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ABSTRACT 

Holt Cemetery is a historic potterôs field in New Orleans that has been in active use for 

several centuries. One of the few below-ground cemeteries in New Orleans, it is one of the most 

culturally fascinating burial places in the city. 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 threatened 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 the theft of 

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 undertaken by archaeologists 

working in the area who intended to create a searchable database with an interactive GIS map. 

Additionally, the nonprofit group Save Our Cemeteries, which works to restore New Orleans' 

cemeteries and educate the public about their importance, has taken part in conservation work. 

As of today all the projects and preservation efforts involving the cemetery have ceased. This 

thesis documents and analyzes the skeletal material within the cemetery alongside the votive 

material and attempts to explain why Holt is allowed to exist in its current state of disrepair 

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

 

 

 
Figure 1: A grave under an oak tree in Holt Cemetery. 

 

 

ñCemeteries, or burial grounds, have always been a part of the human environment. The 

undisputed truth of humanityôs mortality forces human societies to learn how to cope 

with death and its role in life. Cemeteries, and the customs of burial, change from culture 

to culture depending on each cultureôs religious values and customs. The burial customs 

and placement of an individual are viewed as the deceasedôs point of connection between 

this world and the next and for this reason, many cultures place an emphasis on the 
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specific place of burialsò (Miller and Rivera Hallowed Ground, Place, and Culture: The 

Cemetery and the Creation of Place, 2006; 335) 

 

 

This thesis explores the relationship between the living and the dead in New Orleans 

through an examination of Holt Cemetery, a historic potterôs field. Holt is an important case 

study in the field of physical anthropology 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 grave robbing. Holt 

Cemetery is neither exclusively historic nor is it abandoned; on the contrary, it is a highly active 

cemetery where burials of locals from the surrounding area (or individuals from families that 

have since moved or were displaced by Hurricane Katrina) take place at least twice a week, and 

while it is not always a family's first choice for burial, it is well-loved as evidenced by the votive 

material. This thesis looks particularly at the cultural aspects of the nearby low-income 

neighborhood as expressed in the burials and grave markers of the cemetery, and in so doing it 

addresses the cultural significance of Holt to the surrounding area. Furthermore, this thesis 

addresses how the cemetery's state of disrepair has left the human remains within it vulnerable to 

exploitation by grave robbers who sell them or possibly use 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 distinction, the presence of graves of 

significant historical figures such as ñKing of Jazzò Buddy Bolden  makes Holt eligible for 

inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places. Part of the research for this thesis will go 

towards petitioning a place for Holt on the National Register by illustrating its cultural-historical 

worth and need for preservation.  

 

In this thesis I will answer the following specific questions: 
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1. How is the surrounding neighborhoodôs response to death expressed in Holt?  

2. How is Holt 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, and what -- if anything -- 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 Cemeteries, a nonprofit organization 

dedicated to the restoration and protection of New Orleansôcemeteries. After Hurricane Katrina, 

archaeologist Shannon Dawdy and her graduate students made plans for documenting Holt to 

preserve its historic value. Her former graduate student, Dr. Ryan Gray, is now an archaeology 

professor at the University of New Orleans and has plans in place for an eventual mapping 

project at Holt. Though not connected to the cemetery by family, his interest and research have 

brought him to Holt, which he calls ña unique, beautiful, vibrant, and endangered part of our 

city's cultural heritageò (Ryan Gray, personal communication, 2013). Dr. Gray visits Holt several 

times a year to check on the maintenance of the graves, and is one of the few people actively 

working on its preservation. Notably, he says, ñHolt is, for me, distinct from other New Orleans 

cemeteries in the degree to which the space is still activeand transforming, but also in the degree 

to which it is threatened. While cemetery preservation in other historic cemeteries is very 

carefully considered, there are still activities conducted by both well-meaning volunteers and by 

city maintenance efforts that regularly destroy significant stylistic elements of the site, 

sometimes on a dramatic levelò (Ryan Gray, personal communication, March14 2013).  
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Dr. Gray reports that while Holt has always been in a state of disrepair, it was even more 

unkempt before Katrina. As an archaeologist he is also well aware that the bones scattered on the 

ground surface of the cemetery are human and that this is not unusual in cemetery spaces; 

nevertheless, tourists taking bones and bone fragments as souvenirs is still a concern. As for 

Holt's future, Dr. Gray is working on a project to help in the documentation and preservation of 

Holt. He explains, 

ñMy own planned project involves an open-sourced GIS database, which keeps track of a 

basic database of graves, associated names, and decorations. This will serve as a 

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 

effortsò (Ryan Gray, personal communication March 2013).  

