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Rest in peace; Requiescat in Pace.
In our western world, the abiding sentiment of the living towards the dead has been thus. We wish for ourselves the same.
Ashes to ashes; dust to dust.
It seems right and fitting in our culture that we return to the ground from which we sprang.
As Hamlet comes upon the gravediggers preparing his ex-girlfriend’s grave, he finds the bones of someone he knows; Shakespeare portrays him pausing with the skull of his childhood companion, Yorick, and contemplating that the jester’s fate awaits us all. The Bard, through the voice of the Danish prince, is telling us all that, “Despite all human efforts to evade death, it is inevitable.” (1)
Perhaps that explains some of the fascination with disturbed graves and stolen bodies. We know that the grave awaits us all; we understand that, along with taxes, death is a certainty. To disturb that life-death-burial pattern, then, touches something innate in man, something out of the norm that goes back to our collective, primitive past, and the act traumatizes us.
The act of grave disturbance, in short, causes grave disturbance.
In this context, the book you now hold is more than a collection of trivia, more than a compendium of data about famous people whose final resting places became less than final. No, it becomes, in light of our feelings on the subject, a testimony and a touchstone to our mores a reinforcement of our traditions.
It is normal, it is right; it is ‘our way’ of doing things to allow the dead to rest in peace. This volume should remind you of that.
Mr. Kannard invites us, then, to enter a world where this situation is the exception and not the rule.
Charles Millson; Theologian and Historian
"Blessed be the man who spares these stones, and cursed be he who moves my bones"
Shakespeare
During daylight hours we walk through cemeteries without a care. It is our fate to become a resident in a place like this, but for most it is a far away thought. We visit the crypts, tombs and graves to do two things: to remember and to look forward. No matter if our outward expression is to leave flowers or some trinket that would hold significance to the departed; we honor the memory of their lives by visiting the place they are at rest.
If the daytime is slated for the living to visit the dead, then the night belongs to the departed. Anyone who has walked through a graveyard at night invariably gets that creepy feeling. A chill or hair standing on one's neck are physical signs that suggest we're simply not meant to be there. Even when walking past a cemetery at night, we are admonished to whistle. The spirits that come out and cavort freely at night of their coffins and crypts; are whisked away with a simple whistle. This is the dead’s single greatest protection from desecration. The thought that the spirits will inflict some physical or psychological harm on the living keeps many corpses safe. But safe from who, or from what?
There are those among us who would break this age old tenant of respecting the sanctity of the dead. Reverence for the dead is a cultural marker that most societies share. The dead are revered for their contributions to the world in which we live. Their effect on the world warrants the dead the utmost respect. Tales are told of those who disregard this most basic convention. Stories of those who would in some other way desecrate the grave fill our identity too. After all, Dr. Frankenstein did cruise graveyards for fresh body parts to complete his monster. While Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein is one of the major literary examples of grave robbing working on our psyche, it’s the real stories that get under our skin.
My maternal grandmother told a story about a long forgotten family member. This relative was buried, wearing her wedding ring, during the depths of the Great Depression. After telling of the family intrigue, my grandmother would always end the tale with, “And if they didn’t dig her up ‘cause [another long forgotten relative] thought that ring should have gone to one of them. That ain’t goin’ to happen to me.” In her eloquently rural Tennessee way, my grandmother summed up one of our unspoken fears. The dread that our defenseless mortal shell will be mistreated after we go to the great beyond.
Funeral planners sell equipment that subliminally resonates with our fears. In death, we wish neither the elements getting in, nor someone taking us from our grave. Going as far back as the 17th Century, steel cages were sold to those wishing extra protection from corpse tampering. Today, Hermetically sealed caskets and locked vaults are sold in order to satisfy my Grandmother’s thought of, “That ain’t goin’ happen to me…”
As universal as my grandmother's apprehension is, it is largely unspoken. Death is not a an event to which many of us look forward to. Thoughts of our own demise are shoved to some dark corner until an event happens that forces us to think of our own mortality. How many times have you been to a funeral and heard someone say, "I really need to make a will" or "Here's what I want to happen at my funeral." In most examples, those thoughts fade 15 minutes after a graveside service. The reality of a living world returns quickly to us. Immediate concerns quickly replace cares about the inevitable. Tonight's dinner plans, kid's soccer games, work at the office.. Death goes back in that mental box marked, "Break glass in case of emergency".
If you fall into this category, don't think that you're alone. Even our wise and august law makers usually never consider death when making laws. One would think that those elected officials would make an effort to protect the departed. In many of the stories presented here, we find there were no statues to punish those who tamper with a corpse. When justice was sought in these cases, the perpetrators may only be charged with thefts of caskets or damages caused by vandalism of a grave. In one 2008 Minnesota case, defense attorneys argued that the charges of sexual assault against their clients should be dropped. Why? The law of the land did not explicitly make having sexual contact with a corpse illegal.
Even if our state or local municipalities do not criminalize destructive acts against the dead, an innate sense of morality says this is wrong. When one victimizes the dead it is a "symbolic attack of the very fabric of society itself." (2) In nearly all societies any form of desecration of the dead is viewed as abhorrent behavior. The lack of morals and spiritual depravity of those who would bring harm to the dead is unfathomable to most in Western society
Yet ghoulish behavior happens enough to fill this book with sordid tales of grave robbery and horrid acts against the dead. The acts perpetrated against society's most vulnerable have a myriad of motives. While the lion's share of motivations is as dark and impenetrable as the act themselves, some can be viewed with a skewed sense of justification. We lump together medical students stealing corpses for cadavers or friends carrying out unrequited last wishes with the extortionists and treasure hunters.
Consider one of the most famous grave robbers of all time, Howard Carter. On November 26, 1922, Carter broke into the tomb of the Egyptian Pharaoh Tutankhamen. The fabulous wealth of the boy-king was catalogued and removed for display. Anywhere Tut's remains and funerary gear have been displayed, throngs of people flock to catch a firsthand glimpse of Egypt's former glory. Carter preformed an action that is, in essence, no different than that of my long lost family member who dug up a grave for a gold ring. We do not consider Carter in the same category because he was an archeologist. His grave desecration has been morally equivocated by the mask of history and science. Would you consider it acceptable if someone dug up your corpse in a thousand years to find out what made a 21st Century man or woman tick?
The basic actions in many of the tales presented in this text are equal; in some fashion, they all involve taking control of the dead in a manner that is not socially acceptable. The implications can only be ascertained by you, the reader, and I have tried to simply present their stories. Along with any stories of the dead, there is a certain amount of "gallows humor" that accompanies some chapters. This is by no means meant to make light of the situations or dishonor the departed. Many will recognize this as the same coping mechanism employed in the face of death every day in funeral homes. The absurdities that the Grim Reaper presents to humanity cannot be overlooked.
There is also an element of these stories that take a life of their own. Each of these tales has become rife with rumors, conspiracies, innuendo, and outright fantasy with each retelling. The folklore component has made the process of extracting the historical elements of some story difficult to discern. I have no doubt that while reading these tales, a thought of "I heard this told a different way." may occur. Given that some of these stories have entered the world of folklore, specific details will vary from source to source. Some dialogue contained within some stories has also been fictionalized. History is the art of accurate storytelling. As such, I've tried to capture the flavor of a tale told while sitting around discussing life's mysteries with one's chums.
Judge for yourself the morbid circus contained within.
BK
"I will prescribe regimens for the good of my patients according to my ability and my judgment and never do harm to anyone."~The Hippocratic Oath
It is accepted practice in medical schools throughout the world today to use cadavers in anatomy classes. Most of us would actually be horrified if a doctor didn't get some practice on a real human body before working on ours. The luxury of taking a look under the hood wasn't afforded to a majority of doctors prior to the mid-1800's. Dissection of the dead, it was believed in the west, would prevent the person from being resurrected when Jesus returned. There was no thought of donating one's body to the greater good for medical advancement at the risk of not going to heaven.
Because of this religious conviction, the only bodies that were available were those of executed criminals. In the afterlife, ones sins might be forgiven, but one's physical form would never rise again. The result in the blossoming medical community of the 18th and 19th Centuries was a lack of cadavers to study. Without an intimate knowledge of the structures and systems of the human anatomy, treatments for the most common of aliments would never have been developed.
In order to side step the prohibitions that created the lack of cadavers, the medical community took matters into its own hands. Along with a medical degree, many doctors became well versed in efficient body snatching techniques. Many times in towns that housed medical institutions, a person was buried that afternoon only to be part of tomorrow's anatomy class. As we will find out, the midnight forays of budding doctors did not come without complications.
The number of lives being saved due to medical advancements had a way of softening the view of the use of cadavers. Those grateful to a corpse stealing doctor wanted to repay the medical community by allowing their own bodies to be used for similar advancements. By the early 20th Century, the practice of donating one's body for medical research was not common but was becoming a more socially accepted practice.
The law of unintended consequences is ever present in lofty pursuits. As medical science advanced to the point of transplanting body parts, a new breed of grave robber was born. High-tech traffickers in human flesh began to set up shop. Joints and the bones of the dead could now be used to patch the infirmities of the living. In recent years, scores of medical professionals and funeral home workers have been arrested for harvesting tissue and bone to sell on medical black markets.
If of this sounds like a contrived urban legend, consider the plight of BBC journalist and Masterpiece Theater host Alistair Cooke. Before his cremation in 2005, various bones and tissues were surgically removed from Cooke without out his or the Cooke family's consent. Allegedly, the pieces taken from Cooke's body were sold to Biomedical Tissue Services of Fort Lee, New Jersey. The company is a wholesaler of muscle, bone, tendon and skin for therapies and research efforts.3 The black market for such products exists if one knows where to look.
The attraction of entering into a medically related scheme to create wealth via the dead is simple justification. Those nagging feelings of guilt are quieted by the knowledge that your actions are ultimately helping the living. The cosmic balance sheet never quite gives one a net sum gain on these type of transactions, and there is always a price to pay
The late spring of 1809 was not the best of times to be in Austria. In April, the Austrian government abruptly broke a treaty with France. Tired of living under harsh terms of a previous peace accord, the Austrians attempted to roust the French from their homeland. Initial attacks were successful, but the Austrians had raised the ire of Napoleon. The master strategist would counterattack and take Vienna on May 31st.
