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		The hand of the Lord was upon me, and carried me out in the spirit of the Lord, and set me down in the midst of the valley, which was full of bones, and caused me to pass by them roundabout: and behold there were very many in the open valley; and lo, they were very dry. And he said to me, Son of man, can these bones live? And I answered, O Lord God, Thou knowest.

		—Ezekiel 37:1-3.

	
		To Margaret, Lisa and Cynthia, who never complained about the long hours I spent in the laboratory, or the bizarre stories I brought home….

		—W.R.M.

		To Allison, Matthew and Noah, who know that the sun shines east, and the sun shines west….

		—M.C.B.
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		1
Every Day Is Halloween

		
			I obtained leave to go down into the valley of death and gratify a reprehensible curiosity…. Death had put his sickle into this thicket and fire had gleaned the field…. The bodies [lay] half-buried in ashes; some in the unlovely looseness of attitude denoting sudden death by the bullet, but by far the greater number in postures of agony that told of the tormenting flame. Their clothing was half burnt away—their hair and beard entirely; the rain had come too late to save their nails. Some were swollen to double girth; others shriveled to manikins. According to degree of exposure, their faces were bloated and black or yellow and shrunken. The contraction of muscles which had given them claws for hands had cursed each countenance with a hideous grin. Faugh …!

			—Ambrose Bierce, What I Saw of Shiloh.

		

		I seldom have nightmares. When I do, they are usually flitting images of the everyday things I see on the job: crushed and perforated skulls, lopped-off limbs and severed heads, roasted and dissolving corpses, hanks of human hair and heaps of white bones—all in a day’s work at my office, the C. A. Pound Human Identification Laboratory of the Florida Museum of Natural History at the University of Florida. Recently I dreamed I was in a faraway country, trying on shoes, and the leather in the shoes was so improperly prepared that the laces and uppers were crawling with maggots. But there was a simple, ordinary explanation for this phantasm: one of my graduate students was raising maggots as part of a research project.

		I have gazed on the face of death innumerable times, witnessed it in all its grim manifestations. Death has no power to freeze my heart, jangle my nerves or sway my reason. Death to me is no terror of the night but a daylit companion, a familiar condition, a process obedient to scientific laws and answerable to scientific inquiry.

		For me, every day is Halloween. When you think of all the horror movies you have seen in your entire life, you are visualizing only a dim, dull fraction of what I have seen in actual fact. Our laboratory is primarily devoted to teaching physical anthropology to graduate students at the University of Florida, and is part of the Florida Museum of Natural History. Yet, thanks to the wording of the 1917 law establishing the museum, we often find ourselves investigating wrongful death, attempting to dispel the shadows surrounding murder and suicide. All too often in the past, under the old coroner system, the innocent have died unavenged, and malefactors have escaped unpunished, because investigators lacked the stomach, the knowledge, the experience and the perseverance to reach with both hands into the rotting remnants of some dreadful crime, rummage through the bones and grasp the pure gleaming nugget of truth that lies at the center of it all.

		Truth is discoverable. Truth wants to be discovered. The men who murdered the Russian Tsar Nicholas II and his family and servants in 1918 imagined that their crime would remain hidden for all eternity, but scarce sixty years passed before these martyred bones rose up again into the light of day and bore witness against their Bolshevik assassins. I have seen the tiny, wisp-thin bones of a murdered infant stand up in court and crush a bold, hardened, adult killer, send him pale and penitent to the electric chair. A small fragment of a woman’s skullcap, gnawed by alligators and found by accident at the bottom of a river, furnished enough evidence for me to help convict a hatchet murderer, two years after the fact.