 

 Another individual deeply involved in the preservation of Holt is Angie Green, the 

executive director of the Save Our Cemeteries project. She reports that she only visits Holt on 

SOC business, 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,  

ñBecause of the randomness of the burials, and the informal way of identifying burial 

locations, it is extremely common for gravediggers to encounter 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, and re-bury them in a 

common locationéI do wish there were better practices for identification of grave 

locations, and a less-haphazard 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 bones exposed.ò (Angie Green, personal communication March 2013).  

 

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 

remains. ñI have heard rumors that grave-robbing for bones has happened there. Apparently a 

skull can fetch $1,000 or more, so I do worry about that. There's no security, lighting, or even a 
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fence to protect that from happening. I have seen evidence of spiritual/Voodoo rituals in the 

cemetery, but I don't know how common or 'real' that is. It just might be kids messing around.ò 

 

In short, Holt is heir to a complicated history of New Orleansô race and class divisions, 

Afro-Caribbean magic, well-intentioned but now abandoned plans for city restoration, and wet 

graves. The following chapters describe whether this sordid history is repeating itself at Holt as 

well as how Holt is used by the modern community. In order to answer these questions, I 

employed several strategies. First, I conducted an analysis 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 I 

analyzed the votive material in the cemetery and determine how it describes the cultural, formal-

religious and folk-religious responses to death in the surrounding neighborhood. Finally, I 

conducted a survey of visitors to the cemetery to determine who comes to Holt and for what 

purpose. 

In chapter 2 I will look at cemeteries and their historic uses, with a focus on New 

Orleansô cemeteries, as well as grave robbing in relation to Voodoo and Santeria. In chapter 3 I 

will focus on the current state of Holt and the recently abandoned projects concerning its 

restoration, concluding with remarks on how my own project relates to these past efforts. In 

chapter 4 I discuss the skeletal material present on the ground surface of the cemetery and what 

can be inferred about the possibility of grave 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 

visitorôs responses to the surveys I conducted. Conclusions about Holt both as a cultural locus 

and a case study for modern, urban grave robbing are made in chapter 7.  
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CHAPTER 2: CEMETERIES, VOODOO, AND GRAVE ROBBING  

A History of New Orleans Cemeteries  

 

Joseph Roach, discussing the cemeteries of New Orleans, refers to these unusual burial 

places as ñbehavioral vortices of deathò (48), and indeed, cemeteries make up an 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 above-ground burials, and consequently New 

Orleans' cemeteries are visually distinctive among the burial places of North America. They are 

frequently-encountered reminders of mortalityðperhaps even more significantly so in a city 

with a history of disaster, disease, and violence. New Orleans' proximity with its cities of the 

dead was 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. Peter's Cemetery, located in the area now bounded by Burgundy, 

Rampart, Toulouse, and St. Peter streets in the modern-day 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 mixed-race individuals 

(interestingly, the only burial objects recovered from the cemeteryðtwo saints medals, a ñjewel-

setò rosary, and a glass-encased depiction of the Virgin Maryðwere all associated with a man in 

his forties who, bearing distinctive notching on his teeth, was concluded to have been born in the 

Congo [Dawdy, 2008; 138-140]). As recently as November 2011, locals were reminded of their 

proximity to this cemetery when a resident digging a pool uncovered fifteen 18
th
-century coffins 

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



8 
 

 
 

famous occupant, the "Voodoo Queen" Marie Laveau, followed in 1789 (Upton, 1997), and 

stands as the first example of the now-commonplace above-ground tombs of Louisiana. Upton 

(1997) notes that ñEarly-nineteenth-century reform cemeteries throughout the United States 

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

cemeteries. The difference was that rural cemetery planners believed -- wrongly as it happens -- 

that they had chosen sites far beyond any possible urbanizationò(133). 

The stylistic change (European cemeteries were traditionally located within city or town 

limits) put, as Miller and Rivera put it, a new ñemphasis on memory,ò reflecting the deceasedôs 

life and the preferences they had, so that ñwithin the United States, the cemetery became a 

microcosm of the real world...ò (Miller and Rivera 2006: 336). In a somewhat different view, 

Roach interprets the use of the European model for cemeteries as a ñrevolutionary spatial 

paradigmò that allowed for ñthe segregation of the dead from the livingò (Roach, 1996: 48). Prior 

to the modern, urban-style of cemeteries with their secluding use of space, cemeteriesðoften 

overcrowded and overflowing with the skeletons of the now-anonymous deadðserved as public 

spaces where the living could interact with 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 

and took away the social aspects of the European cemetery. Thus, ñmodernity itself might be 

understood as a new way of handling (and thinking about) the deadò (Roach, 1996: 48).  

In New Orleans, cemeteries have retained this status as significant gathering places for 

the community, creating ña sense of place that facilitates the communion of the living and the 

dead through religious and cultural activitiesò (Miller and Rivera 2006: 340). Not unlike city 

parks, these cemeteries have hosted everything from music festivals to marathon races 
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(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 turkey bones littering the ground of these 

graveyards, evidence of everyday use of the cemeteries as gathering places. 

