeted instead, as in the case of Holt Cemetery.

These vivid cultural expressions likely have their roots in West African traditions,

brought over with the sle trade and metamorphosed into something uniquely New Orleanian.

Anthropologists Metcalf and Huntington, reflecting on the death industry in America, observed,
Given the myriad variety of death rites throughout the world, and the cultural
heterogeneity bAmerican society, the expectation is that funeral practices will vary
widely from one region, or social class, or ethnic group, to another. The odd fact is that
they do not. The overall form of funerals is remarkably uniform from coast to coast. Its
geneal features include: rapid removal of the corpse to a funeral parlor, embalming,
institutionalized 6éviewing,d® and disposal
New Orleans is clearly an exception to this pattern, not only with its cemeteries but in the

cusbms and celebrations surrounding a buAaluneral in New Orleans is quite unlike a funeral

anywhere else in the Western World. According to@anike Ola Origa linguistics professor

at Tulane University born in NigerigyestAfrican funerals bear nmy similarities to those in
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New Orleans, though some important differences are maintained. In Nigeria, for example, family
members are often buried in their house within a space that they had occupied in life, such as

their former bedroom. In this way, tpeesence of the deceased and their continuing place within

the family is still acknowledged. This unique burial practice also means that, in contrast to what

is seen in Holt Cemetery, there are no headstones or overt markings of ghevesek leading

up to a burial is filled with celebration, ending in even more celebration at the actual

internmenda practice Dr. Orie and other researcher
funeral . o These el aborat e f uAfriean arda,shouglr e c ommon
particularly present in Ghana (Olanike Ola Orie, personal interview March 2013). Importantly, a
difference exists between the two funeral celebrations concerning the level of grieving. In West
Africa, there is little grieving at funerals, partiatly those of the very old (the death of a child or

young adult is an exception to this, where their missed opportunity for life is mourned and no
celebration takes place). For Africdmericans in New Orleans, as Roach illustrates, the death

of an olderindividual is met withmuchgrieving due to the loss of an important link with one's
ancestryWithin the historic African American community, honoring the dead was also an act of

honoring one's ancestry, such 1%&9slaveraevoltioff est i v a
Point Coupee which @i n d@oéfleiNainmhoneredaHe exeduted aut hor
freedom fighterso (Roach, 1996; 48)-centk ongsi d
funeral of a woman who had been born in Africajolloccasioned extreme displays of grief

among her familyguch as her granddaughters throwing themselves into the wet th@wgh

children playing in the cemetergportedlyhappily pelted each other with bones), Roach

expl ains, AThe denih offered thaisrtomenundyaah aopbrtumity to affirm its

semiautonomous but discreetly submerged existence within or against the obligatory rituals of
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the better publicized fiction cfalduwidsitédhrea doormd c
live closer to the dead than do most Anglaner i cans 0 Roach reaffir ms,
inthemoderday) Athe | ine between the | iving and t|
symbolic reiteration of the color line, particularly with the increasing popyia the 1870s and

1800s of expanding '"Whites Only'" cemeteries,
209).In West African tradition, the treatment of the dead and the handling of human remains

involve specific cultural practices. The recentbcdased are prepared for their funerals by the

adult members of their family, and always by the family members of the same sex. Traditionally,

the deceased is dressed in seven layers of clothing (either their own or clothes donated by other
family membersjo demonstrate their affluence (Olanike Ola Orie, personal interview March

2013. These practices bring to mitite very personal cultural expressi®af New Orleans jazz

funerals. According to musicians | have spoken with in the Hogan Jazz ArchiveaaéeTul
University, sometimes fattendedo by the decea
lifel i ke manners to Agreeto the guests at their
Lionel, o0 for exampl e, was Hsifungrd iaJulgaf2002nThs uc h a
famous New Orleans newspaper the Times Picayune repdndisenebff as unique as the

man hi msel f, Mr . Batiste wasnét |lying in his
against a faux street lamp, standidgged out in his signature mabouttown finek y 6 ( Sper a,

2012.
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Figure3: Lionel Batiste at his funeral'The dead body of Lionel Batiste is embalmed and propped up against a pole during his
wake on Thursday, July 19, 2012 at @annet-Labat Funeral Home in New Orleangihpto by Chris Granger, the Times
Picayune)

