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In early 1991, middle- and working-class African Americans in West Harlem launched a campaign to close down the Trinity Church crematorium at 153rd Street and Riverside Drive.  They argued that the facility, opened in their neighborhood by the wealthy, white downtown parish in the mid-1970s, was polluting their neighborhood with toxic fumes.  The protesters insisted that they were being made sick not just by burning bone and flesh, but by the incineration of metals, plastics, batteries and chemicals contained in the modern dead. 

The protesters were worried about the burning of pacemaker batteries in corpses, and in particular the plutonium that is part of many of those machines. That specific problem, however, was infrequent by the early 1990s.  In the seventies and eighties, there had been frequent and frequently disastrous cases of bodies exploding in crematoria as pacemakers caught fire.  But in the early eighties, New York State (among others) passed a law requiring that bodies delivered to crematoria be certified as battery free.  The activists’ concerns about toxic vapors from the incineration of other artificial body parts, however, and from the burning of expensive, varnished coffins, were legitimate cause for alarm.

Crematory workers have elevated levels of mercury in their hair, and the soils surrounding the buildings have high concentrations of mercury too – evidence of the metal being released when dental fillings are burned. Other heavy metals emanate from crematory smokestacks as well, a consequence in part, chemists believe, of burning bodies that are saturated with the iron, copper, and zinc that many people regularly ingest as dietary supplements.

Crematoria also release dioxins into the atmosphere, though the rate varies with the sex and age of the deceased.  Higher concentrations are released from the incineration of an older woman’s corpse than from that of a young person, or of an older man.  Researchers think the reason is that dioxins build up in bodies over time, and accumulate in higher concentrations in women because men have, on average, less fat.

A man’s corpse, though, is more likely to be radioactive.  Implanted radioactive seeds, a common therapy for prostate cancer patients, can be dangerous to both crematory workers and to anyone who later handles the body’s ash.  Most often, the implants have reached their half-life and then some before a body is burned, but when a man dies too soon after treatment, incineration poses a real risk.

The dangers facing crematoria workers, the hazards facing neighbors of the plants, and the toxins found in nearby soils and air emphasize the facts that the modern, modified body is toxic, and that disposing of a human corpse must be done with the care required of handling any toxic waste.  The modern dead -- and in particular, the modern, wealthy dead -- cannot be reduced to mere organic dust and ash. Metal joints, surgical materials, mercury dental fillings, silicone breast implants, and pacemaker batteries are all now part of the human machine.  Over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, human bodies have increasingly become products of an industrial world.

Since the mid-nineteenth century, Americans have stubbornly tried to maintain the illusion of a pastoral corpse, but have been repeatedly confronted with its messier nature.  Changing bodies, changing ideas about bodies, and new technologies in both the health and death industries have made it ever more difficult to hold on to ideas of returning to nature in death.  Corpses have become part of an industrial landscape, offering new hazards for those living or working near places where bodies are processed and stored, and complicating ways of thinking about the dead.  

The crematorium stories make these fundamental problems with corpses clear: they are both difficult to dispose of and hard to think about.  Dead human bodies should not be industrial pollution, a waste disposal challenge, another bad smell in a neighborhood plagued by stench.  They seem more comfortably pastoral, part of a peaceful and harmonious nature in which dust returns to dust.  However, densely developed American landscapes, along with changes in death industry technologies and in the physical composition of modern human bodies have made maintaining such illusions impossible.  Over the course of the past century and a half, the true “nature” of the corpse has repeatedly made clear that dead bodies are messy, dirty, hard to handle, and in relentlessly steady supply. 

Paying attention to dead bodies – what they are actually made of, and how they interact with the environments of which they are a part – exposes assumptions about the place of humans in nature, and the place of nature in the modern world.  As dead bodies become more intensively processed in medical facilities, funeral homes and crematoria, and as they accumulate in urban columbaria, in rural burial grounds, in suburban landscaped cemeteries, carefully constructed ideas about control over nature – both within the human body and around it – begin to break down.  In this project, as I explore how Americans have thought about and disposed of corpses, I argue that an environmental history of the dead body can lead to new questions and answers within political, social, and intellectual histories, and can lead both scholars and the general public to new understandings of the place of people within nature.

Death and dead bodies are by no means new subjects for historians, although they are new for those of us who focus on the environment.  Historians of medicine, historians of science and technology, and social and political historians have joined sociologists, anthropologists, and others throughout the humanities and social sciences in both historicizing human bodies and crafting a distinguished literature on death. Even a decade ago, sociologist Tony Walter suggested that death had become “the new radical chic.” But for all of the focus on the human cadaver and on changes in body disposal and funerary and mourning practices, the human body – dead or alive – has only rarely been considered as a dynamic component of ecological systems.

Environmental historians have recently begun paying much closer attention to the human body, and my work on dead bodies builds on this new scholarship.  Most of these new histories have focused on intellectual and cultural themes, investigating how ideas about the nature of bodies have changed over time, and how those ideas have influenced people’s interactions with nature.  Few have considered the human body as a material, chemical and biological component of the natural world, with a complex environmental history of its own. 