As the French forces were pushing into the city a cannonball struck near the home of Joseph Haydn. The ill composer's servants went to his master's side to check on his condition. Hayden seeing the fear in his staff, tried to comfort them. "My children, have no fear, for where Haydn is, no harm can fall.", he told them.
Shortly thereafter Haydn drew his last breath as the battle outside raged on. The tune of Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser (God Save Emperor Francis) was on the minds of the Austrian soldiers that defended Vienna that day. Hayden had written the anthem in 1797 to rouse national spirits in the face of earlier French aggressions. The melody was so popular that in 1841, Hoffmann von Fallersleben penned Das Lied der Deutschen (The Song of Germany) to the music. Hayden's composition and von Fallersleben's words were adopted as Germany's national anthem
Haydn's melodies were not enough to keep Napoleon at bay and the French entered Vienna later that afternoon. The citizens of Vienna had taken a double blow that day with the death of their beloved "Papa", as Haydn was affectionately referred. His musical works have been deemed important enough to mark him, by many music historians, as the "Father of the Symphony". Direct influences can be seen in the works of Hayden's friends Mozart and Beethoven.
Due to the French invasion, Haydn was not interred until June 15th in the Hundsthrum churchyard. Burial took place close to the battle lines in Vienna suburb of Gumpendorf. Even with the sounds of battle close at hand, Haydn's funeral was a quiet, dignified event. Mozart's Requiem played as both French and Austrian officials attended the funeral.(4 ) The mourners from both sides of the conflict returned to the uncertainly of the days to follow. Each one without the hope of future compositions of Haydn's to comfort them.
It was under the chaos of conflict that Johann Peter, superintendent of the royal and imperial prisons of Vienna, saw an opportunity. In attempting to understand the behavior of criminals, Peter had become an amateur phrenologist. Peter had studied the works of Vienna's renowned neuroanatomist and physiologist Dr. Franz Joseph Gall. Gall's theory is that one's personality could be discerned by examining the pattern of bumps on one's head.(5)
What is viewed as a pseudoscience today was seen as cutting edge medical theory in the early 1800's. Gall was so highly regarded as a physician in Vienna that he was once offered the post as personal physician to Emperor Franz II. Not wishing to lose focus on his research, Gall turned down the post. The first lectures on phrenology, or Schädellehre (doctrine of the skull), were given by Gall in 1796. By the end of his life, Gall had made the lecture circuit to many of the major medical centers in Europe. Doctors from all across Europe were stunned by his findings and Schädellehre was nearly considered scientific fact.
Johann Peter wished to use the principles of phrenology in his everyday work. How better could a superintendent of prisons predict the behavior of criminals if their actions were predestined by the bumps on their head? Following in the footsteps of Gall, Peter began collecting skulls for examination. Peter would be able to prove Gall's theories by both experimentation and real life case studies.
One type of skull had proved difficult for Peter to obtain, that of a genius. Peter had plenty of prisoners as test subjects from the lower end of the gene pool, but a man of mental substance was not so easy to obtain. When hearing the news of Haydn's death, Peter realized that he finally had his chance to make that addition to his collection. Since Vienna was in bedlam with the French invasion, Peter should be able to carry out his work unnoticed.
In the two days that came after Haydn's burial, Peter went to work setting up the venture. There were officials to bribe to lend "legitimacy" to the exhumation. Peter bribed the sexton of Hundsthrum church to take an extended break the evening of June 17th. That night Peter, in concert with Prince Esterhazy's secretary Josef Rosenbaum and two government officials named Jungermann and Ullmann, opened Haydn's grave. (6) Haydn's skull was hacked clean from the body and placed in a velvet lined box. There could be no post mortem damage to the head, or the results of Peter's examinations would be eschewed.
The testing of the head should reveal that Haydn would have specific bumps on exact locations of the skull that noted musical talent. True to Gall's diagrams, Haydn in fact possessed fully formed "bumps of music". The amateur phrenologist had advanced the cause of science by validating Gall's work. After the examination was over, Peter flayed the skin and muscle from Haydn's skull and removed the brain. Haydn's brain was likely discarded holding no interest to Peter. Gingerly placing his prize skull back into the box, Peter catalogued the piece for his collection with a twinge of regret.
The harvesting of Haydn's skull might have gone unnoticed if it were not for Prince Esterhazy. The wealthy and influential Hungarian noble's family had been Haydn's patron for over 30 years of his composing career. The Napoleonic wars were long over in 1820 and the Prince had wanted to give Haydn a burial the master musician deserved. Haydn's body was to be moved to Pilgrimage Church of Maria-Einsiedel with full honors. It was during the preparations for the re-interment that Haydn's body was discovered to be without his head.
The Prince was appalled at the turn of events. How could he honor the composer with a new funeral if the man did not possess his head? The public caught wind of the story and their outrage was followed by a full police investigation. Peter had felt regret about what he had done to Haydn's corpse. In the intervening years Peter considered erecting a monument in his backyard for Haydn's sacrifice to science. No matter how much he might have wanted to make things right, Peter could not.
With full public support behind the investigation, it didn't take the authorities long to put together what happened to Hayden's skull. There is always someone willing to pass along a bit of idle gossip that provides the break in a case. Peter was interrogated by the Vienna police and recounted the events of that night 11 years before. He would have gladly handed the skull back over to the police, except he didn't have it. Sometime in the intervening years, Peter's collection had drawn some unwanted attention. Peter had dispersed the collection of skulls, including Haydn's, to other phrenology enthusiasts. There was no way of knowing where the skull had gone.
To jog Peter's memory, the Prince of Esterhazy had offered a pardon and reward if he could locate the skull. Peter had lied to the authorities regarding the skull's location. He had given it to Rosenbaum, the Prince's own secretary, for safe keeping. The skull had been in the Prince's own house for years without him ever knowing. The repercussions to Rosenbaum would be dire if the Prince discovered the ruse.
Rosenbaum's wife had become enamored with the skull. She had commissioned a special display case created for the skull and proudly displayed it during musical events hosted in their quarters.(7) When Peter came to Rosenbaum with the problem, he couldn't disappoint his wife or his employer. With a deft slight of skull play, Rosenbaum purchased another skull from a mortician and gave it to Peter. The new and improved Haydn skull was then given to the authorities where it was examined for authenticity. The forged skull was found to be that of a man that was much too young to have been Haydn. Peter's excuses about a mix-up with the skulls held. The Prince allowed Peter one more chance to obtain the correct skull.
Rosenbaum had heard of the blunder and secured an older man's skull before Peter could come visit him. The second skull satisfied the Prince's doctors sufficiently enough that it was taken as the genuine article and buried with Haydn's body. Rosenbaum's duplicity would not be discovered until his death. In his will, he bequeathed the skull of Papa Haydn back to Peter. History is unclear if the prison superintendent actually knew he had been tricked by Rosenbaum.
Peter kept the skull until his death and willed it to the Vienna Conservatory of Music. They were never to receive the skull. Peter's wife had given it to her doctor before the Conservatory could take possession of the gift. The unnamed Vienna doctor held the skull until his death and passed it along in his will to the Austrian Institute of Pathology and Anatomy in 1832. The Institute had no need for another skull and gave it to Society of Music in Vienna. The Esterhazy family would have been happy to have taken the skull to reunite it with Haydn's body, but everyone was too busy passing the skull around to have thought of that.
In the late 1930's the Esterhazy family once again made a bid for the skull. The family had offered to erect a monument to Haydn if his corpse could be made whole again. The Second World War and the post war division of Europe put the plan on hold. The post war borders had placed Haydn's body in the Soviet Bloc, while his skull rested in an International Zone of a divided Vienna. Through political deals and appeals to common decency, the international implications of Haydn's severed head were worked out by politicians. In 1954, the Esterhazy family got what they had wanted all along. The body and skull of Joseph Haydn were finally reunited in his grave 145 years after being separated. One has to credit the Esterhazy family for their steadfast policy of keeping the memory of those they loved alive, no matter how long or what the cost might have been.
Search Others for Their Virtues,Thyself for Thy Vices
Thirty-six Craven Street in London is a short walk from the heart of British politics at Number 10 Downing Street. Ben Franklin would have wanted his London residence to be close to the political epicenter when he took residence at the Craven Street address. Taking up lodging there in 1757, Franklin was the Pennsylvania Assembly's representative in England. His duties for the colony would keep Franklin at the London address for the better part of the next eighteen years.
The house witnessed not only Franklin's political back story in the events leading up to the American Revolution, but it also witnessed the scientific endeavors of the polymath. While there, Franklin created some of his greatest inventions. Craven Street saw the birth of bifocal glasses and the odd "Glass Armonica". Beethoven and Mozart would go on to produce pieces for the odd musical instrument.(8) These events relating to the house’s history were common knowledge before a renovation effort of the abode began in the mid 1990's. Like many houses that silently watch and catalog the events of those who once lived there, 36 Craven Street held its secrets.
The house's doors had seen Dr. William Hewson come and go many times over the years. Medical history considers the surgeon as the "father of hematology". Hewson has the distinction of being the first person to understand and isolate a key proteins that contributes to the coagulation of blood. On several occasions, the Craven Street house would have heard Hewson and friend Franklin discussing science until the wee hours of the morning. The polymath Franklin held a great interest in human anatomy and medicine.
Franklin's London home kept many of those conversations silent until 1997. During the home's restoration, workmen found that Franklin and Hewson not only discussed medicine, but did some experimentation of their own. While performing excavations at 36 Craven Street, workmen made a grisly discovery. In a small area that was once the house's garden, 1200 pieces of human and animal bones lay buried in a shallow grave. (9) The bones themselves would be able to tell forensic investigators why they rested in the house's garden.