The scene brings to minauis Armstrong's famous rendition of the folksong St. James
Infirmary Blues:fiwhen | die | want you to dress me in straight lace shoes/ Bkxdmat and a
Stetson hat/ Put a twenty doll ar gold piece o

standi n' pat . 0
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FiguredY 5SSl Af SR @ASg 2 FWehrikgiygS, fa band ldadeds i8sei andhis Eigtd@ danebn the hands
of musician Lionel Batiste. His body was embalmed and propped up against a pole during his wake on Thursday, July 19,
2012 at Charbonnetaat Funeral Home in New Orleans” (photo by Chris Granger, the Times Picayune).

Like New Orleans, in West Africalte dead are sometimes buried with trinkets, though again this

is most common in Ghana.

As part of the legacy of slavery, thesparity between social classes appears to play an
equally contrasted role when dealing with spirituality etdhlsof burial; wealthy cemeteries
lack the power of their smaller, black or mixete counterpartén places like Holt, the

dead/ancestors demand consideration with their conspicuous prasdriteireate a kind of
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ritual spaceln contrasttheabsence otlaborate funerals or votive materiaiwealthy
cemeteriesouldindicate not only a weak culturekpressiorbutthe lack ofan ongoing
relationship with the deadh Holt and other predominantly African American cemeteries in New
Orleans, evethegi vi ng of smal | Agi ftso to the inhabit
reciprocation, or gratitude far favor already granted. Gomez (196&plains the importance of
having a strong ancesttowcused ritual and spiritual element in furgrand burial customs.
Speaking of the mourners at black funerals, he says,
No one knows what or how these sojourners felt at such times. The emotions may be
incomparable to those of European immigrants who, for all their sacrifice and suffering,
nonethetss made the voyage voluntarily. For the Africamn, the passing of a fellow
was especially difficult, for as surely as death had come for the deceased, death would
find him as well, away from his family and familiar surroundings, away from all that
could bring him solace. To stare into the death mask was to reflect upon his own
mortality, and that on foreign soil. Perhaps the only consolation was in the sure
knowledge that upon death, he would return to ancestral land (Michael A. Gomez,
Exchanging Our Contry Marks: The Transformation of African Identities in the
Colonial and Antebellum Sou¢h1 998) ; 277) . 0
In this light, extreme expressions of grief and mourning at African American funerals, such as

the one described by Roach and opposed to their WastAfcounterparts, are understandable,

as is the unique way life (and death) are now celebrated in New Orleans.

Historic use of cemeteriede poor and grave obbing in the American South

Potters' fields such as Holt have long been in use, ancefndguhe remains they house
tell stories about class disparity. Mozart famously received a pauper's funeral, as did Buddy
Bol den, who has a decorated monument dedicate

Gabriecb (quoting Jel | the dkactldcatiovi ofthis grave hags bbeo logi; his
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remains are likely disarticulated and scattered around the cemetery. The Americaai@buth
New Orleans in particular, has a history of grave robbing and other instances of thelé®ser
dead being eXpited not only by the upper class, but by their living lowkass counterparts. In
traditional Christian doctrine, the human corpse retains some sanctity because the actual,
corporal body is expected to be resurrected (Upton 1997), thus the use oardiamyof
human remains is a strongly taboo activityWest African traditionthe spirit of the deceased is
believed to sl be attached to their bones becawseDr. Orie eglaines the skeleton is the most
enduring part of the human dypand thus &s special significanc&hetaking or tampering with
bones thereforejs considered a very negative thilggliefs such as this have created a problem
for the dead; human bones (depending on how they can be used, if stolen) can alternately be
viewed asither devoid of personal significance or imbued with supernatural powhrstioric
New Orleans, the need for body parts for both scientific and ritual purposes created a market for
human remains.