		The science of forensic anthropology, properly wielded, can resolve historical riddles and chase away bugbears that have bedeviled scholars for centuries. Reluctantly but carefully, I examined the skeletal remains of President Zachary Taylor, who died in 1850, and helped lay to rest persistent suspicions that he was the first of our presidents to be assassinated. The sword-nicked skull of the butchered Spanish conquistador, Francisco Pizarro, came within my field of inquiry, and I have held in my hands the bony orb that once enclosed vast dreams of gold, blood and empire. The gargoyle-like skull and skeleton of the Victorian-era “Elephant Man,” Joseph Merrick, furnished me with pictures and impressions so poignant and vivid that I almost seemed to be conversing with the man himself.

		But I do not seek out the illustrious dead to pay them court or borrow their fame. To me, the human skeleton unnamed and unfleshed is matter enough for marvel. The most fascinating case I ever had involved a modern, love-struck couple with very ordinary names: Meek and Jennings. It fell to me to extricate their bones, burned and crushed and commingled in thousands of fragments, from a single body bag, and put them back together again as best I could. When I was finished, after a year and a half’s work, what I had was what lies deepest within all of us, at our center; that which is the last of us ever to be cut, burned, disassembled or dissolved; that which is strongest, hardest and least destructible about us; our firmest ally, our most trustworthy companion, our longest surviving remnant after we die: our skeleton.

		I have often wondered whether I have a character flaw, to be so drawn to deathly things. I have always wanted to see the true facts of human existence, no matter how ugly. From a very early age I wanted to see life as it really was, not through the smudged window-pane of a newspaper or by means of the flickering picture of a movie newsreel. I wanted an uncensored view of reality. I did not want to know death from a neatly typed autopsy report, or from the body banked with flowers and surmounted by a stainless steel coffin lid at a funeral parlor. All my life I have been curious about death as it is, as it happens.

		I was born in Dallas, Texas, on August 7, 1937. One of my grandfathers was a Methodist preacher, the other a saddle maker. My father was a banker who died when he was only forty, of cancer. I was just eleven. He was a man of strict morals who set a high premium on education. I grew up in a house filled with books and magazines such as Collier’s and the Saturday Evening Post. The dictionary was one of the most used books in our library and reading was nearly as natural as breathing to me. I knew nine months before my father died that he was not going to recover, that the end was inevitable. This was a great sorrow to me; but in his last days my father said something that filled me with pride. He was giving some final instructions to my mother. He urged her to make sure that my brother, who was a splendid athlete, went to college. He did not mention me.

		“What about Billy?” my mother asked him.

		“Don’t worry about Billy. He’ll be all right,” my father replied; and his deathbed faith in me has heartened me all my life.

		One formative childhood event sticks out in my mind. It involved the great 1930s woman outlaw, Bonnie Parker, of Bonnie and Clyde fame. She crossed my path twice, even though she died before I was born. Bonnie was from Dallas and she first met Clyde Barrow, a native of Waco, in “Cement City,” a rough part of Dallas near the Trinity River Bottoms, where she was working as a waitress. The pair went on to blaze their way across Texas and the Midwest and their legend was still fresh in Dallas when I was a boy. Our house was right across the street from the home of the chief deputy of the Dallas County Sheriff’s Department.

		One night this deputy, who was a friend of my father’s, brought over the autopsy photographs of Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow. I was allowed to see them. They were the first autopsy photographs I had ever seen and they fascinated me. I was only about ten or eleven years old at the time. Far from being horrified, I was enthralled.

		Years later, I happened to be wandering in a part of the cemetery where members of my family are buried in Dallas. I came upon a tombstone with this inscription:

		
			AS THE FLOWERS ARE ALL MADE SWEETER BY
THE SUNSHINE AND THE DEW, SO THIS OLD
WORLD IS MADE BRIGHTER BY THE LIVES
OF FOLKS LIKE YOU

		

		Above this poem were the words:

		
			BONNIE PARKER
Oct. 1, 1910–May 23, 1934

		

		I was astonished. The poem might have described a child or a sweetheart, instead of a cigar-smoking murderess who perished in a hail of bullets.