Hewson had lived and ran an anatomy school at 36 Craven Street from 1772 to 1774. Some of the bones that were found there had been drilled into or sawed, indicating they had been used as cadavers for dissection. As was the method of the day, Hewson would have turned to a local source to procure subjects for his anatomy lessons. Either by directly stealing corpses from graveyards, or hiring ressurectionists, the bones were likely obtained by illicit means. While there is no direct evidence that Franklin was involved in grave robbing, it seems unlikely that he would have had knowledge of the method cadavers came into the four story house.
Grave robbing has its price, no matter how noble the purpose seems at the time. Hewson contracted sepsis while working on one of Craven Street cadavers. The infection took Hewson to his own grave on May 1, 1774. One can't help but think the Craven Street House found a grim irony in Hewson's passing in that manner. Apparently "sins" in the name of science tend to be punished.
General Kimberly was shaken awake before dawn on January 12, 1824. Any person of authority knows that nothing good can come from a four o'clock wake up call. This particular morning's trouble was off the chart. Constable Erastus Osborn reported to Kimberly the details of the previous night's crime at the graveyard. Swearing an unintelligible oath, Kimberly hurriedly dressed. The General had a search warrant to issue and some questions he wanted answered.
Kimberly asked Constable Osborn to go over the facts again. Looking nervously out the General's window, Osborn saw a few of the New Haven residents gathering in front of the house. Focusing on what the task at hand, Osborn relayed that sometime that morning or the previous evening someone had seen a lantern light coming from inside the cemetery. The Good Samaritan had looked all over the cemetery and found an empty hole where Bathsheba Smith had been recently buried. While finishing the search warrant, the General contemplated his next move. The thought crossed Kimberly's mind they might want to get the head of Yale's Medical School, Dr. Knight, out of bed as well.
A few more folks had gathered outside the General's home as the two headed toward the Yale Campus. Neither Kimberly nor Osborn had wished to speak to the townsfolk until they knew more. There would be time for that after the nineteen year old girl's body had been found. It is tragic having someone so young pass, and adding the news about her body being stolen could prove explosive for the town's residents. Bathsheba's was not the first body to come up missing in New Haven in recent months. Hurrying to the medical building at the corner of College and Grove Street, the pair stormed up to find Dr. Knight.
The head of Yale's Medical School was used to early hours and to being awakened at all hours of the night. Illness has a way of worsening at night and during the early hours, so over the years Dr. Knight had become accustomed to sleeping when he could. However, being served search warrants in the wee hours was not covered in medical school classes. Reading over the warrant while Osborn told his story for the second time that morning, Dr. Knight involuntarily shook his head. He would get dressed and help find the poor girl's body.
The three men began to search the building and soon found the object of their search. Constable Erastus Osborn would later write his father of the search: “We came to a place in the pavement (the Cellar being paved with large flat stones) which lookd [sic] generally like the bottom of the Cellar throughout, but appeard [sic] to have a trifle of fresh dirt lying scatterd [sic] about. I scratchd [sic] with the end of my walking stick and the more I examind [sic] the more suspicion was created. We soon found the earth appeard [sic] fresher between the stones & finally took up a large flat stone where we discovered a white bundle, apparently a bundle of cloathes [sic]. We examind [sic] it & found a human body doubled up in a heap entirely coverd [sic] up with grave cloathes [sic]. We took it out and it was immediately known to be the body of the young woman we were searching for.” (10)
The Doctor professed to know nothing about the young woman's body. Osborn obviously believed Knight ignorant of the crime. For years the local authorities had heard stories of Yale students taking corpses from the local graveyards. The University touched a wide swath of the New Haven economy, and no one wanted to upset the cash cow. The students had become quite adept at grave robbing and never made their acts obvious. Knight suggested that to keep the peace in the community, they wrap Bathsheba in a sheet and spirit her away from the school.
Dr. Knight's plan was foiled from its conception. The townsfolk that had gathered at General Kimberly's house migrated to Yale campus. It didn't take long for the New Haven residents to figure out that Bathsheba's body was being transported from the University. The town's boiling point would not be reached until that evening. Armed with pistols, clubs, knives and any other implements of destruction in hand, 600 men marched on the Yale Campus.
Campus authorities read the laws and penalties for rioting to the crowd with no effect. The mob began to chant, "tear the college down" and "death to the students".(11) Stones sailed through the air, breaking windows and pelting curious students who had wished a closer look. Around midnight, the situation became dire enough to call out the Governor's Militia. The summoned soldiers marched towards the campus to the cadence of fife and drum. When in position, the order was given to fix bayonets and load their rifles. When faced with a disciplined militia, the mob eventually dispersed with minimal bloodshed.
The message to Constable Osborn and Dr. Knight was clear, the resurrectionist had to be found and punished for his crime. There would be no other way to appease the good folks of New Haven. During the week long investigation, the local newspapers were on the verge of creating another frenzy. Headlines like Another Grave Plundered did not help calm the already skittish public. (12) With the town on the edge once more, an arrest was finally made.
Yale medical student, Ephraim Colborn was charged with stealing Bathsheba Smith's body a week later. The student was quickly convicted of the charge, even though there was no evidence or witnesses against him. One can imagine how the process of picking the scapegoat had gone. Did the students draw straws or was poor Ephraim just the guy on campus everyone didn't like? In any event, the lot fell on Colborn, and he took punishment for the acts of the entire school. A $300 fine and nine months in jail for Ephraim was barely enough to atone for the sins of Yale. If it was left up to the townsfolk, Ephraim would have been tarred and feathered.
Hoping not to have any more New Haven situations, the Connecticut legislature quickly passed a couple of laws to address these situations. The first was to leave no doubt that grave robbing was an offense with stiff penalties. The second made it legal for those who died in prison to be used for medical studies. Who knows how many lives were saved by the sacrifices of Bathsheba Smith and Ephraim Colborn?
Basic free market economic principles state that where there is a demand for a specific good, enterprises will enter the market to supply that good or service. The price of the good is dictated by the supply and demand for said good or service. One could look at 1820's Edinburgh as a simple exercise in economics. At the time, Edinburgh University had the world's premier medical school. Students from all over Europe flocked to the facility to complete their studies. An increased supply of medical students created an increased demand for cadavers.
William Burke was an Ulster Irishman who had a wanderlust searching for work. Traveling with his sweetheart Helen McDougal, the two made their home in Edinburgh. Burke and McDougal found lodging at Tanner's Close boarding house in the seedy West Dock area. The house was run by William Hare and his common law wife Margret. The four quickly became friends and would soon enter into a repugnant business arrangement.
William Burke and William Hare saw an opportunity to exercise the principles of economics while getting the boarding house out of a financial jam. The two universal rules of land lording are that there are never enough tenants and those one has never can pay rent before the bills are due. The Hares found themselves in this situation when William went to collect £4 rent from a retired army man known simply as Old Donald. When the Old Donald didn't open his door, Hare let himself in to find the elderly man dead.
Dead men can't pay rent, but in Edinburgh their bodies could. Burke had heard rumors that Dr. John Knox was paying for dissection candidates at the University. So popular were the good Doctor's anatomy classes, he held two sessions a day from 11am to 6pm, charging students £3 1/2 per course. (13) Knox had a vested interest in seeing that an undisturbed flow of bodies were available for dissection. After the Old Donald's funeral, Burke and Hare dug his body up and completed the supply chain. The good Doctor was happy to accept their first contribution to science for £7. After taking out the rent Old Donald owed the boarding house, Burke and Hare decided that a £3 profit wasn't a bad night's work for hauling a body to the University. Since there was obviously a demand for their services, Burke and Hare decided to enter the market of whole selling.
Good businessmen look for ways to streamline their operation to increase profitability. Burke and Hare restructured their business model to cut out the Grim Reaper as their middle man. Their solution was to return to the boarding house and assist a sick tenant, Joseph the Miller, with the inevitable. Like any good Scotsman, Joseph had a taste for whiskey that Burke and Hare used that proclivity to their advantage. They plied the ill man with the amber liquor and suffocated him in his sleep. The moral equivocation had netted the pair another sale and given them a few thoughts on innovating the process.
The business of selling cadavers to the University had created a near panic among Edinburgh's citizens. Edinburgh was so rife with body snatching that church yards and cemeteries began to construct high walls and watchtowers.(14) The chances of getting pinched digging up a grave were simply too high for the price Knox and other anatomists were willing to pay for a corpse. Digging up graves adds a layer to the business that the new entrepreneurs weren't interested in addressing. Killing someone was much easier than the back breaking work of digging.
Since there were no more sickly tenants to help cross to the other side, they came up with a new plan. Margret and Heather would help spot potential victims, and the two Williams would do the heavy lifting. Since the basic plan with Joseph the Miller had worked so well, why should they question success? Their victim would be invited for drinks and, when his guard was down, strangled. Strangulation left the majority of the body intact for dissection and would fetch higher bounties. Over the next few months, at least 16 and as many as 30 persons were killed by Burke and Hare for delivery to the University. (15)
Burke and Hare's trade was based upon those persons who were invisible to the Edinburgh authorities. Prostitutes, simpletons, and migrant workers made up their target base. Knox was careful not to ask too many questions about his new supply of cadavers. The anatomist always wanted to be cloaked in the shield of plausible deniability if any questions were ever asked of him. On a few occasions, prostitutes that were sold to the University were recognized by some of the medical students. Knox was always quick to dismiss the student's identifications to keep any of his dubious connections obscured.
The business venture Burke and Hare had entered into would come to an end they placed their designs on Marjory Campbell Docherty. Burke engaged her in conversation by saying his mother was also a Docherty and invited her to discuss their common ancestry at the boarding house. Boarders Ann and James Gray were about to go out for the evening when Burke and Docherty arrived at the house. Burke had to string out the conversation with Docherty until the Grays left the house. Docherty did not go as easily as the previous marks. There was a bit of a scuffle and some neighbors heard Docherty's muffled cries.
Burke hid Docherty's body under a bed and hoped that no one would investigate the unusual noises. He would wait until the next night to deliver the body to the University. Further suspicion might be aroused by the neighbors if Burke was seen carrying out a human sized bundle from the boarding house. Burke's plan held until the next morning. Ann Gray had left a pair of stockings on the bed that hid Docherty's body. As Ann approached the bed, Burke shooed her away. Later that day, Burke left the house and Ann wondered why he was so keen on keeping her from the bed.