Medical schools were springing up in the United Statés rapid speed, jumping from
five in 1760 to sixtyfive by the next century (Carney, 2011). Th& &8d 19 centuries, for all
their revitalization in cemetery architecture, maintained an even more complicated relationship
with the dead as medical scheohodernized and cadavers were needed for anatomical
dissection. These scientific endeavors were more often than not met with resistance from the
surrounding communities, whose religious beli
treatmentoft e body was necessary for the spirit's r
1997: 133). In the 1700's, medical dissection inspired riots among-thagsrlaborers in
London, whilethe managers and physicians of tleaisylvania Hospital condemnéithe

indecent conduct of some Young Surgeons in taking up and dissecting dead bodies, [which]
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occasions a general uneasiness and displeasuraia mi nds of gUptonl®ayrmane P
133). The supposed indecency of medical students is a theme @tlsegdral accounts of

historic anatomy labs, and even the urban folklore of New Orleans contains a legend of Tulane
medical students throwing human fingers from a float during a downtown Mardi Gras parade.

This displeasure nemedical people felt towardbe dead and dissection meant that cadavers,

while necessary for medical training, were hard to come by, and many dissectors turned to grave
robbing. Hal perin (2007) describes the proces
shallow, the thief antlis accomplices could exhume the body in less than an hour. Typically, a

hole was dug at the head of the grave, the coffin lid was pried off, and the body was lifted out.
Clothing and other personal effects were usually removed from the body and tadseddthe
coffino (490). I n the absences of any embal mi
made commonplace until the American Civil War), ten days was the limit between burial and
exhumation of a body to be sold to anatomists; exhumation eccprimarily in the winter

months when decomposition was slowed and anatomy classes were generally held (Halperin
2007). As we might expect, fA(s)ince deterrenc
were disadvantaged and their graves werethe mog ul ner abl eo ( Hal perin 2
fact of being buried below ground and at easy access meant that the destitute often ended up in

the anatomy lab. Those with more money took measures against this by having everything from

iron coffinstometat ages pl aced over their graves (Halpe
Carney, fAwas so commonplace that wealthy grav
and dug deeper trenches than the graveyards of the poor. Funeral parlors sold heaey concre

monuments to place above caskets in order to impede digging. Some funeral homes even offered
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anttbody snatching alarms that triggered when a
(Carney, 2011; 47). In Louisiana, body snatchers weesreet by bicked-up mausoleums.
Even when not subject to the extreme but commonplace practice of grave robbing,
society's indigent population was not free from postmortem exploitation, a practice that
predictably had racial components and consequential complicatedlesrrounding whose body

could be used and how. Halperin explains,

AState | aws were passed in the 19th centur
of the downtrodden of socigiythe unclaimed bodies of paupers, residents of alms houses, and
thoseburi ed in potterdés fields. ... Mi ssissippi a

Confederate soldiers and their wives. The North Carolina law also provided that the body of
whites never be sent to an African American medical college...These AfricancAmbtedical
schoolstypial | ' y obtained uncl ai med. Bl dtllal ppoi ne2097

Like the rest of the United States, medical schools in the old south based a large part, if
not all, of their reputation on the number of patients material they could acquire, and this
included cadavers for dissection and medical experiments (Savitt Bd&&§s, particularly
slaves, were obvious targets for this, and frequently ended up on dissecting tables. Interestingly,
ANei t her wksihdldehaspitalim high ésteem during the antebellum period. Not only
did patients object to having medical students and doctors touching and pdkiegth&y also
feared that experiments might be performed on them and that they would be permittesbto di
autopsies could be undertakeno (Savitt, 1982,
superstition and medical students and doctors did their best to cure patients. However, they also
did do all they could to claim bodies for autopsy ars$elttion, sometimes going to the
predictabl e extreme. An. .. (P)hysicians and stu
dissections before bodies were claimed, and deception to obtain cadavers for autopsy and
anat omi cal i nvest BAQ. agin lite nthe dnpdveSishediwere exploliedl Byxhe 3

elite, and the human body was seen as commodity. Though generally distasteful, Southerners felt
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that dissection was permissible so long as it was performed on blacks, with Georgia and

Kentucky even mposing that executed blacks be given to dissectors (Savitt, 1982). It is
interesting to consider that these individual
medical students anatomy (which | assume includes neuroanatomy) but not simitgr &Enbe

granted the same rights and dignity in life, including being spared from the anatomy lab. Even in
modern day labs with advanced embalming techniques, dissection is an unsettling task; before
embalming became widespread, #matomylab must have nderstandably been a nightmarish

place. In Charleston in 1856, one elderly black woman, looking at the medical, sea®ol

overheard by the Reverend Robert Wilson to say that she hoped to God to die in the summer

time, winter being the optimal timeforusy cadavers (Savitt 1982: 34
full well how the bodies of their friends and
they were both offended and frightenedo (340)
medical teatments and were sometimes purchased by doctors solely for this purpose, while in

others cases, blacks were paid by doctors to either officially (legally) collect bodies from

plantations, or rob the graves of fellow blacks (Savitt 1982). One exampls o @Grandison