 The reverence locals once kept for these historic places was (and still today in certain 

locations like Lacombe, see Figure 2) especially apparent on All Saints Day, when families went 

to the cemeteries throughout Louisiana to clean, white-wash, and decorate the tombs before they 

were blessed by a Catholic priest and families discussed their long histories while votive candles 

burned out on the graves. 
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Figure 2: A votive candle and figurine on a Lacombe grave. Examples of decorations on All Saint's Day. 

 

The architecture of these cemeteries varies by 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 a long history in the city frequently have a family tomb which is used by 

generations of people, and even the few below-ground cemeteries contain family plots with 

stacks of coffins, often with the remains of several individuals collected together in the coffin of 

the most recent burial. For most individuals in New Orleans, their coffin is placed on a slab 
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running through the center of the above-ground tomb. After a year and a day, the tomb is re-

opened and the remains of the individualðnaturally cremated when the Louisiana heat turns the 

tomb interior into an ovenðare 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 to afford their own tomb can rent a burial space in the vaults built into 

the cemetery's surrounding walls. If the individualôs family is unable to pay their ñrent,ò the body 

can be ñevictedò from the cemetery. The gridded ñfoursò (the in-wall burials along the 

cemeteries) are in a sense a resting spot between in-the-ground burial and the elaborate 

mausoleums, so even the poor have a sense of being preserved, often with the expectation (in 

Catholic beliefs) of an eventual resurrection of the corporal body (Upton, 1997).  

Though faced with unique architectural restraints (including being completely surrounded 

by a mosquito, alligator, and snake-infested swamp), the changing landscape of the cemeteries of 

New Orleans was in line with what was happening across the United States in the 18
th
 century, 

when health concerns about burying the dead too close to the ground's surface inspired a change 

in cemetery architecture (Miller and Rivera 2006). In other words, ñTo consider the quick and 

the dead as members of a single community exposed both to dangerò (Upton 1997: 133). 

Proximity to the dead created medical problems, something even early doctors recognized, and 

while cemeteries still served as important places of community and family memory, Upton 

(1997) notes that ñ(t)raditional fears of death and 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 deadðone's own ancestorsðwere reported with a sense of 

betrayalò (133). 
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If 19
th
 century cemeteries were in general considered damp and infected places, New 

Orleans, at one time nicknamed ñthe Wet Graveò, was in a category by itself. Coffins buried 

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 newly-buried loved 

ones would be eaten by worms as well as crabs and other water-dwelling creatures. Furthermore, 

weighting coffins down in this manner was often only a temporary solution to the problemð

when heavy rains caused the soil to become waterlogged, the coffins buried within them had an 

unpleasant tendency to rise to the surface. New Orleans residents found a solution to this 

problem by building above-ground cemeteries, already fashionable in Europe (such as Père-

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 landscape by creating a sort of monument out of the 

mausoleums. However, such burials are expensive and are consequently a luxury of the middle 

and upper classes. The poor must content themselves with shallow below-ground burials (in a 

conversation with grave diggers preparing for a funeral at Carrollton cemetery in New Orleans' 

16th Ward, I learned that these graves are routinely dug about three feet deep) 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 deathða mingling of memories and 

bones, opposed to the ñarchive of human memoryò Upton describes. The cemeteries of New 

Orleans are prime examples of the disparity between the socially elite and the poor. In Lafayette 

or Greenwood cemeteries, for example, the dead are placed in church-like mausoleums, 

decorated with stained glass windows and weeping, stone 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 austere, well-kept 

mausoleums in wealthier neighborhoods. Though the grounds are overgrown and the area littered 

with human bone fragments, they are replete with cultural material and evidence of frequent 

visitation and devotion. These discrepancies are reflective of the deceasedôs postmortem status, 

and ñobservable differences in class behavior exists 'after death', that is, with reference to funeral 

and burial customs and in practices associated with bereavementò (Kephart 1950: 635). In his 

1950 article focused on disparity between classes in funerals and burial, Kephart argues that that 

the difference in social 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 spends proportionally less on funeral 

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

insurance policy received to pay for the funeral (Kephart 1950). Kephart hypothesizes that ñthe 

occurrence of death in a lower class family has a much more disorganizing effect than in the case 

of an upper class familyò (Kephart 1950: 640) and thus accounts for the proportionally longer 

lapse between death and burial (about 4 days) compared to an upper class family (2 days). Lower 

classes display more emotionality at funerals, have more set-piece like flower arrangements, and 

are more likely to have a ñpublic viewingò of the body, which is frequently not present at all in 

upper class funerals (Kephart 1950). Interestingly, cremation (at the time the article was 

published) remained a phenomenon of the upper class; less common in the middle-class, and 

least common in the lower-class, though a potter's field burial was regarded with great 

apprehension. He states,  
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ñIf potter's field in Philadelphia can be taken as typical, it would probably be no 

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 all the symbols which classify them as human beings. They 

are buried without flowers, without clothes, without graves, and without namesò 

(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 frequently honored 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 robbing. While 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 slave 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 of American 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 

general features include: rapid removal of the corpse to a funeral parlor, embalming, 

institutionalized óviewing,ô and disposal by burial (Huntington, 1979; 187). 