		I later photographed this headstone and show the poem part in some of my lectures. The next slide shows the full epitaph, with the superscripted name: Bonnie Parker. In that moment in a Dallas graveyard it came to me that every person, from the most depraved serial killer to the most seraphic innocent, was likely loved by someone when each was alive. Victims and murderers alike are people. They may have followed their paths helplessly or of their own free will, but the paths led equally to the grave. All these people demand and deserve a dispassionate and caring analysis from investigators like myself. We can never forget that what we are doing is not just for the courts or for the general public. What we see on the table will have to be related to the families of victims and to the relatives of killers. Flowers and dew may seem far away from the microscopes and autopsy saws we employ, but they are still part of the picture. My wife’s parents, my maternal grandparents and my father are all buried in that cemetery, in the same ground where Bonnie Parker lies.

		I was brought up unreligiously, but with a set of hard, clear-cut moral values. Lies and laziness repel me more than the most putrefied corpse. If you wish to ponder the existence of the human soul or weigh whether there is life after death, you will have to seek elsewhere than in these pages. While I have seen consummate evil and its effects, I have never been overawed by it or attracted by the sleazy runways and approaches to it. The underside of life holds no personal fascination for me; nor have I ever been tempted to crawl into the gutter or stare through the sewer grate at the sordid practices of the living. I am not attracted to bars or nightclubs or bordellos, though I have hauled away and handled and examined the dead bodies of those who frequented them.

		When people ask me how I ended up in forensic anthropology, I tell them it was a combination of good luck and bad character. I took my first anthropology course as an entering freshman at the University of Texas, purely by accident. Registration hours were nearly up. We freshmen always received the last appointments of the day. All the sections for introductory biology were filled up. My adviser suggested anthropology as an alternative.

		“Fine. What’s that?” I asked him.

		“Try it. You may like it,” he answered. So I found myself taking physical anthropology. I majored in English and minored in anthropology all through college and then, with just one semester left before graduation, switched my major to anthropology. One course required for the major was advanced physical anthropology, taught by a newcomer to the University of Texas, a man named Tom McKern.

		It was McKern who, more than any other man save only my father, shaped and directed my life. McKern was … simply McKern. He was unique, a born teacher, a brilliant lecturer and a very charismatic personality. I soon learned that he had been born in Tonga, the son of an archaeologist, and had wide experience of foreign lands and far shores. He had worked at a laboratory in Tokyo, identifying the remains of American G.I.s killed at Iwo Jima in World War II, and later in Korea. Among the skeletons submitted to him for identification from the Iwo Jima battlefield was that of one of his closest friends, a man who had been best man at McKern’s own wedding. McKern had seen extraordinary things, and there was a kind of glow about him. He fascinated and impressed every student who came into contact with him. He was what I would become: a forensic anthropologist.

		That first day, McKern simply called the roll and dismissed the class. A few of us hung around afterward and chatted with him. He explained what forensic anthropology was, what it involved. He told us about testifying at trials, working with homicide cases. He said you could earn as much as a hundred dollars a day doing this extraordinarily fascinating work, if you testified in court. We were agog at this vast sum! The conversation lasted half an hour at most; but at the end of that half hour, when I walked out of that classroom, I knew what I wanted to do with my life.

		Ever since I had turned eighteen I had been practically self-supporting. I paid my college expenses by working at a succession of odd jobs—very odd jobs. I was an attendant in a private sanitarium and had sometimes to restrain violent or delirious patients. I rode shotgun in an ambulance that belonged to a funeral home, and became proficient at throwing sheets with our home’s name on them over the dead, mangled corpses of accident victims. The competition between rival funeral parlors for new business was fierce, and it made our work resemble some macabre rodeo, where the first cowboy who gets his rope over the steer wins, except that we were using sheets, not ropes, and we were flinging them over corpses, not steers.

		Those were wild days, full of high-speed chases under Texas starlight. We would fly like bats from hell to the scene of an accident, risking our lives to pluck dead men off the asphalt first, ahead of the competition. We often took more chances getting there than the deceased took to die there. Our ambulance had a top speed of 105 mph, but we had a low-speed transmission. Our competitor’s ambulance could do 110 mph but had a high-speed transmission. The difference in transmissions meant that our competitor could dust us on the flat straightaways out in open country, but we could show him our taillights in town.