It didn't take Ann long to find Docherty's body under the bed. She ordered her husband James to alert the authorities. On the way out of the boarding house, the Grays were met by Heather McDougal, who tried to silence them with a bribe. The Grays would have none of it and continued on to the police. Before the constables arrived at the boarding house, Burke and Hare removed Docherty's body. With no evidence of a crime, they could spin a story that would satisfy the authorities.
The plan might have worked if the conspirators had taken their time to get their stories straight. When the police arrived they questioned the Hares, Burke and McDougal independently. Burke had claimed that Docherty had left the house around seven that morning. McDougal offered that Docherty was there, but left sometime that evening. All four of the business partners were arrested. An anonymous tip then directed the police to the University. Docherty's body was being prepped for dissection when the police located the corpse.
A creative lawyer would have defended William Burke and William Hare as being victims of supply and demand economics. Since the pair couldn't afford a 19th Century Johnny Cochrane, Burke and Hare had no choice but to hope that the evidence against them wasn't damning enough for a conviction. The two had no clue what evidence the police had or who had come forward as witnesses. Fear and suspicion of your accomplices often make good investigation fodder. The trick is to convince one of the criminals that his partner is going to testify against him. The bluff continues until the detective turns one against the other.
Hare was first to relent and cooperate by turning witness against Burke. For his testimony, Hare was given total immunity in the murder of Docherty. Upon Hare's release, he was rumored to be thrown down a lime pit by an angry mob. The lime blinded Hare and the remainder of his life was spent begging on the streets of London. There was also not enough evidence to hold Margret Hare or McDougal, and they were released. Both women barely escaped mobs that sought justice for their parts in the crimes. Independently, they fled Edinburgh and lived the rest of their lives in obscurity.
Burke was tried for Docherty's murder in December of 1828. Hare's testimony was damning enough for Burke was to be sentenced to swing for his crimes. Burke ascended the gallows on January 28, 1829 and descended a corpse. 25,000 people came to see the man dance at the end of the rope and started chanting "Burke Him! Burke Him!" as he walked towards the gallows. (16)
In one of the finest strokes of poetic justice the world has seen, Burke's body was given to the Medical School at Edinburgh University. Burke was to be dissected by the same students for whom he once supplied bodies. To this day, the school keeps Burke's skeleton, death mask, and items made from his tanned skin as a grim reminder of the tale.
"The man who stole Einstein's brain..." The statement sounds more like a B-grade science fiction movie than fact. The story surrounding Einstein's brain would probably never have been made into a movie if pitched as a work of fiction. Some cigar smoking studio executive would have thought the story too fantastically maudlin for the silver screen. Our mythical screen writer's hopes and dreams crushed, the man behind the desk has a bit of advice. "Now son if this was a true story you might have something." It turns out there is something to this story.
When Einstein died on April 18, 1955 he left very specific instructions for what he did not want to happen to his remains. The physicist had no desire for a monument to be erected in his honor. A pilgrim's destination of his final resting place held no appeal for Einstein. "People shouldn't worship my bones", Einstein once said. (17) The memory of his contributions to physics was enough for the scientist to be remembered.
The one-time locksmith who spent his life divining the secrets of the atom wanted his body cremated. His ashes were to be spread in an undisclosed location to avoid a public ceremony. When Einstein uttered his last words in German, to a nurse who did not understand them, plans were put in place to carry out his wishes. The family was notified and plans for his cremation were made. Before his body could be released to the family, a standard autopsy had to be performed by pathologists at Princeton Hospital.
The cause of Einstein's death would not have come as a surprise to his family members. After having surgery in 1948 for gall bladder trouble, a grapefruit sized aortic aneurysm was found by his surgeons. Einstein's doctor, Rudolph Nissen, wrapped the spot with Cellophane to decrease the chance of a rupture. In 1948, by-pass surgery was a medical theory that was still largely experimental; fixing the aneurism would be quite risky. When posed with the prospect, Einstein smiled and told the medical staff, "Let it burst." (18)
An autopsy of a person with a known medical condition is a usually fairly straight forward procedure. A "Y" shaped incision is made in the chest and the internal organs are removed for examination. (19) Dr. Thomas Harvey performed the simple procedure and found Einstein's doctors had been right to advise additional surgery. The physicist bled internally from a rupture of the same aneurysm that had been found eight years before.
After finishing with the internal organs, Harvey made a circular incision around the skull to remove the brain for examination. After removing the skull cap, Thomas Harvey had an epiphany while looking at Einstein's grey matter. On the slab before Harvey was the brain of the "smartest man in the world." The question of why Einstein was born with a seemingly uncapped intellect intrigued Harvey. Suddenly, another thought flooded over Harvey's mind.
The next morning, Thomas Harvey's son, Arthur, took his seat in Mrs. Schafer's fifth grade class. Before the day's scheduled lessons began, Mrs. Schafer asked the class if they had anything to tell about current news. The nerdy girl, who always sits in the front of the class, raised her hand and sang out, "Einstein died yesterday." As if on cue, Arthur made a follow-up comment that floored the teacher and children, "My dad has his brain."
The cat was out of the bag. The epiphany Harvey had the day before was that Einstein's brain should be saved for scientific research. With no other responsible member of the medical community around to take appropriate action, Harvey appropriated the brain for posterity's sake. "It was the brain of a genius," he once said. "I would have felt ashamed if I'd left it."(20)
Albert's son, Hans, and the Princeton medical community didn't share Harvey's enthusiasm about keeping the brain. Hans felt that Harvey had taken the brain without regard for the family's wishes. The medical community felt that the brain should be researched by someone more qualified that Harvey. Neither the family nor the medical community could legally dispute Harvey's ownership of the brain. New Jersey law had never addressed the ownership of organs after death.
Einstein's son had a lengthy phone conversation with Harvey. Hans was concerned that the brain would be exposed to unwarranted publicity or used for gratuitous ends. Harvey promised that Albert's brain would only be used for purposes of scientific journals and he would act as a responsible custodian. Hans broke down and, in the interest of science, consented to Harvey's guardianship of Einstein's brain.
It turns out that Thomas Harvey was an honorable man and kept his vow. From time to time, a research facility would request a section of the brain for study. Harvey had cut at least 250 pieces from the brain. Each sample was meticulously catalogued with its precise location and notations were made to aid future research requests. Three medical journal articles have been written about Einstein's noodle, each one noting slight differences in its make-up or structure that might explain his unusually high intelligence.
For 45 years Harvey held on to those bits and pieces of Einstein's brain. The fate of Einstein's brain had become a near urban legend. Harvey had kept his promise so well that the story was nearly forgotten by the public. That was until journalist Michael Paterniti caught wind of the story in 1996 and decided to get the full scoop. He attempted to contact Harvey for four months before being able to speak with the pathologist to arrange a meeting.
When Paterniti met Harvey, he found the man who stole Einstein's brain was not in the best condition himself. After a serious car accident, Harvey had to be cared for by his ex-nurse girlfriend. As the journalist and pathologist talked, there seemed to be some "unfinished business out West" the doctor wished to take care of. (21) Paterniti suggested that the task Harvey wished to complete was to return the remaining portions of the brain to Einstein's family. The only surviving relative was the physicist's granddaughter Evelyn, who lived in Berkley, California.
Paterniti offered to drive Harvey across the country to return Einstein's brain. Harvey was delighted at the suggestion, and the two started their trek on a crisp February morning in 1997. The pieces of the brain were placed in a Tupperware container and sheathed in a duffle bag. With Einstein's brain in the trunk of a Buick, the two took to the open road.
There has never been a road trip that did not include a side adventure or two. This fact helps create the romance of choosing a long distance drive instead of flying. One cannot stop off and visit the world's largest ball of string at 50,000 feet. Paterniti and Harvey's hajji followed these road trip rules precisely. They stopped in Lawrence, Kansas to visit with Harvey's old neighbor William S. Burroughs. The thought of visiting the author of Naked Lunch with Einstein's brain in one's trunk is as surreal as anything Burroughs could have written.
The Lawrence stop was not the only side mission the journalist and doctor took. There was a break in the driving when the pair visited the Bradbury Scientific Museum in Los Alamos, New Mexico. The quirk of fate that brought Einstein's brain to the building site of the first atomic bomb was lost on Harvey. The aging man was intent on the mission at hand, and not keen on side missions. One exception was when Harvey agreed to give a talk at a San Jose high school. One student seemed outraged at Harvey's theft of the brain and asked, "So what's the point?" Harvey looked the boy square in the eye and replied, "To see the difference between your brain and a genius'" (22)
When the two reached Berkley and Evelyn Einstein, they found a down on her luck woman. She greeted the two travelers in her home with some skepticism about their errand. The trio initially spoke uneasily and Harvey thrust the Tupperware container at Evelyn. Evelyn looked incredulously at the grey matter. She mused out loud, "What's the all the fuss about this? You could make a nice necklace of this one." pointing to a piece of the brain. (23) Handing the remnants of her grandfather's brain back to Harvey, Evelyn wished to have no part of it.
Paterniti drove Harvey back across country; the elder man looked dejected at the outcome of their mission. Returning home with the brain, Harvey hoped to slip back into the obscure lifestyle to which he had become accustomed. One more phone call, however, would invade Harvey's privacy and add the final chapter to the story of Einstein's brain.
Elliot Krauss, a Princeton pathologist, was afraid that Einstein's brain would be lost to the scientific world upon Harvey's demise. Krauss contacted Harvey and made the argument for returning the brain to the University. Harvey didn't give an immediate answer, and Krauss thought it a lost cause. The 45 years of guardianship must have worn on Harvey's resolve. Two weeks later, Harvey showed up unannounced at Krauss' office holding a cardboard lemon box. Setting the produce box on Krauss' desk, Harvey removed two jars containing the final remnants of Albert Einstein.
The contents of the jars are in a safe, yet undisclosed, location at Princeton. The tissue that once mused on black holes and atoms is safely tucked away from the public's view. Just as Einstein would have wished.