New Orleans is clearly an exception to this pattern, not only with its cemeteries but in the 

customs and celebrations surrounding a burial. A funeral in New Orleans is quite unlike a funeral 

anywhere else in the Western World. According to Dr. Olanike Ola Orie, a linguistics professor 

at Tulane University born in Nigeria, West-African funerals bear many 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, the presence 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 graves. The week leading 

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

internmentða practice Dr. Orie and other researchers have likened to the New Orleans ñjazz 

funeral.ò These elaborate funerals are common throughout the West-African area, though 

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, particularly 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 African-Americans in New Orleans, as Roach illustrates, the death 

of an older individual is met with much grieving due to the loss of an important link with one's 

ancestry. Within the historic African American community, honoring the dead was also an act of 

honoring one's ancestry, such as the ñfestivals of the deadò held after the 1759 slave revolt of 

Point Coupee which ñin defiance of the authorities and the Code Noir, honored the executed 

freedom fightersò (Roach, 1996; 48). Alongside a description and discussion of a 19th-century 

funeral of a woman who had been born in Africa, which occasioned extreme displays of grief 

among her family (such as her granddaughters throwing themselves into the wet grave, though 

children playing in the cemetery reportedly happily pelted each other with bones), Roach 

explains, ñThe occasion created by death offered this community an opportunity to affirm its 

semiautonomous but discreetly submerged existence within or against the obligatory rituals of 
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the better publicized fiction called the dominant cultureò (Roach, 1996; 60). ñLouisiana creoles 

live closer to the dead than do most Anglo-Americansò Roach reaffirms, while historically (and 

in the modern-day) ñthe line between the living and the dead in New Orleans worked as a 

symbolic reiteration of the color line, particularly with the increasing popularity in the 1870s and 

1800s of expanding 'Whites Only' cemeteries, segregated Cities of the Deadò (Roach, 1996; 

209). In West African tradition, the treatment of the dead and the handling of human remains 

involve specific cultural practices. The recently deceased 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 members) to demonstrate their affluence (Olanike Ola Orie, personal interview March 

2013). These practices bring to mind the very personal cultural expressions of New Orleans jazz 

funerals. According to musicians I have spoken with in the Hogan Jazz Archive at Tulane 

University, sometimes ñattendedò by the deceased musicians themselves who are preserved in 

life-like manners to ñgreetò the guests at their own funerals. Jazz musician Lionel Batiste ñUncle 

Lionel,ò for example, was displayed in such a unique manner at his funeral in July of 2012. The 

famous New Orleans newspaper the Times Picayune reported, ñIn a send-off as unique as the 

man himself, Mr. Batiste wasnôt lying in his cypress casket. Instead, his body was propped 

against a faux street lamp, standing, decked out in his signature man-about-town fineryò (Spera, 

2012).  
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Figure 3: 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 Charbonnet-Labat Funeral Home in New Orleans" (photo by Chris Granger, the Times 
Picayune) 

 

The scene brings to mind Louis Armstrong's famous rendition of the folksong St. James 

Infirmary Blues: ñWhen I die I want you to dress me in straight lace shoes/ Boxback coat and a 

Stetson hat/ Put a twenty dollar gold piece on my watch chain/ So the boysôll know that I died 

standin' pat.ò  
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Figure 4Υ 5ŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ [ƛƻƴŜƭ .ŀǘƛǎǘŜΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎΦ ϦWearing rings, a band leaders whistle, and his signature cane in 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 Charbonnet-Labat Funeral Home in New Orleans" (photo by Chris Granger, the Times Picayune). 

 

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

is most common in Ghana. 

As part of the legacy of slavery, the disparity between social classes appears to play an 

equally contrasted role when dealing with spirituality and rituals of burial; wealthy cemeteries 

lack the power of their smaller, black or mixed-race counterparts. In places like Holt, the 

dead/ancestors demand consideration with their conspicuous presence and thus create a kind of 
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ritual space. In contrast, the absence of elaborate funerals or votive material in wealthy 

cemeteries could indicate not only a weak cultural expression but the lack of an ongoing 

relationship with the dead. In Holt and other predominantly African American cemeteries in New 

Orleans, even the giving of small ñgiftsò to the inhabitants of the tomb suggests an expectation of 

reciprocation, or gratitude for a favor already granted. Gomez (1998) explains the importance of 

having a strong ancestor-focused ritual and spiritual element in funerary and 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, 

nonetheless made the voyage voluntarily. For the African-born, 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 Country Marks: The Transformation of African Identities in the 