		We drove around at these breakneck speeds in the days before seat belts, and nothing we told the funeral parlor owner could persuade him to shell out for these safety restraints. This old man was a character. I remember him unfolding a whole set of membership cards for every conceivable organization in town. He belonged to all of them. As the cards riffled down to the tabletop he chuckled. “See these?” he said smugly. “Every one of them’s a funeral!”

		Then one night the owner happened to be riding in the ambulance himself and witnessed a particularly ghastly accident. A gravel truck had hit the rear fender of a car, spinning the car around and ejecting the seat-beltless driver like a child from a playground whirligig. The driver landed in the path of the truck, whose front wheels pulped his head. The sight of this atrociously mangled corpse softened even my boss’s hard heart, and he equipped our ambulance with seat belts soon afterward.

		I had been to funerals, but it was in those days that I saw my first dead body outside of a coffin. It happened my first night on the job. We were called to a house in Austin, where a woman was having severe chest pains. We found her wedged between her bed and the wall, wearing next to nothing. We hauled her out as gently as we could. She was still alive. We got her on a stretcher, put her aboard the ambulance and gave her oxygen on the way to the hospital. I was reassuring her all the way. Then, a few minutes after she was taken into the emergency room, as I looked on, she died.

		Old Judge Watson—I have forgotten his first name—was called in to certify the death. The vertebrae in the judge’s neck were fused together and he could no longer turn his head. So he would swivel his whole body, shoulders, head and all. He came in, looked down at the body, swiveled back and forth like a lighthouse for about half a minute, then croaked two words:

		“Heart attack!”

		That was all. The verdict was rendered. The authorities were finished with this woman. It was as though she had sunk beneath the surface of a dark sea. The stiff-necked old judge stumped out of the room, leaving us with the silent cadaver. Those two words were all the epitaph she got that night, and the sudden finality of it all impressed me greatly.

		Certain scenes are engraved on my memory from those days. I remember the night we were called to the scene of a domestic dispute. A crippled husband had beaten his wife, using his crutch and the brass post from a four-poster bed. I remember another case in which a man got in a fight during which he was hit over the head with a large ketchup bottle. When we arrived the whole scene seemed to be weltering in red gore. I can stand the sight of blood, but the smell of it repels me. I did not think a human body could contain so much blood. In fact, it can’t. A part of the sea of red was ketchup. The man survived and probably went on to other fights. I remember picking up a young man from an overturned car. He had a broken arm and moaned at me, asking where we were taking him. “The hospital,” I said. Suddenly he began flailing away at me with both arms, broken and whole, trying to escape. It was all I could do to hold him down. It turned out he had stolen the car.

		I saw terrible things during those nights, but I could not blink or turn away. My job depended on it. After a while it became a test of strength for me, to gaze unflinchingly at the dreadful aftermaths of accidents. Emergency room personnel deal with the same situations, but I would submit that the ER technicians see people after we ambulance men have tidied them up considerably. When we arrived at the scene, we were plunged into pure chaos. It was dark. Cars were overturned or on fire. Crowds were screaming. Police were yelling. Glass was broken. Smells of spilled fuel and roasted flesh were fresh. There is far more drama at the scene of an accident than there is in the emergency room afterward. At the hospital there are no shadows. Everything is clean and well lit and deodorized. Clean sheets and shiny instruments convey an atmosphere of relative calm and control. Already the horror is receding.