"In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti"
Latin Prayer of the Sign of the Cross
The idea of skullduggery for religious purposes initially seems counterintuitive. The basis for most people's moral indignation at the desecration of the tomb is based on religious beliefs. In the last 2000 years, Christian beliefs have placed social mores against body desecration in Western Culture. There is the belief that at the second coming of Jesus, the son of God will resurrect those who are in a state of grace. The Apostle Paul's argument for resurrection in the book of First Corinthians that is often interpreted that a person's physical body will be reanimated on the Day of Judgement.
"Now if Christ be preached that he rose from the dead, how say some among you that there is no resurrection of the dead? But if there be no resurrection of the dead, then is Christ not risen. And if Christ be not risen, then [is] our preaching vain, and your faith [is] also vain." (1 Cor. 15:12-14)
If one is to have a resurrected body, logic would follow that one would want an intact corpse to come back to life. It would not do to have an arm or leg missing for all of eternity. This line of logic has existed as long as Christians have been promised life after death. To allay fears about the condition of one's earthly body after death, Augustine felt it necessary to make these comments in The City of God: "Perish the thought that the omnipotence of the Creator is unable, for the raising of our bodies and for the restoring of them to life, to recall all [their] parts, which were consumed by beasts or by fire, or which disintegrated into dust or ashes, or were melted away into a fluid, or were evaporated away in vapors."
Augustine's argument is a logical extension to the belief in resurrection. This would explain why it is acceptable for the pits and pieces of Saints and Martyrs to be distributed throughout Christendom. These relics of Saints hold a mystical power all their own and are venerated in their own right. For example, Saint Andrew's physical remains are scattered in churches located in Greece, Italy, Scotland, and Poland. In October of 2009, the Patriarchate in Istanbul traded a Bulgarian church the relics of Saint Andrew for the relics of the patriarch Dionysius I of Constantinople. (24) If Augustine's reasoning holds true, then at the end of the world, the remains of Saint Andrew will be brought together and made whole again.
However, it is hard for many to take the chance that Saint Augustine might be wrong. One can thank the ancient Egyptian beliefs in death and the afterlife for hedging one's bets in the reanimation process. With the export of Egyptian culture via the Greeks and Romans, many of their ideas and beliefs hold sway even today. The Egyptians even influenced the Israelites, during their generations of pre-Moses captivity, in their reverent views of the dead. To the Egyptians, the preservation of the physical body was paramount to the afterlife; hence the elaborate mummification process. The spirit had to dwell in the physical body after death, so an intact corpse was necessary for making the most of the underworld. The Egyptian concept of corpses and the afterlife persist even to the present day.
Of course, this conviction stems from a believer's perspective. For the those who do not believe that Jesus was resurrected, there is an alternate theory. If Biblical accounts are at least a historical document, then Jesus' body was removed from the tomb after his death. Ironically, that would mean that the cornerstone of one of the world's most influential religions was just another example of Skullduggery.
The phone rings as you're sitting down to dinner. The caller ID confirms that your Mother has the innate ability to call when you're in the middle of something. The innocuous conversation quickly reveals the true purpose of the call. "Your cousin got engaged last night to that lawyer she's been seeing. She isn't even 30 yet and they have so much time to start their family." says your Mom. Then the barb hits. "So when are you going to settle down and give your Mom a grandchild?"
The family pressure to marry and have a family in Western Cultures is nothing like that of the Far East. The links to lineage and ancestry are near religious tenets in Oriental countries. The thought is that the dead take an active interest in the activities of the living. The spirit's favor or scorn can help influence the outcome of everyday events. As such, offerings are left for the dead in family shrines to foster the good will of one's ancestors. In order for a spirit to continue being active in worldly events there must also be an unbroken bloodline as a link to this world.
Thirty-five year-old Yang Dongyan was fast approaching his shelf life as a Chinese bachelor. The Chinese government's policy of one child per family has created a glut of eligible bachelors competing for relatively few brides. Yang thought he had the good luck of his ancestors smiling on him when he met a couple that had an unmarried daughter. Yang jumped at the chance to proclaim that he was a bachelor in search of a bride.
After discussing their mutual problems, Yang made an offer for the couple's daughter. He paid them the equivalent of $500 for the rights of marriage. The bride-to-be's parents jumped at Yang's proposal and smiled at their good fortune. They would have made their offerings to the immortal Yue Lao. Known as the old man of the moon, Yue Lao held the book of fate, where all past and present marriages are recorded. The blessings of Yue Lao must have been cast over the transaction. The couple got away with securing the marriage without telling Yang the girl had a severe mental handicap that required constant supervision.
Yang soon found out that the girl was not the type of wife he had envisioned. A contract had been entered into with the girl's parents and honor would not allow him to break it. Even if he did not marry the girl himself, he still owed the parents $500 to fulfill the contract of future marriage. In an attempt to cut his losses, Yang tried to pawn the poor girl off on Liu Shengbao. Naturally suspicious of why Yang would be trying to get rid of a bride, Shengbao started asking probing questions. It wasn't long before Yang told the man how he had been duped by the girl's parents.
Shengbao instantly had an idea that might recoup Yang's losses and make him a small profit. "Who wants a living person?" he told Yang. "A dead woman's body still gets a great price...as a ghost bride." (25) Yang had all but forgotten that old traditions of ghost marriages were still preformed in nearby Shanxi province. As part of Chinese ancestor worship, men who died before marrying can have their families complete a ghost marriage. The dead man is symbolically married to a dead woman, uniting their spirits in the afterlife. Their union is sealed with a ceremony that mimics traditional live Chinese marriages. Vows are exchanged, and small models of houses, clothing, cars and money are then burned as symbolic wedding gifts to the newlyweds. The newlyweds would be buried next to each other cementing the final bonds of matrimony. The marriage keeps the spirits happy enough to keep smiling on the fortunes of the living.
Ghost marriages had been outlawed by the Communists, but traditions are a hard thing to legislate in remote areas. Shengbao knew an old man in the Shanxi province who still brokered ghost brides. Li Longsheng had made a name for himself as the "go to" man for spirit marriage in the province. Old Li, as he had become known in the countryside, could supply a family with a corpse bride as well as other accoutrements for the ceremonies.
The next day Yang and Shengbao crossed the Yellow River to visit Li. The men discussed Yang's predicament at length. Li felt the handicapped woman would fetch a higher price if she were dead. The customs of ghost marriage allow for a living woman marrying a dead man to complete a line of ancestry. In these cases, the living bride would become part of the dead husband's family. If the bride could contribute to her new family, Li might have been able to have brokered a deal. Given the girl's handicap, Li would never be able to find a family willing to accept her.
Yang knew what had to be done if he wished to recoup his investment. Old Li agreed to buy the woman’s body for the equivalent of $650. They were to complete the deal late the next night on the Yanshuiguan Bridge. Yang and Shengbao crossed the Yellow River for the second time that day. During the trip, the pair discussed how they would murder Yang's betrothed.
Yang lured the girl to a guest cottage that morning using some false pretense with her parents. The parents evidently didn't care if Yang was with the girl; after all he was going to marry her. The plan was to poison the girl to complete their part of the deal. The handicapped woman's constitution must have been stronger than they had anticipated because she was ultimately strangled. Yang hired a taxi and stuffed her body in the trunk for that night's meeting with old Li.
The old man brought the money as promised and took control of the body. Li told Yang that he would be happy to do business again if he found himself in a similar situation. Between the money Yang was out for the marriage contract and Shengbao's cut, Yang broke even on the proceeds from the girl's murder. Next time he wouldn't have the overhead of a marriage contract to cut into his profitability. Yang floated the possibility of supplying old Li with additional brides to Shengbao and friend Hui Haibao. The two other men were always up for lining their pockets however they could; even if it meant helping Yang commit murder. The men set out to identify their next bride.
The groomsmen decided to take their hunt to a town where they had no ties. The city where Chairman Mao began his Communist revolution, Yan’an, was as good a place to look as any. The three cruised the streets looking for someone who was physically attractive and that wouldn't be missed. Old Li had advised them that the younger and prettier the brides were, the higher price they would fetch. A lady of the evening caught Yang's eye and their target was marked. The men approached her with an offer to service all three. She took the trio back to her room and set a price of $15 for her services. When the groomsmen couldn't produce the funds for the prostitute's services, she threw them out. On the way out, they promised to come back the next morning with the funds.
Bright and early they returned to the hooker's abode. When she opened the door they forced their way in. The girl put up a struggle for her life, but she was ultimately overpowered by the three men. Wrapping a cord around her neck, Yang pulled the cord taut. Her breathing became increasingly labored as the cord cut into her throat. A final spasm ran though the length of the hooker's body, signaling Yang that this part of the job was done. He called for his other groomsmen to help him stuff the body in trunk of a cab.
When they met Old Li on the Yanshuiguan Bridge, he was not happy with the condition of the body. The marks made by the strangulation would be hard to cover up. The fight the girl had given Yang had caused secondary injuries further devaluing the body. Yang and his buddies received less than half the price they had gotten for the first bride.
Yang and his crew evidently did not cover their tracks well enough to evade the police investigation of the two girl's disappearances. Yang was the last person seen with the handicapped girl before her disappearance and would have been the natural starting point for any detective assigned to the case. On January 4, 2007, Yang, his two other groomsmen, and Old Li were arrested for murder. Yang had a flippant attitude about his foray into the ghost bride business.
“I just wanted to make money. It’s a quick way to make money. I was arrested too soon otherwise I had planned to do this business a few more times.” said Yang to a reporter while casually playing cards. (26)
Yang was sentenced to death for his crimes. News agencies in China don't commonly report on executions, Yang's disposition is not presently known. Justice is swift in China and it is likely that Yang is influencing worldly events from the other side of the veil. That is, if any of his family members would wish to claim his spirit as part of their lineage.
Theophanes and Nona had been married for a number of years and were still very much in love. During these long years of marriage, the couple attempted to have a child. After every attempt, Nona would not become pregnant. Theophanes turned to his brother Nicholas, who was the Bishop of their community in Patara, with the question all barren couples eventually ask, "Why won't God allow us to have a child?"