Christopher Sellers was one of the first environmental historians to begin examining the body. In his article “Thoreau’s Body: Towards an Embodied Environmental History,” Thoreau’s body remains almost entirely metaphorical: Sellers asks us to consider how Thoreau’s particular social and physical place in the world affected his understanding of and influence on nature. Conevery Bolton Valencius, in her book Health of the Country, and Linda Nash, in a recent article in Environmental History, continue in this rich metaphorical and intellectual vein, investigating how people’s ideas about health, about the functioning of bodies, and about the environmental causes of disease influenced ideas about nature and the shaping of landscapes: settlers drained swamps, planted trees, and irrigated fields to create what they believed would be healthier places for human bodies.

Nancy Langston’s research focuses more closely on material histories of bodies, tying physical changes in some fish populations to rising levels of hormones in rivers near cities, which she then links to patterns in the use of synthetic chemicals, possibly including birth control pills. Chemicals enter the human body, are processed, expelled, flushed into the rivers, and then enter the bodies of fish. Human bodies are part of an ecological cycle: there are environmental consequences and environmental histories of eating a hamburger, of washing with soap, of taking medicine. Considering bodies as material components of changing environments, as Langston does, reveals surprising connections between such seemingly disparate developments as the liberating medical advance of the birth control pill and dramatic changes in the bodies of fish, and tells us things we should know – but did not – about our bodies’ biological connections to the world around us.

As I pursue American corpses on their complicated and often lengthy path from death to decay, I follow Langston’s lead, keeping the focus on the “nature” of human remains, and the complicated interactions between that very messy nature and the American past.  Corpses and their disposal have shaped the environments of which they are a part, and have environmental histories themselves.

I began this proposal with the crematorium protest in Harlem because it brings the challenges of thinking about corpses as ecological entities into high relief.  Despite what Harlem residents understood as an obvious, odiferous problem, they initially had difficulty convincing officials that anything was wrong. When residents complained that body processing at the Trinity Church Crematorium was polluting their neighborhood, the operators of the crematory and city officials insisted that the odors were imaginary, and that the idea of bodies polluting the air was absurd.  When bodies are cremated, the officials insisted, they are not so much burned as they are vaporized by extreme heat, burning at temperatures exceeding 1400 degrees Fahrenheit and releasing nothing more toxic than water vapor. In the end, however, the neighborhood activists succeeded in closing down the facility, in large part because the rhetoric they marshaled was so compelling, and scientific studies, court decisions, and legislative initiatives gave credence to their disquieting claim:  that the bodies were not merely dust turning to dust, but rather complicated amalgams of flesh, embalming fluid, and machine turning to toxic ash.

As the conflict at the crematorium makes gruesomely clear, it is in death that human bodies become most tangibly and comprehensibly components of their environments – as organic material, as commodities, and as health hazards.  Over the past century and a half, dead bodies in the United States have been a resource for business entrepreneurs, a focus of environmental health concerns, and a subject of political conflicts over the location of burial sites, crematoria and funeral homes.  The increasingly limited availability of land for urban burials, scientific developments within the death industries, and the changing material composition of dead human bodies have compounded the environmental effects of the corpse, and have made more vivid and vital the material lives of human bodies after death.  In Dead As Dirt, I build on the work of Langston, Nash, Valencius, and Sellers, asking how changes in ideas about nature, in technologies of interacting with nature, and in the material nature of both bodies and their larger environments have shaped the social and political worlds in which we live.

In Dead As Dirt, I follow the material journeys of the twentieth-century American dead to uncover the connections between human bodies and histories of technology, property, politics, and thought. The book is comprosed of an introduction, five chapters, and a conclusion, with each of the chapters focusing on a particular aspect of the life of a corpse.  Throughout the project, the focus remains on the “nature” of human remains and the complicated interactions between that nature and the social, political, and intellectual history of the twentieth-century United States.  

The final chapters of the book, which grapple with issues of body disposal, pollution, and land use, address themes common to environmental history.  The earlier chapters – on definitions of death, commodification of dead bodies, and changing ideas about corpses – will challenge the field to broaden its scope.  If the chapters were about trees or fish, we would clearly understand their place in environmental history. How a fish or a tree dies and how its use after death (as food, as lumber, as waste) has changed over time is clearly an environmental story.  It is the human nature of the subject matter that makes the analysis here unique.  Drawing on evidence from scientific literature, the popular press, legal records, professional journals of the death industries, and archival collections, Dead As Dirt will illuminate the ways in which people, like trees and fish, are quite literally parts of their environments.  
Chapter One, “Death,” explores the fluid and contested definitions of death, which have become far more complicated in recent years.  Advances in technology and changes in medical practices since the early years of the twentieth century have made it a much greater challenge to identify the precise moment at which life ends.  Machines can now keep hearts and lungs operating indefinitely, though brain function is far more fragile.  Are you dead when your heart stops, or when your brain stops working?  The answer depends on where you live, and when, and has serious ramifications for the viability of donated organs, as well as for assailants at risk of being charged with murder.  The line between person and corpse has grown oddly complex.

