New Orleans' Fascinating "City of the Dead"

For some unknown reason, many Americans are fascinated by death. They watch gory horror movies; dress as ghosts, zombies, ghouls, and skeletons for Halloween; and require high school students to read The Fall of the House of Usher, The Pit and the Pendulum, and A Rose for Emily. Tourists cannot resist a guided tour of New Orleans' fascinating "City of the Dead" either.  Old World French architecture, colorful flower gardens, stately old mansions, Bourbon Street, jazz, the French Quarter, Mardi Gras, and succulent Cajun cooking all elicit images of one of America's most fascinating cities - New Orleans. Yet the fascination does not stop there. Daily ranger tours through the city provide a more in-depth and interesting insight into the three centuries of history and local color. There is a section of New Orleans which tells a great deal of its history and the many people who have inhabited this area for more than 300 years: Saint Louis Cemetery N0 1, just eight blocks from the Mississippi River.

Because of the rundown neighborhood and characters of many indiscretions who frequent the cemetery, the rangers take a tour which addresses a number of burial problems.  Despite the heat and suffocating humidity of this city that boasts an altitude BELOW sea level (as much as four feet below in some parts), they take this popular tour. Protestants, Catholics, military, rich, and a Voodoo queen 15rest side by side there.


In 1699 Jean Baptiste Le Moyne, Sieur de Bienville and his brother, Pierre Le Moyne, Sieur d'Iberville were the first to bring settlers to the area. What they had not counted on was that the highest land area was right around the river banks at only ten feet above sea level. Hurricanes also devastated the area, destroying many of the original structures. By 1718 the unscrupulous Philippe, Duc d'Orleans, (in whose honor the great city was named), the cousin of Louis XV, tried to persuade people to emigrate and colonize by leading them to believe that there were gold and silver in the hills, rich fertile farm land, and a breeze of perpetual spring. However, he "forgot" to tell them that the winter temperatures could be in the 30s and that from May to October the 90-degree temperatures were matched by 80-100% humidity. Finally, the colonists arrived but were plagued by alligators floating through the city, typhoid, dysentery, and mosquitoes carrying the dreaded yellow fever and malaria. From 1817 - 1860 there occurred no fewer than 23 yellow fever epidemics. In the 1850’s more than 
- 20,000 people died there from four of these called Yellow Jack and the Saffron Scourge by the locals. The summer climate and the elegant backyard rain water cisterns were perfect for breeding mosquitoes, and the inhabitants eagerly awaited the first frost that would destroy the breeding cycle and curtail the spread of the disease. Since this was a major port city, it was easy to spread the deadly disease to other parts of the country. Doctors believed that the numerous swamps and marshes abounding in the area were responsible.

 Burying their dead has been a tremendous problem for the residents over the centuries. Because the water from the mighty Mississippi River seeped into the ground, the bodies interred underground got wet, bloated, and floated about the city. Many of the first settlers were extremely superstitious and the floating bodies caused great concern. Storms have weakened the natural levy, sending torrents of water into the city. At first the French Catholics buried their dead in a cemetery behind St. Louis Cathedral, originally built in 1718 and the oldest in continuous use in the United States.  When the wood coffins started to float out of the cemeteries, someone suggested boring holes in them to keep them underground. The Catholic Church opposed this practice, stating that the soul would escape and the deceased would be doomed to wander forever. The fetid odor led the inhabitants to believe that malaria (corruption of the French "mal aire" - bad air) was caused by the floating bodies. Residents burned tar canisters hoping to keep malaria out and prayed that the burning would inhibit the breeding mosquitoes. During the malaria epidemics, many buried the victims in their back yards. Wagons carried away as many as 250-300 bodies daily. Today's Superdome once was the site of mass graves.