Nicholas comforted his brother the best he could and asked his brother if they had prayed for a child. Theophanes told him that they both had prayed to the point of tears for a child. Nicholas knew that his brother was a wealthy man who tended to be tight fisted with his money. The Bishop thought on his brother's problem and asked him if the couple had sacrificed anything to the Lord to show that their request was the outpouring of a pure of heart.
Theophanes shook his drooping head. The only thing the couple had done to secure the Lord's blessings was pray for a child, he told his brother. The Bishop put his hand on his brother's shoulder and told the man to take heart. Reminding Theophanes that all things are possible with God's help, he sent his brother on his way. Returning to his wife, Theophanes told of her of the conversation he had with Nicholas. Nona quickly made the connection that God must be punishing them for not using their wealth to help Patara's needy.
With the new strategy in hand, the couple kept praying and gave a portion of their riches to the unfortunate of their community. After a time of setting their wealth to the Lord's work, Nona became pregnant. At the child's birth, they named him Nicholas in honor of the Bishop's sage advice. The couple also decided that little Nicholas' life should be dedicated to God's work. When little Nicholas was old enough, he was given over to Bishop Nicholas for priestly training.
Little Nicholas excelled at learning about conducting God's works on earth. During his training, his parents died from an unknown disease which struck many of the residents of Patara. His father had willed his fortune to Nicholas. The young man could do with the money as he pleased. Wishing to continue with the examples of his father, Nicholas used the money in a similar way. Not wanting any glory from his gifts, Nicholas would give in secret.
By now, Nicholas had been elected to the post of Bishop of nearby Myra. While checking on his flock, Nicholas would see those dire financial situations. Nicholas would return, during the night, to the houses of those in need. Nicholas would pitch balls of pure gold through an open window. Aiming for shoes that were placed by fireplaces, the needy would find the gifts the next morning. Those Nicholas assisted thought the gold balls had appeared as an answer to their prayers.
After one night of making his rounds, Nicholas had a disturbing dream. In the vision, three small boys had been abducted by a butcher. The man had killed three lads and stuffed their bodies in a barrel. His plan was to cut the boys up and sell them to unwary travelers as ham. The next morning, Nicholas confronted the butcher who confessed his crime. The butcher took Nicholas to the alley behind his shop and to the barrel containing the lads. Nicholas prayed for the souls of the boys. The barrel began to stir and then it turned over. Out came the three murdered boys looking no worse for the wear. God had heard Nicholas' prayers and made right the butcher's wrongs.
Nicholas was the leader of the church in Myra for many years before his death December 6, 343. (27) The townsfolk in Myra mourned his loss and retold stories about their kindly Bishop. Once Nicholas had prayed to calm storms encountered on a sea voyage to the Holy Lands. After the prayer was concluded, the skies cleared and the sea was calmed. Nicholas had even represented the town at the Council of Nicaea, which decided what books were to be included in today's Bible. As they laid their Bishop in his tomb, a curious thing happened. A clear liquid began to form and then drip from his tomb. Those who attended Nicholas' funeral saw this as a miracle and began collecting the liquid. They called it Nicholas' manna and it was reputed to be able to heal the sick.
Myra was a coastal trading center located in present day Turkey. Sailors while in port would hear stories about Nicholas' miracles and the manna that continued to periodically form at his tomb. The stories of Nicholas' manna didn't take long to circulate around the Mediterranean. Within a century of his death, Nicholas was being revered as a true Saint. Pilgrims began visiting the tomb of Saint Nicholas to pray for his blessings. Myra, once a center of commerce, had now become a destination for the faithful.
The appearance of pilgrims tends to create a tourist economy within a city. Soon Nicholas' tomb turned out to be a popular destination for the faithful and their coin. The volume of pilgrims attracted the attention of shippers in Bari and Venice. Tradesmen from these two Italian cities carried cargo and passengers to ports throughout the Mediterranean. Their seafaring skills were only eclipsed by their shrewd business sense. Often, shippers from these cities would get in literal trade wars to dominate shipping traffic.
At various times over the next six centuries, both groups would attempt to obtain Nicholas' remains to be housed in their respective cities. The resting place of a famous Saint would give shippers one more reason to use the services of ships from that city. Furthermore, Saint Nicholas was the Patron Saint of Sailors. Blessings on either city's shipping operations would be heavenly insurance for their tradesmen. Endeavors were made by both factions to purchase the Saint and his relics. No one in Myra was willing to part with the golden goose their beloved Bishop's memory had become.
When reasonable business offers from Bari and Venice failed, the tradesmen turned to trickery and force. None of the methods worked until the politics of Turkey changed in the early 1080's. Muslim expansion was beginning to gobble up once Christian cities on the eastern edge of the Mediterranean. Myra fell to Seljuk Turks in 1081 and was plunged into chaos. Both Bari and Venice merchants planned to use the confusion to liberate Saint Nicholas. Plundering the remains of the Saint from the lands of the Muslims would legitimize the act of body snatching. Furthermore, it would give the liberating faction a medieval public relations boost for being heroes of Christendom.
The Barians and Venetians started something of a foot race for the remains. Each group planned raids on Myra and was wary of disclosing their plans to the other. A 13th Century account of the Bari merchants’ raid still exists. (28) The sailors put into port and found the tomb of Saint Nicholas. There were three monks left in Myra to protect the tomb against Muslim desecration. Initially, the monks thought the sailors and merchants were there on pilgrimage. After speaking to the Barians the monks became distrustful of their intentions. The three faithful monks warned the Barians that they were honor bound to carry out the charge of protecting Saint Nicholas with their lives. The Barians made quick work of killing the monks and took the body of Saint Nicholas.
The Venetians tell a similar story of obtaining the body. In their version of the rescue of Saint Nicholas, the Venetian crusaders found that Saint Nicholas' tomb housed three coffins. One of the coffins was reported to be empty from the previous Bari raid. The crusaders then opened one of the other graves to find the real body of Saint Nicholas. They charged that the Barians had the wrong body and theirs was the real Nicholas. How the Venetians ascertained the identity of the corpse is debatable. The body was found with a fresh new palm leaf from one of Nicholas' trips to Jerusalem. The leaf looked like it had just been pulled straight from a tree. The Venetians considered the fresh looking palm leaf miracle and therefore they must have the remains of the real Nicholas. (29)
Both cities still cling to guardianship of Saint Nicholas' remains. The Barians built a grand cathedral to Saint Nicholas and the Venetians placed their Nicholas in the monastery of Lido. The great thing about the bodies of Saints is that they perform miracles wherever they lay. There are records of the manna from Saint Nicholas appearing at both sites with the same healing powers it exhibited when he was buried in Myra.
Of course this is the same Saint Nicholas that who inspired the cultural phenomena of Father Christmas and Santa Claus. Given his body's treatment by those of Bari and Venice all those years ago, it's surprising the cities aren't covered with switches and lumps of coal come Christmas Eve.
Stamford, Connecticut is one of those towns that a person could visit and decide to put down roots. Touted as the "city that works" by local authorities, a person could do much worse than settling down in this Connecticut beach town. Rated consistently as one of America's safest cities, one gets the thought that Stamford is a modern-day Mayberry. (30) At one time that might have been true, but on July 7, 2009 that image was shattered.
Floating in a plastic bag on Passaic River near Clifton, New Jersey was the body of one of Stamford's own. Found by fishermen on July 6, 2009 was the body of little Imani Joyner. The two year old girl had died in 2007 from semilobar holoprosencephaly, a condition that prevents the brain from fully developing. Usually children that are born with this malady die shortly after birth, but Imani was evidently a fighter. Hanging on to life for two years, Stamford residents had taken to calling Imani the "Connecticut Miracle Baby". At the end of her short life, Imani's parents buried her in Stamford's Woodlawn Cemetery.
The police in Clifton were able to identify Imani's body by a hospice bracelet she was wearing when she was buried. The authorities in Stamford were stunned at the news. There had been no reported disturbances at Woodlawn Cemetery. Wanting to confirm the grave had been vandalized, the police went to the gravesite. On a cursory look, there was nothing wrong with the grave. The grass was intact and there seemed to be no indications of recent digging.
By now Imani's parents had been informed of what had happened to the body of their daughter. They authorized the police to dig down to the casket. The parents must have held hope that there had been some horrible mistake. This would be all cleared up when the casket was found intact. What parent could hope otherwise?
When the soil was removed from the grave, the Joyner's fears were realized. The top of the coffin had been broken and it appeared that Imani was pulled through the hole. The vegetation on the top of the grave had grown back to a near perfect condition before the police dug. This would indicate that Imani had been taken from the grave a number of months before she was found on the Passaic River.
There are still no answers to the motive behind anyone wishing to take Imani's body. By the end of July, the police were still conducting their investigation. The only comments Stamford Police Captain Richard Conklin would make is that "he believed someone had to transport the body to the Passaic River for ritualistic purposes." (31) There has been no official evidence presented to the public that would corroborate this theory of the crime. It is common to withhold information that might damage the integrity of a police department's investigation.
Early in the investigation, there was talk of the crime being linked to the African Congo's Palo Mayombe religion. (32) A dark offshoot of Santeria, practitioners of Palo Mayombe believe that earthly power resides in interactions with the spirits of the dead. Priests of Palo Mayombe use simple items from nature to perform their rituals. The use of sticks, rocks, and even human bones channel the spirits. One web site dedicated to Palo Mayombe even sells animal and human bones for the practice of incantations and rituals. (33)
The link to Palo Mayombe might be due to a case occurring in Newark, New Jersey during May of 2004. Miriam Mirabal was convicted of seven charges of conspiracy, theft and burglary for being the ringleader of a tomb robbing ring. Mirabal and seven others had been robbing graves in the Newark area for the last seven years to sell remains to practitioners of Palo Mayombe. (34) Possibly the Stamford police believe that there are still those in the New Jersey area who would wish to use Imani's corpse for this religion's rituals. Imani's powerful spirit would make an attractive target for those who would use her energy for their own ends.