Colonial and Antebellum South (1998); 277).ò 

In this light, extreme expressions of grief and mourning at African American funerals, such as 

the one described by Roach and opposed to their West African counterparts, are understandable, 

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

 

 

 

Historic use of cemeteries, the poor, and grave robbing in the American South 

 

Potters' fields such as Holt have long been in use, and frequently the remains they house 

tell stories about class disparity. Mozart famously received a pauper's funeral, as did Buddy 

Bolden, who has a decorated monument dedicated to his memory as ñthe blowingest man since 

Gabrielò (quoting Jelly Roll Morton) though the exact location of his grave has been lost; his 
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remains are likely disarticulated and scattered around the cemetery. The American South, and 

New Orleans in particular, has a history of grave robbing and other instances of the lower-class 

dead being exploited not only by the upper class, but by their living lower-class 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 or even handling of 

human remains is a strongly taboo activity. In West African tradition, the spirit of the deceased is 

believed to still be attached to their bones because, as Dr. Orie explaines, the skeleton is the most 

enduring part of the human body and thus has special significance. The taking or tampering with 

bones, therefore, is considered a very negative thing. Beliefs 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 as either devoid of personal significance or imbued with supernatural power. In historic 

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 States with rapid speed, jumping from 

five in 1760 to sixty-five by the next century (Carney, 2011). The 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries, for all 

their revitalization in cemetery architecture, maintained an even more complicated relationship 

with the dead as medical schools modernized and cadavers were needed for anatomical 

dissection. These scientific endeavors were more often than not met with resistance from the 

surrounding communities, whose religious beliefs and cultural practices ñtaught that respectful 

treatment of the body was necessary for the spirit's rest and to avoid ghostly retributionò (Upton 

1997: 133). In the 1700's, medical dissection inspired riots among lower-class laborers in 

London, while the managers and physicians of the Pennsylvania Hospital condemned ñthe 

indecent conduct of some Young Surgeons in taking up and dissecting dead bodies, [which] 
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occasions a general uneasiness and displeasure in the minds of all humane Peopleò (Upton 1997: 

133). The supposed indecency of medical students is a theme echoed in several 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 non-medical people felt towards the dead and dissection meant that cadavers, 

while necessary for medical training, were hard to come by, and many dissectors turned to grave 

robbing. Halperin (2007) describes the process: ñIf soil conditions were good and the grave 

shallow, the thief and his 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 tossed back into the 

coffinò (490). In the absences of any embalming agent (as embalming was not perfected nor 

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 occurred primarily in the winter 

months when decomposition was slowed and anatomy classes were generally held (Halperin 

2007). As we might expect, ñ(s)ince deterrence of grave robbing took time and money, the poor 

were disadvantaged and their graves were the most vulnerableò (Halperin 2007: 491). The simple 

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 coffins to metal cages placed over their graves (Halperin 2007), ñBody snatching,ò says 

Carney, ñwas so commonplace that wealthy graveyards posted sentries, raised formidable walls, 

and dug deeper trenches than the graveyards of the poor. Funeral parlors sold heavy concrete 

monuments to place above caskets in order to impede digging. Some funeral homes even offered 
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anti-body snatching alarms that triggered when a robber's shovel breached the burial vaultò 

(Carney, 2011; 47). In Louisiana, body snatchers were deterred by bricked-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 complicated laws surrounding whose body 

could be used and how. Halperin explains,  

ñState laws were passed in the 19th century allowing medical schools to use the remains 

of the downtrodden of societyðthe unclaimed bodies of paupers, residents of alms houses, and 

those buried in potterôs fields.... Mississippi and North Carolina exempted the bodies of 

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 African American Medical 

schools typically obtained unclaimed Black ópotterôs field bodiesô...ò (Halperin 2007: 491). 

 

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 and material they could acquire, and this 

included cadavers for dissection and medical experiments (Savitt 1982). Blacks, particularly 

slaves, were obvious targets for this, and frequently ended up on dissecting tables. Interestingly, 

ñNeither whites nor blacks held hospitals in high esteem during the antebellum period. Not only 

did patients object to having medical students and doctors touching and poking theméthey also 

feared that experiments might be performed on them and that they would be permitted to die so 

autopsies could be undertakenò (Savitt, 1982; 336). According to Savitt, these fears were mainly 

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 and dissection, sometimes going to the 

predictable extreme. ñ...(P)hysicians and students had to resort to grave robbing, hurried 

dissections before bodies were claimed, and deception to obtain cadavers for autopsy and 

anatomical investigationsò (Savitt, 1982; 337). As in life, the impoverished were exploited by the 