After wandering through many narrow streets of the historic French Quarter, one finally arrives at the gates of the St. Louis' Cemetery No 1 located on the famous Basin Street. The plaque on the gate reads "Oldest extant cemetery in New Orleans, established by royal decree August 14, 1789." After the cemetery behind the cathedral became over-crowded, construction began on this one. It eventually became overpopulated with yellow fever and dueling victims. The design called for construction of a 12-foot high wall around the cemetery to keep the coffins from floating throughout the city. Today this high wall has sunken into the ground. The cemetery is called "City of the Dead" because the resting places somewhat resemble the types of dwellings in a modern city: condos, apartments, individual homes, and duplexes. There are a variety of graves, tombstones, and designs laid out on different "streets" as if this were a city in itself. Over the years the weight of the marble and concrete has caused many of the markers to sink into the ground. Many of the marble graves have buckled because the material is so porous that it collects a great deal of water. Some of the tombstones are extremely costly while others display absolute simplicity. Just inside the gates are a number of red brick covered with white washed plaster wall vaults which resemble ovens. 

Small pictures or paintings of the deceased and a glass vase of flowers are the only adornments. Since the poor cannot afford elaborate tombs, they are buried in these "apartment houses" forming the outer wall of the cemetery. Actually the deceased are baking at up to 160 degrees in the summer months. Family members rent these vaults for one year and one day – the time it takes for the body to disintegrate in this heat. After the prescribed period, the remains are pushed to the back of the vault and the wood coffin is removed and burned behind the cemetery. The idea of "niche" burials was and still is customary in many European countries, Mexico, and Peru.

The attractive apartment building-like pink and grey memorial in the center of the small cemetery commemorates the deceased of the Orleans Battalion of Artillery from the last battle fought during the War of 1812. This dreadful battle costing the lives of over 2,000 British and 71 Americans never should have been fought as the British and Americans had signed the Peace of Ghent two weeks before, but neither army knew about it. The sixteen niches comprise the granite monument bedecked with wreaths representing everlasting life, cannon balls bursting in air, and inverted flames as symbols of liberty and peace. Black wrought iron posts and chains surround it.

Many of the other tombs randomly laid out along the zigzagging paths display a great deal of distinctive, elaborate, wrought iron, spear picket and rounded fence adornments also. In the French section, the inscriptions are all in French. The most famous in the whole cemetery is that of Marie Laveau, the dreaded Voodoo Queen who wielded a great deal of power over her followers. She concocted potions that would place "gris-gris" on enemies. These powders were supposedly powerful enough to kill. Although the tombstone inscription says that she died in 1897 at the age of 62, a mystery surrounds her life and actual death. Part of this confusion results from the fact that her daughter continued in her mother's footsteps. Despite her fame, the three chambered white washed plastered vault is very plain. Numerous red clay Xs are there because many believe that making an X on the tombstone will bring them good luck. Whenever the Xs are wiped off, they supposedly reappear. For some reason, there are a number of tombs throughout the city dedicated to her memory. The faithful follow the same ritual at each one to ensure honoring the right one and obtaining good fortune.

Although most of the interred were Catholic, there is a small section in the back populated by Protestants. The latter felt that baking the dead was barbaric, so they introduced another concept of underground entombment which created a new set of problems. The new scheme involved digging a hole, removing the water, and lining the interior with bricks, and placing bricks on the top. This procedure would keep the coffins from floating throughout the city. As new water seeped underground, it caused the wooden coffins to rise to the top and as the water pushed them upward, they began to "knock" on the top layer of bricks. Many visitors were seen screaming hysterically as they ran from the cemetery in those days. Later on, others decided to place several rows of bricks inside and out so that the coffins would not rise. Some went overboard with hundreds of bricks piled on top of each other.