		I saw my first autopsy when I was eighteen years old. Most of the autopsies in those days in Austin were done at the funeral homes, as they still are in many places. Pathologists would come in and do the cutting, weighing and photographing. Some of these specialists were very friendly and kind to us young laymen. They would let us stay and ask questions during the procedure. Gradually, I began to be exposed to decomposed bodies and severe trauma. Our funeral home had the contract to handle the remains of servicemen killed in military plane crashes. I saw bodies burned nearly to cinders. I saw the white, bloated bodies of young airmen recovered from the Gulf of Mexico. Many nights I had the eerie experience of sleeping in a room with burned bodies in bags all piled up and clearly visible just outside the screened door. It was at this period that I gradually developed my ability to work with bodies and manage to eat food. I remember having a chili-and-cheese hamburger in the autopsy room after an autopsy, looking at the burger carefully, then taking a bite, and then another, and another.

		I saw tough policemen smoke cigars to keep the odors out of their nostrils. I remember the pathologist cutting through some medium-cooked soft tissue in a burned corpse while saying waggishly: “Well, I guess we don’t want barbecued ribs for lunch today”—and seeing the police run from the room, green with nausea.

		My life took on a strange, Jekyll-and-Hyde quality. By day, as an English literature undergraduate, I would contemplate the glories of Dickens, Trollope and Shakespeare. By night I would voyage into a world of dreadful pain and cruel misfortune, of flames and twisted steel, of bruisings, breakings and bleedings. I studied sonnets and suicides. I saw tragedies printed on paper and scrawled on asphalt. I dissected immortal poems from England and witnessed dead men and women cut carefully to pieces in Texas, under lamplight on stainless steel tables.

		Then I was graduated. Margaret and I married one month before I took my B.A. at the University of Texas in January 1959. McKern encouraged me to go straight on to a Ph.D. in anthropology, skipping the master’s degree. The University of Texas had no Ph.D. program in anthropology but McKern told me I could take courses elsewhere and he would supervise my progress personally. I decided, however, to work first for my master’s degree.

		It was useless. I flailed about in graduate school for a while, trying to make ends meet by moonlighting as a laboratory technician and grading exam papers. One summer I worked two jobs totaling forty-four hours a week, one of them as an athletic director in a school for retarded children, the other as a hospital orderly. At the same time I was attempting to take a full graduate course load. I was drained, exhausted after a year and a half. I was getting nowhere, it seemed. So as soon as Margaret won her degree in education I left school, went to Dallas and got a job with the Hartford Insurance Company as an investigator.

		An old pathologist once told me: “When in doubt, think dirty. You’ll be right ninety percent of the time.” It was good advice, and I had many occasions to put it to good use while investigating insurance claims. Although I came to detest this job and the human vermin it brought me into contact with, in retrospect it was the best possible training for my later career as a forensic anthropologist. If any young man would care to find out in a hurry just how low his fellow human beings can sink, let him become an insurance claims adjuster. Whatever tender blossoms of altruism flowered in his innocent soul, these will be ripped out by the roots in six months flat; I guarantee it. At the same time, he will come face to face with some of the most vivid, brilliant, highly plausible fictions ever spun by human ingenuity. I know I did.

		I shall not dwell on the tangled lies I had to unravel in those years. I learned to spot the people who specialize in falling down in front of vehicles. I learned about the “quick stop artists” who can brake their cars on a dime and cause rear-end collisions any time they like. I learned about physicians and chiropractors and the imaginative reports they would write about whiplash cases. I learned how reports were written charging that victims had suffered “permanent injury,” even though there was not the slightest trace of any injuries and the doctors admitted as much. How could they then diagnose “permanent injury”? Easily: there might not be any permanent injuries now; but, they assured us, many “permanent injuries” develop later as a result of such accidents!

		I had surreal talks with shyster attorneys, conversations that involved a complete suspension of belief on both sides. I would be talking to an attorney and would know he was lying and would know he knew I knew he was lying—and yet we had to talk on, grave-faced and sober, speaking in all seriousness, like two characters in a farce, fully cognizant of the fraud that choked the room like an invisible fog.

		Nor was all the fault on the side of the victims. I saw insurance companies that wouldn’t pay even though they were liable for accidents, because alert claims adjusters had swooped in early, beating the lawyers to the scene, and had obtained a statement from the victims that there were no injuries.