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 proposing that executed blacks be given to dissectors (Savitt, 1982). It is 

interesting to consider that these individuals were evidently ñsimilarò enough to whites to teach 

medical students anatomy (which I assume includes neuroanatomy) but not similar enough to be 

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, the anatomy lab must have understandably been a nightmarish 

place. In Charleston in 1856, one elderly black woman, looking at the medical school, was 

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

time, winter being the optimal time for using cadavers (Savitt 1982: 340). ñBlacks usually knew 

full well how the bodies of their friends and relatives were being used,ò Savitt (1982) notes, ñand 

they were both offended and frightenedò (340). Living slaves were also used for experimental 

medical treatments 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 example of this is Grandison 

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

of the Medical College of Georgia and ñowned by all seven members of the facultyò (Halperin 

2007: 492). Harris's main job was to procure bodies in any way he could, sometimes through 

negotiation but ñfrequently...from the Cedar Grove Cemetery, a burial site reserved for 

Augustaôs indigent Black communityò (Halperin 2007: 492). Perks in Harris's job included the 

freedom to travel frequently to see his 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 

dissecting and became a teaching assistant, valued such that ñ(p)hotographs of the graduating 
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classes frequently portray Harris standing with the studentsò(Halperin 2007: 492). In a strange 

series of events, ñHarris made his way in a white-dominated world of medical education by 

aiding and abetting the theft of African American bodiesò (Halperin 2007: 492).  

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 a lucrative business shipping 

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

inconspicuous labels such as ñfresh paintò or ñturpentineò) to the Grafenberg Medical Institute in 

Alabama (Halperin 2007: 493). As this business continued, stories about ñnight doctorsò who 

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 dressing like doctors and wandering African American neighborhoods at 

night (Savitt 1982: Halperin 2007). Halperin states that, 

ñIn New Orleans the medical mythology among African Americans included stories 

about 'needle men'ðmedical students at the Charity Hospital who were eager to procure 

cadavers for their studies. The so called óóblack bottle menôô were said to give patients 

cascara and magnesia in order to hasten death and provide corpses...ò (Halperin, 2007; 

493). 

 

Ressurectionists such as Grandison Harris, who had gained prominence and high status in white 

society, became ñwell-known bogeymenò among black communities (Halperin 2007: 494) 

Grave robbing, and exploitation of the bodies of blacks, echo a common theme in the 

history of New Orleans and the southern United States. Joseph Roach, in his Cities 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 

body into commodity 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 human skeletons continues to be limited. Most frequently, donated bodies, post-

dissection, are crematedðskeleton includedðand returned to their families. This means that 

even in the twenty-first century, a market exists for grave-robbing. In many third world countries 

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 ñcovered up in a veil of altruistic idealsò (Carney, 2011; 6). As in the historic 

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 knowing 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 suppliers 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 skeletons was a 

highly profitable business and Indian specimens are considered the best in the medical world, the 

trade went on clandestinely with suppliers turning to the time-honored practice of grave robbing 

to help meet their demands (Carney, 2011). In time, the demand 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 discoloration 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 human bones 

that have been subject to taphonomic forces and long periods of burial, and so such 

ñarchaeologicalò specimens are as valid as medical ones. Furthermore, human bonesð

particularly skullsðare marketable as curiosity pieces or even tools for occult rituals. Within the 

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

Voodoo for the tourist market, I have witnessed several examples of human remains being used 

to create an atmosphere of authenticity and mystique. The Voodoo Museum, among other 

esoteric objects, has a full human skeleton dressed in the sunglasses and tuxedo of the Voodoo 

lwa Baron Samedi. Hex, a magic boutique on Decateur street selling touristy and occult objects, 

contains a ñwitch'sò altar, the centerpiece of which is a human skull that was once clearly an 

anatomical specimen (evidenced by its pristine state and the sawn-off calvaria with metal hooks 

for reattachment). Most impressive is the occult shop Esoterica, which deals in magical herbs 

and supplies and is home to two antique, anatomically-prepared 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 slaves was indeterminable 

from the short time I was able to look at them. New Orleans may represent a unique case among 

examples of the use of human remains. Historically a center for medical-based grave-robbing, 

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

the local culture seems to embrace. 

 

Voodoo and Santeria in relation to grave robbing 
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Where the remains of the deceased are denied respect as once-living persons in the case 

of medical body theft, grave robbing can also take place for ritual and religious purposes in the 

belief that human remains contain spiritual power. The popular image of New Orleans' Voodoo 

paints the practice as a dark one where the use of human remains would not be unexpected. 