Harris. Harris, who died a lawyer but was born a slave, was in his youth purchased by the Dean

of the Medical Coll ege of Georgia and fAowned
2007: 492). Harris's main job was to procure bodiesnly way he could, sometimes through
negotiation but Afrequently...from the Cedar
Augustads indigent Black communityo (Halperin
freedom to travel frequently to sers family, and free access to the whiskey that was used to

embalm the bodies (Halperin 2007). By working with the anatomists, Harris became proficient in

di ssecting and became a teaching assistant, v
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classe r equently portray Harris standing with th

series of events, 0 Hdominated wonchoflmeedidalieducatiocmlpy i n a w

aiding and abetting the theft of. African Amer
New Orleans, with such a high transient population, a destitute population, and a large

slave population, had far fewer problems obtaining bodies for dissection than the rest of the

United States and even the South. For a time the city even had avé&ubretiness shipping

bodies in molasses barrels (though these were frequently shipped clandestinely under

inconspicuous | abels such as fAifresh painto or

Alabama (Halperin 2007: 493). As this businesscoornued, st ori es about #fn

killed blacks for dissection became part of African American folklore, and by some accounts

these superstitions were even perpetuated by whites trying to dissuade blacks from moving north

after the Civil War by dresinglike doctorsand wandering African American neighborhoods at

night (Savitt 1982: Halperin 2007Halperin states that,

Al n New Orl eans the medical myt hol ogy amon
about 'needle meh'medical students at the Charitp$pital who were eager to procure
cadavers for their studies. The so call ed
cascara and magnesia in order to hasten de
493).

Ressurectionists such as Grandisonridawho had gained prominence and high status in white

society, becamd wekilnfown bogeymeno among bl ack communit
Grave robbingand exploitation of the bodies of blackghoa common theme in the

history of New Orleans and theuigbern United States. Joseph Roach, irChiies of the Dead

speaks of the idea of human flesh as commodity, in particular the slaves at auction in the circum

Atlantic marketplace. Like slavery, grave robbing became another means of transforming the

bodyinto commaodity in the South.
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Modern Day Grave Robbing

While attitudes towards human dissection have changed and donating one's body to
science has come to be thought of positively (or at the very least, not unusual), the availability of
complete humankgletons continues to be limited. Most frequently, donated bodies, post
dissection, are cremat@dskeleton includedl and returned to their familie$his means that
even in the twentyirst century, a market exists for grax@bbing. In many third world couies
the selling of human bodies and body parts is as common as other forms of human exploitation,
though frequently these sales are completed within legal boundaries and any unethical
procurement is RAcovered up ilh6)aAswntheHistocf al tr u
cases mentioned earlier, the destitute are most frequently (if not exclusively) targeted for crimes
related to the market for human bodies, creating a complex ethical dilemma for potential buyers
who frequently have no way of kwing where the specimens in question came from or how
they were acquired (Carney, 2011). A complete human skeleton can cost several thousand
dollars, and orders can take years to fulfill, making them highly valuable both to medical
professionals and supetis who reap the benefits of their worth and scarcity (Carney, 2011).
India had been the world's supplier of human skeletons for nearly 200 years until, in 1985, the
Indian government banned the export of human remains. Because the market for skeledons was
highly profitable business and Indian specimens are considered the best in the medical world, the
trade went on clandestinely with suppliers turning to the-tworeored practice of grave robbing
to help meet their demands (Carney, 2011). In time, theadd for skeletons was such that
children were being kidnapped off the street and killed for their bones (Carney, 2011). According

to Carney, bones that have been in the ground for too long are not of much use in the medical
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field; the resulting discoloran and probable fragmentation lessens their worth as teaching tools
for students of anatomy. In other fields, however, these bones are still highly valuable. Students
of physical anthropology are required to be able to identify and study fragmented lhamean

that have been subject to taphonomic forces and long periods of burial, and so such
Afarchaeol ogical 0 speci mens are as &alid as me
particularly skull® are marketable as curiosity pieces or even tools for occudtgitwithin the