		In those shabby days my esteem for the human race waned considerably. Toward the end, alarm bells would go off in my brain at the mere sound of those quavering, plaintive words: “I just want what’s due me.” All the lies and rigamarole instilled in me a real thirst for the truth, a realization that the truth is a valuable and rare commodity.

		The skepticism of those days has stayed with me all my life and has made me a shrewder investigator than I might be otherwise. Some years later I caught a graduate student falsifying field notes in primate research in Africa. After I found he could not have been in the field, given his receipts and gasoline mileage, I fired him and sent him home. He said to me ruefully as I handed him his airline ticket: “You’ve always had a penchant for investigation.”

		At the time, however, I was miserable. I told Margaret that I wanted to go back to the ivory tower, back to the university. I wanted to get away from all the endless strife, controversy and dishonesty of the insurance business. I wrote my old teacher, Tom McKern, and asked if he thought I had the potential to become a forensic anthropologist, to make a career of it.

		McKern wrote back and said, in essence: “Come.” I went. In short order I earned my master’s degree, put together my thesis on Caddoan Indian skeletons and had someone turn it in for me. By the time I learned I had won my master’s degree, I was in Kenya, trapping baboons as part of a research project. I was an anthropologist, twenty-four years old.

		No primate makes a good pet. That includes humans. We and our cousins—the gorillas, the chimpanzees, the monkeys, including the baboons—are a rather uncivilized lot, fiercely proud and independent, but at the same time treacherous, greedy, aggressive and cruel. I carry a deep scar on my right arm, where an old baboon bit me, lacerating my ulnar artery and coming very near to costing me a limb. I hold no grudge. It was a fair fight. In the eyes of the baboon I was certainly in the wrong. I had jabbed him with a tranquilizer in an effort to capture him alive in Kenya, to ship him to a research laboratory in America. In his position, I would have tried to kill me too.

		My days in Africa marked me far more deeply than this hollow old wound in my arm shows. I caught malaria twice. I had to face down angry Masai tribesmen carrying spears. Wobble-kneed and drunk on pure adrenaline, I confronted charging Cape buffalo bent on trampling me to muddy paste, and shot them seconds before their horns got intimately acquainted with my chest. For sheer terror I recommend the Cape buffalo; no departmental chairperson or budget committee can begin to compare with this shaggy mass of bone, muscle and rage.

		Kenya is forever glorious in my memory. In those magical times, thirty years ago, my wife and I were still discovering each other, truly building something together, amid the most exotic and beautiful surroundings imaginable. Both of our daughters were born in Nairobi.

		My years in Kenya confirmed me in the path I had chosen. Africa poured forth gifts that I have always treasured, made me a better teacher, gave me a perspective that broadened and deepened my research. There is no greater living laboratory for anthropology on earth than the immensity of Africa, with its startling displays of nature, “red in tooth and claw,” yet profoundly beautiful for all their savagery. What had been theoretical in my mind suddenly came to life before my eyes. I keep an articulated baboon skeleton on a shelf in my office, and it brings back memories of the Kenya and Tanzania I knew then: Kimana, where Hemingway camped and gazed at Kilimanjaro’s snows; the blue Chyulu Hills, the Tsavo National Park, Lake Manyara where the lions lie lazily up in the trees, paws dangling from limbs; the magnificent Serengeti Plain, Lake Magadi, Lake Natron, the Ngurumani Escarpment.

		I have tried to incorporate scenes from Africa into my lectures on anthropology and I think it has made them more interesting and down-to-earth. I can tell my students with eyewitness certainty that a lion will eat this but not that. I can set them straight about baboons, which are described in many textbooks as strict vegetarians, but which I have seen with my own eyes devouring hunks of freshly slaughtered baby antelope, chickens and other birds. Such lessons can’t be learned in books. Africa tided me over during some very lean years in Academe, furnished me with ideas for research projects that ultimately helped me win tenure.