Perhaps one day the mystery surrounding Imani's graving robbing will come to light. For now, it will have to be enough that she is at peace once again.
"The charm of fame is so great that we like every object to which it is attached, even death."~ Blaise Pascal
Fame and fortune tend to bring about a unique set of problems for any person. Long work hours, media scrutiny, and an ever present adoring public are the byproducts of success. One would think that after death, a celebrity would have the luxury of being left alone. Too often this is not the case. An adoring public can turn any celebrity's grave site into a pilgrim's destination. We visit the graves of those we admire in an effort to connect with that individual. The concept is not dissimilar to medieval pilgrimages to sacred sites. The celebrity of today has replaced the saint and martyr of the Crusade era.
Even those who are not the "rock stars" of our era still have people flocking to their graves. In September of 2008, I visited John Steinbeck's grave in Salinas, California. On a Tuesday afternoon there were four other people walking around the Gardens of Memories Memorial Park looking for the author's grave. The effect of the Pulitzer Prize winning author's work weaves a spell that people find a need to connect to, even forty years after his death.
While the norm is to visit a celebrity's grave and possibly leave a memento behind, there are those who would look for something more from the grave. Crimes of greed, avarice, and personal fame follow the celebrity past death's door. Some celebrities take active countermeasures against being fodder for the obsessed fan or those with criminal intent. The easiest countermeasure is cremation with one's ashes spread in undisclosed locations.
Even if the celebrities don't take notice of their potential exposure in death, cemeteries do. Courtney Love was going to be charged more than $100,000 for security to bury Kurt Cobain. Love instead reportedly scattered his ashes in India and Washington's Puget Sound, although she later admitted she still has his remains. Yoko Ono pulled a similar stunt with John Lennon's ashes. Lennon's remains were supposedly strewn over Central Park's Strawberry Fields, but later Yoko admitted she still had them. Frank Zappa, Roy Orbison, and John Bonham all rest in unmarked graves to thwart evil doers. (35)
The King of Pop, Michael Jackson might hold the record for a family being the most concerned about his security after death. The media and public clamor over the musician's death rivaled that of Elvis Presley's death in 1977. The family waited for two months before choosing a burial site for Jackson. This was partially due to checking the legalities of placing Jackson's grave at Neverland Ranch. There were also major concerns that Jackson's body would be kidnapped or desecrated by an obsessed fan. (36)
In line with the family's concerns, Forest Lawn Memorial Park (Glendale) was chosen for Jackson's crypt. Sporting 24 hour security, gated restricted access areas, and other undisclosed security measures; Forest Lawn is the Fort Knox of cemeteries. Within the Memorial Park, the most secure area is the Grand Mausoleum where Jackson's body was interred. From the outside, the imposing structure looks more like the German castle in The Dirty Dozen than a house of the dead. The public is not allowed near the Grand Mausoleum. Those who "happen to wander by" run the risk of being arrested for trespassing. The price tag of all this special attention to Jackson's remains was approximately $1 Million. (37)
Given some of these tales, there is little doubt why celebrities would take such measures to insure their post mortem safety.
There is a common thread that runs through the accounts of those who have had a near death experience. Your soul is greeted by your friends and family in a bright shining tunnel that leads to the land beyond this world. If this is the case, Gummo Marx would have been there assisting his brother Groucho in the transition to the other side. Seeing his onetime agent already spirit realm would have been a shock to Groucho. No one had bothered to tell Groucho his brother died four months prior. The Marx family felt that the news of his brother's passing would have worsened Groucho's already poor mental and physical condition.
"Gummo, you were always there to get your ten percent. Say, you're here to collect on ten percent of my ashes aren't you." Groucho might have said patting his coat pockets looking for a cigar.
"Well Groucho, about your ashes", Gummo replied sheepishly as he led Groucho further down the bright tunnel, "let's talk about that"
The life that Groucho Marx left behind on August 19, 1977 was less than dignified. In the final year of Groucho's life, he had fallen into senility and needed continuous care. His companion Erin Fleming was primarily in charge of seeing to Groucho's well being in those last years.
Erin had entered Groucho's life after filling the position of personal secretary in the fall of 1971. (38) The two began a relationship and Fleming eventually moved into Marx's Hollywood home.
The Canadian actress is credited for being both boon and bane in Groucho's life. Fleming still had ambitions for herself and the aging Groucho. She pushed Marx to return to the stage and scheduled frequent TV talk show appearances. The resurgence of "Grouchoism" reminded a younger generation of comedians that their roots could be traced to the Marx Brothers. The Marx villa even became a Hollywood hotspot for a short while. Erin threw lavish parties attended by en vogue celebrities such as: Alice Cooper, Elton John, Elliot Gould, and Woody Allen. Some even credit Erin's public relations work as being responsible for Groucho receiving an honorary Oscar in 1974.
The flip side was that Erin, by most reports, did not relish the task of caring for a man 50 years her senior. There were reports of Erin being verbally and physically abusive toward Groucho. At an Erin thrown dinner party, a guest asked Groucho to recount an anecdote from A Night at the Opera. The aging man was at a loss and couldn't think of anything to regale the guests with. Erin became angered and shouted, "You stupid, senile old bastard!"(39) There were also rumors that she had tried to sell Groucho's favorite Cadillac without his consent. When Groucho asked Erin about the sale of the vehicle, she replied, "I will slap you from here to Pittsburg."
Groucho's son, Arthur, was concerned about the treatment his father was receiving at the hands of Fleming. As Arthur began to dig deeper into their relationship, Erin became more paranoid. The more Arthur found out, the more concerned he became for his father's well being. Groucho's son filed paperwork with the Los Angeles courts to have himself appointed legal guardian with the Bank of America holding Groucho's finances in trust.
Erin's paranoia had reached a fever pitch. She hired two private detectives to sweep the house for listening devices. She was convinced that Arthur had planted bugs to gain evidence she was mistreating Groucho. The plan backfired when the detectives found a sack containing 29 syringes in a storm drain. Erin told the private investigators to bury the contents of the sack in the back yard. The detectives smelled a cover-up and took the potential evidence to the Los Angeles police. They never ascertained who the sack belonged to, but concluded the syringes contained traces of the barbiturate Nembutal. (40)
This of course came out in the court proceedings over Groucho's guardianship. Arthur's lawyers claimed that Erin was a risk to Groucho's life. To back up their claim, Arthur's attorneys called one of Groucho's ex-nurses to the stand. She testified that Erin, on at least one occasion, had given Groucho a tranquillizer so she could go out with friends.(41) The courts eventually appointed grandson Andy Marx as Groucho's guardian. The frail man attended the court proceedings, but few seriously thought Groucho had a clue about what was going on around him.
The court case between Fleming and Arthur Marx outlived Groucho. There was a slight break in the legal weather in the early 1980's, when Erin was ordered to repay the Marx estate $400,000 she had fraudulently taken from the estate. She counter sued for the same amount as back wages for performing duties as Groucho's manager. The two parties continued their legal détente until the estate was finally settled in 1987. By that point, there was little left of Groucho's fortune. It had been gobbled up in legal fees by the machinations of both parties.
After Groucho died, Erin became increasingly unstable. Fleming had been forced to undergo a court ordered mental evaluation in 1983 as part of the estate headings.(42) Psychiatrist James Grold commented that Erin, "worshiped and saw [Groucho] as bigger than life."(43) The fight for Groucho's estate did take a toll on Fleming. In 1990, she was arrested for taking a .357 Magnum into a West Hollywood police station.(44) Her motives for doing so have never been deciphered. Fleming's final descent into madness was on Tax Day 2003, when she shot and killed herself.
In the midst of the Marx Estate legal battle, on May 12, 1982, an unknown party broke into Eden Memorial Park and stole the urn containing Groucho's ashes.(45) The theft happened in the middle of the night and Groucho's ashes were recovered before anyone knew they had gone missing. The thief took the urn and a few hours later deposited them 12 miles away. Positioned right outside the business office door Mount Sinai Memorial Park sat the ashes of Groucho Marx.?
The Los Angeles Police Department never made any in-depth comments about the crime. A week after the ashes were stolen, Detective Paul True was quoted as saying, "We have no explanation, no motive, no suspects. But I think it was more a prank than anything."(46) There was one other cryptic statement that was made regarding the crime. This was allegedly the second time Groucho's ashes had been removed from his crypt. The LAPD was not too keen on expanding on this statement. The why's and wherefore's of the first ash-napping were kept on the QT. Groucho's ashes were moved to a more secure location of Eden Memorial Park and rest there to this day.
While Fleming would be the obvious choice to pin the ash-nappings on, further examination of Fleming could dispel the obvious. Being mentally unstable, the woman seemed to be capable of anything. The burden of lunacy does not generally foster one's good planning. The theft and placement of Groucho's ashes was a deliberate and well planed action. Given Dr. Grold's psychological evaluation of Erin, it seems unlikely that she would have given up the ashes had she stolen them. Someone who would "die for Groucho" (47), would probably not be capable of parting with his remains.
The other motives for hijacking Groucho's ashes do not fit the elements of the crime. A blackmailer would have held on to the ashes for longer than a few hours. A trophy hunter would have kept the urn, or at least a portion of the ashes as a memento. A prankster would have done something funnier than simply moving Groucho's ashes 12 miles. The answer might lie within the heart of someone who had Groucho's best interests at heart.
A class-action lawsuit was filed in Los Angeles County Superior Court on September 10, 2009. The suit was against Eden Memorial Park and its parent company, Service Corporation International (SCI). The suit alleges that the cemetery attempted to: improperly squeeze plots close together for increased profit and broke into existing vaults while moving or discarding remains. (48) Parent company SCI has faced similar allegations at two cemeteries the company owns in Florida. In 2003, a SCI vice president and a superintendent faced criminal charges for their misconduct under SCI's employment. Former SCI vice-president, Jeffrey Frucht, pleaded no contest to three felony charges relating to misconduct of graves and conspiracy. (49)
According the plaintiff's legal team, the abuse of graves and corpses "have been ongoing for many years. "(50) Is it possible that Eden Park was conducting the business practices they are accused of in 1982? If so, was the motive for the crime concern for Groucho's remains? Moving a person's ashes to the business office of another cemetery is analogous to leaving a baby on someone's doorstep. The only thing missing was a note saying, "Please give me a good home". Consider also that Groucho's ashes were removed from their crypt at Eden Memorial Park twice. Was someone making a statement to the cemetery management or was it a deliberate protest to the cemetery's alleged treatment of the dead?