French Quarter of New Orleans, which is not shy about ekpidhe very real practice of

Voodoofor the tourist market, | have witnessed several examples of human remains being used
to create an atmosphere of authenticity and mystiqueVébdooMuseum, among other

esoteric objects, has a full human skeleton dressed in the sunglasses and tuxedoaafabe

Iwa Baron Samedi. Hex, a magic boutique on Decattraet selling touristy and occult objects,
contains a i wierpete'ofsvbichésla huaan,skult thatwasomae tlearly an
anatomical specimen (evidenced by its pristine state and thecdbealvaria with metal hooks

for reattachment). Most impressive is the occult shop Esoterica, which deals in magical herbs
and suplies and is home to two antique, anatomicallgpared human skeletons. The large

stature and general morphology of both specimens suggests that both were taken from African
Americans, though whether or not they were old enough to have been slavesetersimable

from the short time | was able to look at them. New Orleans may represent a unique case among
examples of the use of human remainstétically a center for medictlased graweobbing,

today the city still sees the illegal or morally questiole use of human body parts, a fact which

thelocal culture seems to embrace.

Voodooand Santeria in relation to grave robbing
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Where the remains of the deceased are denied respect dwimgcpersons in the case
of medical body theft, grave robbingrcalso take place for ritual and religious purposes in the
belief that human remains contain spiritual power. gdygular image of New Orleans' Voodoo
paints the practice as a dark one where the use of human remains would not be unexpected.
While severatouristo r i e Wdodo@d B hops in city display actual
desired mystique, in realityoodog while involving animal sacrifice, does not traditionally
make use of human remains. Closely related Afavibbean practices, howeveuch as
Santeria, do have offshodtsatuse of skeletal material, and while more frequently found in
Spanishspeaking or Latirculture areas (opposed to Freraliture areas like Louisiana),
instances of Santeria and the more sinister pra@ae, Mayomle, have been found in
Louisiana.Voodoq as a phenomenon of the francophone world, is seen primarily in cities with a
large number of Haitian immigrants, such as Montreal, New Orleans, Miami and New York
(Perlmutter 2003). The practice is a composite tf @atholicism and Ewe, Yoruba, and Fon
cultural elements from West and West Central African (particularly Angola and Kongo)
traditions (Gomez 1998: 585). Such traditions are prominent in Cuba, Brazil, (both areas where
Santeria an®alo Mayombare als@racticed) and Haiti. In the United States a variation of
Voodoois found primarily in Louisiana (Gomez 1998:-58). Here, the practice &doodoo is
often conflatedwithd odoo. @A Hoodooo may b PalodMayiordbet o be mo
Based on West Ceiatir African miniski, it involves the use of magic charms or amulets, such as
the weltknownpersonal, magic charms callgds-gris (Gomez 2008). Gomez explains that
Hoodoo Aconsisted of mechanisms of i nitiesrvent.
from places other than the Bight of Benin. There are numerous areas in which the two systems

overlap, although in others they are essenti a
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use of charms and magic that has gained notoriety inl@opnagination, and essentially
férepresents the | egacy of the Afiroiusar omdrelxd w
(Gomez 2008: 284 . I n L \doodowradualycamerto be viewed less as a religion and
more as a particular brand of madioasting the efficacy of various potions, charms, and
amulets in the |ives of its adherentso (Gomez

In many respects (that is, the African history and the use of charms and amulets) Santeria
is similar toVoodoa In spite of a common origin itme slave trade, howevarpodooand
Santeria are distinct practices, originating from different African traditions and developing under
di fferent colonial rules (French versus Spani
influences, the cultures thegsamilated into were different; Haiti was under French influence
during the slave trade while Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic were under Spanish
rul edo ( Per | mBBT).tf grave rokdbibglisdtgkingdplade for occult reasons, it is
Saneria that is to be suspect in such cases, even Madbeéoooriented Louisiana. Forensic
investigators have frequently come in contact not only with human remains used for purposes of
Santeria, but Aviolent and ndMartinez198In307)deat hs
Wetli and Martinez explainthd The f orensi c science aspects of
mostly emanate from the black magic sect. Besides ritualistic death wishes, outright homicide
and apparent natural deaths have been assowidte8anteria rituals. Of particular interest to
the forensic scientist are those rituals requ
1981: 507).