		And it was all so magnificent: we breakfasted on mangoes and papayas. We saw plains of leaping oryxes, wildebeest and zebras, plains that scrolled out forever toward horizons of dust and rainstorms under purplish-blue skies. By night myriad stars shone, and in the limpid heavens the moonlight could be bright enough to read by. We had our clothes torn by “wait-a-bit” thorns, as they are called locally, and we roasted steaks of fresh-killed lesser kudu and impala at our campfires. At night the “bush babies,” a wide-eyed species of lower primate also known as the galago, used to bounce on the tops of our tents as if they were trampolines, jumping up to catch bugs lured by the light of our encampment.

		In those adventurous days I fought and fled from bush fires. I learned to fly, and piloted a plane over the Great Rift Valley, a vast geological feature that slices its way through East Africa. We travelled through the Ngorongoro Crater, a tremendous, extinct volcano whose rim encloses a tremendous ecosystem many hundreds of square miles in area, as green and gorgeous as some lost Eden. I took my wife and infant daughter for a visit to the mysterious Olduvai Gorge, and there we descended into the very deeps of time, where some of the earliest traces of man on earth have been found. The legendary Dr. Louis Leakey, who dug there for over thirty years and won a world-wide reputation as one of the giants of anthropology, hospitably treated us to lunch and tossed the salad with his own hands. I still have an old 8 mm home movie of the event, in which Leakey climbs the side of the gorge, scratching his bottom unselfconsciously, as any of the australopithecine protohumans might have done, in this same gorge, several million years earlier.

		I owed my sojourn in Africa, which began in 1962, to the good offices of my teacher, Tom McKern. In those days an outfit called the Southwest Foundation for Research and Education, based in San Antonio, was interested in acquiring baboons. Baboons, it had been learned, have a peculiarity shared with humans: they can get atherosclerosis, or clogged arteries, from eating a normal diet. Any animal can get atherosclerosis if you force-feed it gobs of cholesterol, but the baboon can apparently get it eating the same things we do. This made baboons a valuable research animal, and the foundation was interested in acquiring specimens.

		I served two tours at the foundation’s primate research center in Kenya between 1962 and 1966. Altogether, we trapped and shipped hundreds of baboons back to America and their descendants are still in this country. It would not surprise me to learn that the baboon whose heart was transplanted into “Baby Fay” in a controversial and unsuccessful operation in 1992 in California was descended from baboon grandparents I trapped in Kenya.

		I had seen baboons only in books and zoos before. Now I had to learn about them in the wild. I soon acquired the basics. Baboons run in troops numbering from about thirty to as many as two hundred individuals. There is considerable sexual dimorphism in baboons. Males and females differ markedly in size. Males weigh from about forty to sixty-five pounds. Females are much smaller and weigh from twenty to thirty pounds. Baboons are aggressive, but in most situations they are not a threat to humans unless they are trapped or if a young baboon is being threatened by a human within sight of its parents. They are fiercely protective of their young.

		We trapped the animals with a variety of techniques. The most common type of trap was a cylinder of strong wire mesh, about five feet high, with more mesh welded to the top and bottom. This cylinder was fitted with a thirty-inch sliding door that could be raised and lowered in metal runners.

		Inside the cylindrical trap we placed a small board shelf on two sticks, high up—too high for the baboon to stand outside and reach with his arm. On these shelves we placed our bait: maize. Baboons love maize. I have seen them running through maize fields in an orgy of gluttony, sticking an ear of maize under each arm, grabbing more ears, letting the first ears drop, replacing them with more ears, which fall when the next two ears are stolen. At the end of a row the baboon emerges with two ears of maize—and a whole trail of fallen and abandoned ears. They are the most improvident of thieves, forever stealing more than they can carry. I’ve known people who behaved in the same way, but that is another story.