While the theory requires a number of speculative hoops to jump through, there is little else that fits with the elements of the crime. The answer still might come from the class action suit against Eden Memorial Park and SCI. Lawsuits usually shake records and recollections loose after long years of silence. A reexamination of Eden Memorial Park's records could prove to be useful in understanding why anyone would steal Groucho's ashes.
Philip Neve could not believe the short piece in Saturday's Public Advertiser. The August 7, 1790, newspaper article read that the grave of John Milton had been rediscovered after being "lost" for 116 years. According to tradition the poet was laid in the floor of Saint Giles Church in Cripplegate. Specifically, Milton rested in the area of the chancel under the church clerk's desk. The exact location of the grave was lost because a marker was moved a few years after Milton's burial. No one seemed to remember the exact location of the poet's remains. With some luck, Saint Giles was undergoing renovations and Milton's coffin had been found. The Church was even displaying the remains to the public.
Neve was taken aback by the news. Being an antiquities dealer, Neve had a certain fondness for the works of Milton. There was a quality in Milton's work that spoke to Neve's soul. The epic poem Paradise Lost, which retells the stories of the fall of man and pre-creation heaven, was a favorite of Neve. The English poet wove a tapestry of Biblical, Pseudepigraphic, and fictional sources to create a mythos that persists today. His accounts of the heavenly warfare and Satan's fall from grace are seen almost as religious fact today. Paradise Lost has influenced a number of authors and musicians since it was published in 1674. In Skullduggery circles, Joseph Haydn's? The Creation and Mary Shelly's Frankenstein were influenced by Milton's work.
Our antiquities dealer Neve would have tracked down early Milton editions and items of interest as part of his Milton adoration. He had even visited Saint Giles on two separate occasions searching for Milton's resting place. During those visits, Neve had been shown two possible locations for Milton's grave. His next visit to Saint Giles would be just as disappointing. By the time Neve got to the church after reading the newspaper article, the remains of John Milton were nowhere to be seen. At the time, no one around the church was interested in speaking about Milton either.
The whole business seemed curious to Neve and gnawed at him for the rest of the weekend. He returned to Saint Giles on Monday morning to conduct a proper investigation. Since the newspapers didn't have the story correct, someone had to find out what the truth of the matter was. Between that Monday and Tuesday, Neve interviewed eleven people that had direct knowledge of events relating to the location of Milton's remains. (51) The story Neve pieced together was something he might have wished he had left alone.
The topic of Milton's remains had been buzzing around Saint Giles for years. There were those that wanted to erect monuments to the poet in the church. Parishioners had even asked that their remains be buried next to the poet's. Without an exact location for Milton's resting spot, honoring these requests was difficult. When the Church began some extensive repair work in 1790, Church Warden John Cole thought it would be the perfect time to find Milton's grave. In July, Cole ordered workmen to dig in areas traditionally assigned to the grave's location. On August 3, workmen found Milton's coffin buried right next a coffin they assumed was Milton's father.
One of the journeymen moved the coffin beside a window so the men could examine it in proper lighting. The lead lined coffin was covered with 116 years of mold and corrosion. The workmen washed the outside of the coffin looking for some sort of inscription or date to verify the identity of who laid inside. There was nothing on the outside of the coffin to assist the men in their efforts. Cole left the church, ordering the workmen to rebury the coffin should they have the time.
Cole had dinner that evening at the Fountain Pub. His company included pawnbroker John Laming, Derbyshire surgeon Mr. Taylor, master coffin maker William Ascough, and pub owner Mr. Fountain. Cole described the discovery of Milton's coffin hoping a simple discussion would abate these curiosity seekers. The beer flowed and the discussion became a lively debate regarding what should be done about the Milton matter. The group became insistent on examining the coffin to confirm Milton was the resident of the coffin and not some other sot.
Their argument had merit; the church's warden had no desire to mismark a grave. The group did have an obligation to Milton's memory to weather a short unpleasantness in the name of identification. The problem was that Cole had given orders that afternoon for the coffin to be reburied. If the workmen had not been able to carry out his instructions, Cole would consent to the group viewing the coffin tomorrow morning.
The group met at the church and found that Milton's coffin had in fact been reburied. This didn't stop the group of men who hastily pulled Milton's coffin from the ground a second time. They examined the outside of the coffin with the same results of the previous day. They could always crack the lid and take a peek inside. A chisel and mallet was brought to knock a hole in the top of the casket to view the corpse. When the lead top was pulled back, there was John Milton's corpse enveloped in a shroud.
One of the men reached out to touch the shroud. This slight disturbance was enough to collapse the ribcage. There has only to be some small trigger to turn any group into a mob. There must have been something in that breaking sound that whipped the group into a frenzy. Mr. Fountain was the first to reach out and attempt to pull Milton's teeth from his head. He could not break them free alone, that is until someone took a stone and smashed the front of Milton's skull. The teeth fell out of his head like a spilled packet of Chiclets. The men divided up the teeth and went about taking other booty.
Mr. Laming pulled the jawbone from the skull hoping to get a majority of teeth. He also snapped up a leg bone for good measure. Something made him think better, and casually tossed the bones back in the casket. His prize would be Milton's hair. Laming poked at the skull with a stick until large clumps of hair broke free. He was hesitant to reach under the skull and pull it directly off. Water had seeped in and created an organic sludge in the low parts of the coffin.
Satiated with their treasures, the men left the corpse in the care of grave digger Elizabeth Hoppey. The coffin was in a dark part of the Church and Elizabeth quickly gathered candles and a tinder box. She talked the remaining workmen into playing the part of barkers and ticket takers at the Church's door. The men hawked a glimpse of Milton's remains for the price of a glass of beer. The news of Milton trophies quickly circulated around London. Various street vendors were capitalizing on the event by selling authentic parts of Milton. All these merchants claimed to had been there to view the remains that Wednesday morning.
The newspapers of the day had even taken notice of the trade of Milton artifacts. The Gazetteer and New Daily Advertiser reported on September 3, 1790 that, "several dozen teeth have lately been very profitably disposed of as the genuine grinders of Milton, and six or seven jawbones are now on sale from the same undoubted authority." The next day the paper reported, "more teeth and hair of Milton have been disposed of than could possibly belong to one individual, and yet there still remains on the market a sufficient quantity to supply the demand."(52) Neve himself was able to track down pieces of Milton's remains. He even purchased some more of the reliable pieces and retuned them to Saint Giles to be reunited with Milton's remains.
The contents of Neve's investigation were published in a short monograph and distributed around London. There were detractors at the time that questioned the Neve's conclusion that the coffin pulled from Saint Giles was actually Milton's. That argument is bandied about by the academic community even today. What no one wishes to address is the rotten core of a man's soul that would allow him to perform such an atrocity on the dead.
Did You See What Was in the Back of the Station Wagon?
Cedars Sinai Hospital in Beverly Hills has probably treated more celebrities than any other medical facility in the world. The facility has also seen the passing of such notables as Johnny Carson, River Phoenix, Frank Sinatra, and George Tobias. You remember George Tobias don't you? The character actor had 95 film and TV credits beginning in 1927 and spanned over the next 50 years. (53) Tobias is best remembered for his 54 episode run on Bewitched as the long suffering, henpecked neighbor Abner Kravitz.
Tobias retired from acting in 1977 and settled into the twilight obscurity of a Hollywood character actor. George frequently let service men, who couldn't afford a hotel room in Los Angeles, stay at this ranch. His role opposite Gary Cooper in Sergeant York had given Tobias a good look into the life of a soldier, and he never turned a serviceman away. While living the quiet life at his ranch, Tobias contracted bladder cancer. Tobias lost his battle with the disease on February 26, 1980 at Cedars Sinai.
Warren McGill, the cemetery mortician at Mount Sinai Memorial Park, received the late night call to transport Tobias' body to the mortuary. Pulling the slightly modified 1977 Ford station wagon into the receiving area, McGill took to his grim task. There was always paperwork that had to be filled out and stories to be swapped with the hospital staff before any corpse could be moved. This administrative tango completed, McGill slid the gurney holding Tobias' body into the rear of the station wagon.
The drive to the Memorial Park should have taken no more than 30 minutes in the early morning hours. Traffic was light as McGill drove down Sunset Boulevard, but anything can happen on the streets of Los Angeles. As McGill approached the Sierra Bonita intersection, another car clipped the mortician's wagon. The accident was bad enough to warrant exchanging insurance information. McGill got out of the station wagon to talk to the other driver, leaving the keys in the ignition. The habit had been formed while driving vehicles around the cemetery. There was often little time to fumble around for keys when someone else needed immediate use of a vehicle.
McGill didn't notice the two men that approached the Memorial Park's station wagon. His focus was on finishing the business of the accident and getting Tobias' body back to the funeral home. Seizing the moment, the two thieves jumped into the station wagon and sped off north on Sierra Bonita. It would be a short three blocks before the men realized they had another passenger.
The Ford came to a screeching halt at Franklin Avenue as the car thieves freaked out when they realized a corpse came along with the car. McGill could hear the pair screaming as they ran east down Franklin Avenue towards the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Tobias and McGill eventually made it back to Mount Sinai Memorial Park a little later than the staff expected him.
Visions of lawsuits and bad press had plagued the owners of the Memorial Park that night. The National Enquirer had already sent their hounds to sniff out the story, and more press was sure to come. It would be the next day at Tobias' memorial service, that his only living relatives would be informed of the theft and recovery of the body. Tobias' brother’s initial reaction could have been no better described than pissed. After the profuse apologies of the funeral directors, the brother started to think about how George would have taken the news. The sound of George laughing at his last adventure staved off a lawsuit. (54)
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/7109 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!