The cemeteries throughout the city provide an acculturation of New Orleans and its long and colorful history. To miss them would be to miss an integral part of the "melting pot" culture that has evolved over the centuries.
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Test on New Orleans Cemeteries
Match the statement in Column A with the item in Column B

Column  A

1. nickname of St. Louis Cemetery N0 1

2. oldest extant cemetery in New Orleans

3. altitude of New Orleans at lowest point

4. first to bring settlers to New Orleans

5. person in whose honor the city was named

6. year that the first settlers arrived

7. major disease that caused thousands of deaths from 1817-1860

8. another name for the deadly disease that killed so many
9. cause of the spread of malaria

10. major river about eight blocks from the cemetery

11. natives in XVIII cent. believed that malaria was caused by____
12. present day site of former mass graves for malaria victims

13. small object that adorns many of today’s tombstones

14. length of time that many vaults are rented

15. dreaded Voodoo queen

16. the attractive pink and gray “apartment building” monument is dedicated to ________

17. a Voodoo curse

18. many believe that placing ___ on the Voodoo queen’s tombstone will bring good luck

19. the majority of those buried in the St. Louis N0 1 cemetery were of the ________ religion

20. another word meaning cemetery
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Column  B
A. 1699

B. gris-gris

C. 4 ft. below sea level

D. red clay Xs

E. Philippe Duc d’Orleans

F. necropolis

G. Saffron Scourge

H. photograph

I. City of the Dead

J. St. Charles River

K. Protestant

L. LeMoyne brothers

M. Marie Laveau

N. yellow fever

O. Orleans Battalion of Artillery

P. St. Louis N0 1 Cemetery

Q. Mississippi River

R. Catholic

S. 4 ft. above sea level

T. Superdome

U. 1789

V. 1 yr. & 1 day
W. mosquitoes

X. floating bodies that surfaced after flooding

Y. 3 yrs.

 New Orleans Discussion Questions
1. What is so unusually about the St. Louis N0 1 Cemetery?

2. Why is it dangerous to visit this cemetery alone?

3. What was the colonization period of New Orleans like?

4. Why was the climate such a deterrent to settling there?

5. What sort of burial problems did the early settlers encounter in New Orleans?

6. Why didn’t Catholics want to follow some of the Protestant burial practices?

7. What sort of control did Marie Laveau have on many of her followers?
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES
· On a map of Louisiana, locate New Orleans and the surrounding area.
· Check out this location for a city map to trace your way around to some of the places mentioned in the reading. http://www.tourneworleans.com/cemetery_set.html 
· There were a number of yellow fever and malaria epidemics in New Orleans from 1817 – 1905.  Check out this website to find out more about them, the problems they caused, what burial problems emerged, and how the city dealt with them.  http://nutrias.org/facts/feverdeaths.htm provides a year by year account of the number of deaths.
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/fever/peopleevents/e_neworleans.html discusses the 1900 epidemic.

http://sites.google.com/site/lcrpnola/yellowfever1853_page1  discusses the 1853 one that was the worst in their history with over 7500 deaths.
· Check out this information for the Cemetery walking tour.  http://www.tourneworleans.com/cemetery_set.html 

http://www.ask.com/wiki/Saint_Louis_Cemetery  has good information and two good photos

http://www.ask.com/wiki/Marie_Laveau   information on the Voodoo Queen

http://www.hauntedneworleanstours.com/marielaveau/marielaveauritual/tombphotos/ more on Marie Laveau
· History of early burials in New Orleans   http://goneworleans.about.com/od/famouslandmarks/a/citiesofthedead.htm 

http://www.asylumeclectica.com/asylum/sightseer/us/la/stlouis1.htm 
· http://blog.nola.com/times-picayune/2007/07/cemetery_still_bears_scars_of.html story tells about how the cemetery was affected by Hurricane Katrina in 2005
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NEW**ORLEANS
Be a super scholar and find all 20 words in the grid below.  They can be written right to left, left to right, top to bottom or bottom to top.

Catholics

cemetery

City of the Dead

coffins

Duc d’Orleans

epidemic

French

gris gris
Huguenots

Marie Laveau

melting pot

mosquitoes

New Orleans

Protestants

sea level

settlers

Superdome

vaults

voodoo

yellow fever
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