Chapter Two, “Commodification,” investigates the history of the dead body as commodity and tool. Developments in medicine and technology over the past century have expanded the utility of dead bodies and their constituent parts.  Through the market for cadavers for medical schools, the tightly regulated flow of organs for transplant, and the dismemberment of corpses for research, dead human bodies have become more useful, more valuable, and more divorced from the persons they used to be.  

Chapter Three, “Preservation,” focuses on developments in refrigeration, transportation and mortuary science, which have lengthened the shelf-life, improved the aesthetics, and expanded the geographical range of dead bodies.  Bodies that once would have had to have been buried far from relatives can now be brought home; bodies that have been mangled can be reconstructed for viewing; and bodies can be stored for days on end while mourners gather, while researchers prepare for work, or while quests for identity are pursued.  Dead human bodies are now rarely decaying flesh; rather, they have been remade as chemically preserved artifacts.

Chapter Four, “Disposal,” traces changes in body disposal practices in the United States over the course of the twentieth century, and the relationships between those changes and the history of the American landscape.  As Americans have become more mobile, as cemeteries have filled, and as development pressures on land near settled areas has increased, growing numbers of people are buried farther from home, are entombed in mausoleum crypts, are cremated before interment, entombment or dispersal.  Each option has environmental consequences, and raises questions about the proper place of dead human bodies in our ecological systems.

Chapter Five, “Remains,” explores the material lives of long dead bodies:  relocated cemeteries, disinterred corpses, development on or near burial sites – all touch on the truth and fiction that human bodies are never reduced entirely to dirt.  How we think about long dead bodies, how those bodies materially affect our environments, and how the bodies we leave behind today will affect people and landscapes in years to come expose frequently elided connections between our material selves and the biological systems of which we are a part.

In Dead As Dirt, as in my previous work on reforestation and metropolitan growth in the northeastern United States, I emphasize the intimate connections between social processes and built and natural environments, and the importance and influence of “nature” in unexpected places.  By winter of 2010, my first book, Seeing the Trees:  Urbanization and Reforestation in the Northeastern United States, will be complete, and I will be turning my full attention to dead bodies.

My initial work on this project, which builds on my research into the protests in Harlem, has focused on the peculiar problems of corpse disposal in urban places.  Drawing on records from the New York City municipal archives, New York City community board records, and the archives of Trinity Church, together with material from newspapers, the courts, and the professional journals of the death industries, I recently published an essay titled “Dead Bodies in Harlem: Environmental History and the Geography of Death.”  The essay was part of a collection edited by Andrew Isenberg, titled The Nature of Cities: Culture, Landscape, and Urban Space.  

My dead body research has also been supported by a 2004-5 fellowship at Harvard University’s Charles Warren Center for Studies in American History, where the theme for the year is “The Culture and Politics of the Built Environment.” While there, I expanded my research to other urban centers, and beyond the city as well.  I have delved further into court records, the popular press and industry publications, and I laid the ground work for an exploration of municipal and institutional archive collections in a broad cross section of American cities and towns.  Body disposal in New York City has presented different challenges than in rural Maine, on the Mississippi Delta, in the suburban Midwest, in the arid West, and telling a national story will require attention to the varieties and particularities of the many American landscapes of death.  

While at the Warren Center, where my work was also being supported by a fellowship from the American Council of Learned Societies, I read intensively in histories of science and technology, and consulting with scholars in those fields. As a relative newcomer to those areas of inquiry, I spent much of the year at Harvard becoming conversant in the broad range of literatures to which Dead As Dirt will speak.  At the same time, I completed the research for chapters one through three.  Those early chapters are drawing heavily from sources readily available through Harvard’s libraries:  the popular press, the professional literature of the death industries, and court cases in which definitions of death and corporeal property are contested.

The significance of Dead As Dirt stems both from considering people as biological entities within environmental history, and also from fostering new connections between environmental history and other fields.  Historians of science and technology have much to teach environmental historians about understandings of the human body and about the contingent nature of scientific knowledge.  Likewise, environmental historians can contribute to histories of science and technology through their explicit focus on the centrality and agency of material nature.  In Dead As Dirt, I will be bringing these approaches together as I explore the connections among ideas about bodies and health, technologies of improving both living bodies and dead, changing disposal priorities and practices, and changing landscapes of which death and dead bodies are a part.  

Dead As Dirt builds on my earlier work on environmental justice issues in Portland, Oregon, on my research on the history of Harlem’s landscape, and on my experience teaching courses in environmental history.  While students frequently have difficulty understanding how to think about the place of living people in environmental history, the place of dead people seems to them much more clear:  a corpse is a thing, a biological entity that is part of its environment, like a fish or a tree.  And once my students have begun to tease out the connections between a corpse and its surroundings, it becomes much easier for them to think about the material connections between live bodies and environments as well.  This cross-fertilization of my research and teaching was the subject of my recent article in the October 2003 issue of the journal Environmental History, “Reflections From Six Feet Under the Field:  Dead Bodies in the Classroom.” It is in this vein that my project will have its broadest impact: encouraging scholars, undergraduates and non-academic audiences alike to think about the implications of understanding people (both living and dead) as meat, chemicals, technological components, industrial material, and dirt.
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