Such crimes are not part of the general practice of Santeria, but instead a dark branch of
the relgion, Palo Mayombewhich focuses not on the gods of Santeria but instead on the spirits

of the dead. This fAblack magico form of Sante
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used (Perl mutter 2003). These ¢sofifratecanslesenes oft
herbs, strings of beads, adecapitated birds. Occasionadither ritually sacrificed animals,
especially goats, may be foundo (Wetli and Ma
locus of the practitioner's power is a caaldfilled with human bones, known asgang(Wetli

and Martinez 1981), a Congo word meaning fidea

541)

Figure5: A ngangcontaining human bone$rom a forensic case in Metarie, ugsiana.The bones had been stolen from a
cemetery.Photo courtesy of John W. Verano, who investigated the case.

In Palo Mayombethe skeleton in the cauldron is known asthang s fpatron, 06 and

individual's spirit that is called upon to tiee bidding of thgpalero (Perlmutter 2003). To
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enhance its power, the cauldron is filled with graveyard or crossroads dust, insects, herbs, spices,
coi ns, ani mal remains (primarily avian), and
thecauldros fipatrono to initiate it and offer paym
forms of evidence that could indicate a grave was robbed for this ritual purpose, including coins
(left as fApaymento to the spir WetlsahpdMantingz bi rd b
1981).Long-bones with sawioff ends have also been reported in these forensic contexts, the

presence of which would be stark indicators of ritual activity (Wetli and Martinez 1981).

Furthermore, graverobbers practicidglo Mayombereferentially remove the skull from graves
(Perlmutter 2003), with lorgones being the second preferred material fongag They

summarize, for forensic investigators,

ABones found outside the context of ean obyv
common features and clues usually suggest their ritualistic use. Most frequently the bones
are discovered in a cemetery, often one located in a Latin neighborhood. Although

wrapped in plastic or burlap, they are usually covered with dirt containinggraed and

fine roots and may have an appearance of rust caked on the surface (possibly from

prolonged interment in an iron cauldron). Almost always there are other peculiarities,

which include coins (often in multiples of seven), chicken feathers, btaot sadherent

wax, commingling with avian bones, saweffl portions of long bones, and beads or

cloth in the symbolic colors of one of the
1981: 514).

After the bones have served their purpose as the loctisefiogangas spirit, they are frequently
re-deposited in a cemetery, so the conspicuous placement of skulls and longbones on the surface
could indicate a rVeddogrdecapdating paesters is afrequenArgualwi t h
occurrence, so chickerbes found in a graveyard could be more than the remains of a picnic,

with nonedible parts such as the heads and feet bedigative of animal sacrifice.

Additionally, unlikeVoodog domestic animals such as dogs are #¥dd Mayombeituals. An

important component of Santeria emphasized by several forensic anthropologists (Wetli and

Marinez, as well as Steadman [2003] who worked on a Santeria case in New York that had all
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the hallmarks of #alo Mayombeitual) is that the religion is primarily presantthe Spanish
speaking and Latin culture world; finding a case outside of this context would be unusual.

A final and important aspect &alo Mayombaes that the practice is particularly
prevalent among drug tr af fpowekteprosectthém,and who bel
Pal eros are hired to conduct speci al protect.
connection between the dead, the destitute, a
attributed toPalo Mayombehan anyof the other syncretic traditions; they frequently include
grave robbing, extortion, and animal and huma
Martinez report that in some cases, individuals have been murderedsdettogthe Palo
Mayombepracttioner) can obtain their organs for ritual use, in which case taking human remains
out of cemeteries may prevent such violent de
contrast, be used solely for intimidation, as some practitioners lackirgroeans of power
have used the setup of the cauldron, altar, and other ritual objects to intimidate others (Wetli and
Martinez 1981). These complex instances make up what Wetli and Martinez (incorrectly) refer to
a sVogdooDe at h, 0 wh er e intamidationnabdirealavibléencerare nséd to bring
harm to the | iving. More accurately, Per |l mutt
cri mes 0, VoodoocShanteda, an@alo Mayombeén the same group of Af,@aribbean
Syncretic Religions.