While several tourist-oriented ñVoodooò shops in city display actual human remains to create the 

desired mystique, in reality Voodoo, while involving animal sacrifice, does not traditionally 

make use of human remains. Closely related Afro-Caribbean practices, however, such as 

Santeria, do have offshoots that use of skeletal material, and while more frequently found in 

Spanish-speaking or Latin-culture areas (opposed to French-culture areas like Louisiana), 

instances of Santeria and the more sinister practice, Palo Mayombe, have been found in 

Louisiana. Voodoo, 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 of folk Catholicism and Ewe, Yoruba, and Fon 

cultural elements from West and West Central African (particularly Angola and Kongo) 

traditions (Gomez 1998: 54-55). Such traditions are prominent in Cuba, Brazil, (both areas where 

Santeria and Palo Mayombe are also practiced) and Haiti. In the United States a variation of 

Voodoo is found primarily in Louisiana (Gomez 1998: 54-55). Here, the practice of Voodoo is 

often conflated with Hoodoo. ñHoodooò may be said to be more similar to Palo Mayombe. 

Based on West Central African miniski, it involves the use of magic charms or amulets, such as 

the well-known personal, magic charms called gris-gris (Gomez 2008). Gomez explains that 

Hoodoo ñconsisted of mechanisms of intervention that evolved out of the religions of ethnicities 

from places other than the Bight of Benin. There are numerous areas in which the two systems 

overlap, although in others they are essentially the sameò (283). It is this practice containing the 
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use of charms and magic that has gained notoriety in popular imagination, and essentially 

ñérepresents the legacy of the African worldview divorced from its proper religious contextò 

(Gomez 2008: 284). In Louisiana, ñVoodoo gradually came to be viewed less as a religion and 

more as a particular brand of magic, boasting the efficacy of various potions, charms, and 

amulets in the lives of its adherentsò (Gomez 2008: 57).  

In many respects (that is, the African history and the use of charms and amulets) Santeria 

is similar to Voodoo. In spite of a common origin in the slave trade, however, Voodoo and 

Santeria are distinct practices, originating from different African traditions and developing under 

different colonial rules (French versus Spanish). ñAlthough they share Yoruba and Kongo 

influences, the cultures they assimilated into were different; Haiti was under French influence 

during the slave trade while Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic were under Spanish 

ruleò (Perlmutter, 2003; 536-537). If grave robbing is taking place for occult reasons, it is 

Santeria that is to be suspect in such cases, even in the Voodoo-oriented Louisiana. Forensic 

investigators have frequently come in contact not only with human remains used for purposes of 

Santeria, but ñviolent and nonviolent deaths of Latinsò alike (Wetli and Martinez 1981: 507). 

Wetli and Martinez explain that ñThe forensic science aspects of Santeria are manifold and 

mostly emanate from the black magic sect. Besides ritualistic death wishes, outright homicide 

and apparent natural deaths have been associated with Santeria rituals. Of particular interest to 

the forensic scientist are those rituals requiring the use of human bonesò (Wetli and Martinez 

1981: 507). 

Such crimes are not part of the general practice of Santeria, but instead a dark branch of 

the religion, Palo Mayombe, which focuses not on the gods of Santeria but instead on the spirits 

of the dead. This ñblack magicò form of Santeria is feared by regular practitioners and rarely 
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used (Perlmutter 2003).These crime scenes often contain ñ...statues, bowls of fruit, candles, 

herbs, strings of beads, and decapitated birds. Occasionally other ritually sacrificed animals, 

especially goats, may be foundò (Wetli and Martinez 1981: 507). Besides these items, the true 

locus of the practitioner's power is a cauldron filled with human bones, known as a ngang (Wetli 

and Martinez 1981), a Congo word meaning ñdead, spirit, or supernaturalò (Perlmutter 2003: 

541).  

 

 

Figure 5: A  ngang containing human bones from a forensic case in Metarie, Louisiana. The bones had been stolen from a 
cemetery. Photo courtesy of John W. Verano, who investigated the case. 

  

In Palo Mayombe, the skeleton in the cauldron is known as the ngang's ñpatron,ò and it is this 

individual's spirit that is called upon to do the bidding of the palero (Perlmutter 2003). To 
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enhance its power, the cauldron is filled with graveyard or crossroads dust, insects, herbs, spices, 

coins, animal remains (primarily avian), and animal blood, which must be continually ñfedò to 

the cauldron's ñpatronò to initiate it and offer payment (Perlmutter 2003). There are several 

forms of evidence that could indicate a grave was robbed for this ritual purpose, including coins 

(left as ñpaymentò to the spirits) and bird bones associated with the scene (Wetli and Martinez 

1981). Long-bones with sawn-off 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 practicing Palo Mayombe preferentially remove the skull from graves 

(Perlmutter 2003), with long-bones being the second preferred material for the ngang. They 

summarize, for forensic investigators,  

ñBones found outside the context of an obvious ritual may be perplexing. However, some 

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 containing dried grass 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, blood stains, adherent 

wax, commingling with avian bones, sawed-off portions of long bones, and beads or 

cloth in the symbolic colors of one of the Seven African Powersò (Wetli and Martinez 

1981: 514).  