A common theme among these syncretic religions is the supernatural power of the dead.
Perlmutter notes that where Santeria can be effe&ale, Mayombgthough dark, is quicker
and more efficient, a theme echoed/modoowith the interactions with thBetro spirits.

Assuming one has proper payment or is willing to deal with certain consequences or possible

side effects, evoking the deadRalo Mayomb¢é o deal with dAparticul arly
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be solved with white magic (Perlmutter 2003) is se®an effective strateginthropologist

Zora Neil Hurston (1938) describes several vaguely similar practices in Héaitaatog from

living individuals beating upon graves and wailing their distress to evoke the buried person's pity
and subsequent supetual help, to the creation of zombies which, while not medically dead,
are still startling examples of a magical c
theme is the exploitation of the dead by those who are exploited themselves. Tioépadefor

their bones and body parts to be given to anatomists, they are sold or stolen in pieces for occult
purposes, and they are invokedith a physical loci or nét to do the bidding of the living-or

whatever reason, grave robbing is an ongoing eenae in Holt Cemetery.

o

n
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CHAPTER 3: HOLT CEMETERY

Figure6: A handmade sign marking the entrance to Holt Cemetery

Holt Cemetery, an unkempt, beleground potter's field, is a burial place for the poorest of New
Orleans tizens, most of them African American. It is also a center of rich and expressive

culture. The surrounding neighborhood's interaction with Holt, in the form of cultural and votive
material, contrasts sharply with the state of the cemetery, where humaingeme lefavailable

for exploitation The cemetery icated in the Mid City neighborhood of New Orleans and has
been in active use for over a century and a half, and possibly much longer (Save Our Cemeteries

online). Its most curious featurthat urike virtually every other cemetery in New Orleans, it is
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entirely belowground-makes it easy to miss it in its location along City Park Avenue behind
Delgado Community College, whose funerary school, once involved in the upkeep of Holt, is no
longer assaoated with the cemetery. Holt is a very active cemetery, with burials still occurring

several times a week (Angie Green, personal communication N4r2013).

Figure7: Holt Cemetery in 1993. Photo by John McCuskmurtes of the Hogan Jazz Archive of Tulane
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Figure8: Holt Cemetery in 2013

The area that now makes up the potter's field was in active use as a burial ground before an

official of the city board of health, Dr. Joseph Holt, officiadistablished the cemetery in 1879

(SOC online). Exactly how long the grounds of Holt have been used to bury the dead has not

been determined. The original 600" by 400" outline was expanded with the addition of a plot on

St. Louis Street in 1909, and toddwe cemetery maintains those dimensions. Originally intended

for the Aindigentod of the city, Holt Cemetery
individuals, from anonymous veterans to famous jazz musicians to victims of epidemic and

violent inne city crime. The poor state of the grounds of Holt and the rich culture that it contains

are both immediately evident. Chaitgys andstuffed animals, and liquor bottles are dispersed



36

among votive material as idiosyncratic as bed frames, and woodeexarsd hangainted

headstones.
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Figure9: Map of Holt Cemetery(A). Part of the Don Marquis Buddy Bolden Collection, Courtesy of the Hogan Jazz Archive of

Tulane University

Most of the graves are unmarked and unrecognizhldeo their layout; graves are arranged

somewhat haphazardly and determining where a plot may lie is often impossible from surface

reconnaissance.
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FigurelQ: Isaiah Morgan Jr.'s grave (left) and Charles "Sunny" Henry's gtaght) Photographer: Michael Ondaatje (1972),
courtesy of the Hogan Jazz Archive of Tulane University.

While individual grave plots may not be easily identifielilt's long, active career is evident

from the human skeletal material found on the gro@hturies of using and reusing grave plots
(marked or otherwise) have overturned a startling amount of osteological material, most of it
fragmented and likely unrecognizable (either as bone or, specifically, human bone) to visitors.
According to Angie Gren, the executive director of the nonprofit Save Our Cemeteries, easy
access both to the cemetery (due to its lack of any kind of gate) and the graves themselves
(which lack the protection of a sealed, abgveund tomb) has long made Holt an easy taget f
grave robbers, who still frequent the cemetery (personal communication, October 20, 2012).

Besides traditiona&Voodooofferings such as rum bottles and cigars, which can be found on a