 

After the bones have served their purpose as the locus for the nganga's spirit, they are frequently 

re-deposited in a cemetery, so the conspicuous placement of skulls and longbones on the surface 

could indicate a returned ñpatron.ò As with Voodoo, decapitating roosters is a frequent ritual 

occurrence, so chicken bones found in a graveyard could be more than the remains of a picnic, 

with non-edible parts such as the heads and feet being indicative of animal sacrifice. 

Additionally, unlike Voodoo, domestic animals such as dogs are used Palo Mayombe rituals. 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 a Palo Mayombe ritual) is that the religion is primarily present in the Spanish-

speaking and Latin culture world; finding a case outside of this context would be unusual.  

A final and important aspect of Palo Mayombe is that the practice is particularly 

prevalent among drug traffickers, ñ...who believe that it has the power to protect them, and 

Paleros are hired to conduct special protection ritualsò (Perlmutter 2003: 542). As yet another 

connection between the dead, the destitute, and the exploitation of both, ñThere are more crimes 

attributed to Palo Mayombe than any of the other syncretic traditions; they frequently include 

grave robbing, extortion, and animal and human sacrificeò (Perlmutter 2003: 542). Wetli and 

Martinez report that in some cases, individuals have been murdered so the palero (the Palo 

Mayombe practitioner) can obtain their organs for ritual use, in which case taking human remains 

out of cemeteries may prevent such violent deaths. The ñthreatò skeletal material implies may, in 

contrast, be used solely for intimidation, as some practitioners lacking other means 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 

as ñVoodoo Death,ò where a combination of intimidation and real violence are used to bring 

harm to the living. More accurately, Perlmutter (2003) referrers to these instances as ñoccult 

crimesò, including Voodoo, Santeria, and Palo Mayombe in the same group of Afro-Caribbean 

Syncretic Religions. 

A common theme among these syncretic religions is the supernatural power of the dead. 

Perlmutter notes that where Santeria can be effective, Palo Mayombe, though dark, is quicker 

and more efficient, a theme echoed in Voodoo with the interactions with the Petro spirits. 

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

side effects, evoking the dead in Palo Mayombe to deal with ñparticularly hard casesò that can't 
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be solved with white magic (Perlmutter 2003) is seen as an effective strategy. Anthropologist 

Zora Neil Hurston (1938) describes several vaguely similar practices in Haitian Voodoo, from 

living individuals beating upon graves and wailing their distress to evoke the buried person's pity 

and subsequent supernatural help, to the creation of zombies which, while not medically dead, 

are still startling examples of a magical control of the ñdeadò to aid the living. The connecting 

theme is the exploitation of the dead by those who are exploited themselves. They are robbed for 

their bones and body parts to be given to anatomists, they are sold or stolen in pieces for occult 

purposes, and they are invokedðwith a physical loci or notðto do the bidding of the living. For 

whatever reason, grave robbing is an ongoing occurrence in Holt Cemetery. 
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CHAPTER 3: HOLT CEMETERY  

 

 

 

 
Figure 6: A hand-made sign marking the entrance to Holt Cemetery 

  

Holt Cemetery, an unkempt, below-ground potter's field, is a burial place for the poorest of New 

Orleans citizens, 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 human remains are left available 

for exploitation. The cemetery is located 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 feature--that unlike virtually every other cemetery in New Orleans, it is 
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entirely below-ground--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 associated with the cemetery. Holt is a very active cemetery, with burials still occurring 

several times a week (Angie Green, personal communication March 14, 2013).  

 

 

 

Figure 7: Holt Cemetery in 1993. Photo by John McCusker, courtesy of the Hogan Jazz Archive of Tulane 
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Figure 8: 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, officially established 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 today the cemetery maintains those dimensions. Originally intended 

for the ñindigentò of the city, Holt Cemetery is the final resting place for an assortment of 

individuals, from anonymous veterans to famous jazz musicians to victims of epidemic and 

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

are both immediately evident. Chairs, toys and stuffed animals, and liquor bottles are dispersed 
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among votive material as idiosyncratic as bed frames, and wooden crosses and hand-painted 

headstones.  

 

 

 

Figure 9: 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 unrecognizable due to their layout; graves are arranged 

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

reconnaissance.  
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Figure 10: Isaiah Morgan Jr.'s grave (left) and Charles "Sunny" Henry's grave (right) Photographer: Michael Ondaatje (1972), 
courtesy of the Hogan Jazz Archive of Tulane University. 

 

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

from the human skeletal material found on the ground. Centuries 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 Green, 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, above-ground tomb) has long made Holt an easy target for 

grave robbers, who still frequent the cemetery (personal communication, October 20, 2012). 

Besides traditional Voodoo offerings such as rum bottles and cigars, which can be found on a 