		Luring the baboons into the traps was a long task, requiring patience and cunning. First we scattered maize on the bare earth in a suitable clearing. Then we brought the traps in, set them up, and scattered maize around them. Then we scattered maize inside the traps, with the doors wired open. Then we put an ear of corn on the shelf, with the door still wired open. Finally, after the baboons were completely lulled into complacency by this glorious, never ending bounty of free food, we tied one end of a thread to the ear of maize and tied the other end to the falling door of the trap.

		Bang! As soon as the baboon grabbed the ear of maize, the treacherous thread would break and down slammed the sliding door. When we arrived on the scene, there would be some very angry baboons gibbering and screaming and baring their fangs at us from inside the wire mesh traps. Amazing to relate, the creatures seldom had the wits to lift the door and escape. And they always ate the ear of maize clean, making the most of their time in captivity.

		Now they were within our power, and now came the ticklish part: getting the baboons out of the traps and back to camp. We used a syringe crudely fitted to a hollow pipe to inject them with a tranquilizer. I later learned that this tranquilizer was an experimental drug, phencyclidine, now widely recognized as the main ingredient in the illicit drug known as “angel dust.” It worked very well on the animals every time they had to be moved; but we noticed that after two or three doses they became violent and hard to handle whenever they saw us approaching with the pipe-syringe full of phencyclidine. I can only imagine that they did not have sweet dreams when under the influence of this drug. Certainly they came to hate it.

		Our usual method was to hold the needle ready and approach the trap. Usually the caged baboon would jump away from the door and we would seize the instant to jab them in the thigh with the needle and push the plunger. The doses were done by rough guesstimate. We would look at a baboon and gauge the weight by visual inspection. In a few moments after the needle sank in, the beasts would get groggy. Then they would sway, totter and collapse on the cage of the floor. We waited a bit, then kicked the side of the cage to see if there was any reaction. Then came the moment of truth. I would open the door, grab the inert baboon firmly by the scruff of the neck and the base of the tail and haul the- creature out of the trap. It is essential to act quickly and decisively: grab, grab, yank and hoist. If you move quickly and get the proper grip, it is very hard for the animal to turn its head and bite you.

		All this I knew. All this I had done dozens of times. It was routine to me, second nature. Then one day, when I was hauling an old male baboon out of a trap, everything went horribly wrong. I had him by the neck and tail, there was no problem, everything was going according to plan. When I swung him up over the side of the pickup truck bed, his head swiveled around, so limply that it seemed to be lolling that way, merely because of gravity.

		But in the next instant the cunning old fellow came to life and sank a razor-sharp canine tooth into my arm, a fang several inches long and sharp-edged along its inner curve. It went through my flesh like a stiletto. I was too astonished to feel much pain. I immediately fell to the ground on top of the animal and held his head as immobile as I could. If he managed to push my arm away with his powerful limbs, the tooth would rip clear through my arm muscles and arteries. I knew from experience that this is how a baboon fights, sinking its teeth into its enemy, then pushing the enemy away and letting the tooth tear through the flesh.

		As I pinned the beast to the ground with the pierced arm, I beat him with my left fist on his zygomatic arch—the part of the skull near the cheekbone. It was some time before I could persuade him to open his mouth. I carefully unsheathed the long, bloody canine from my arm and disengaged it. The dripping-jawed old baboon was groggy enough to lie still on the ground now. I drove back to camp, the blood welling up from my wound in warm throbs. The ulnar artery had been nicked. I reached camp, leaped from the truck, ran for the first-aid kit and poured a surgical solution into the deep wound. It was approximately as soothing as napalm. I applied a pressure dressing to the wound and began dosing myself with erythromycin to fight infection. The nearest hospital was in Nairobi, a hundred and forty miles away, but before I could set out I had to wire all the trap doors open, in keeping with Kenyan game laws, so that no baboons could be caught in them and starve while we were away. I also had to give the old baboon who had wounded me another shot of phencyclidine. This time I erred on the side of caution, when it came to estimating the dosage.

		I drove to Nairobi in a fog of pain. Every bump in the road reawakened my wounded arm. When I staggered into the hospital emergency room, the first thing the attendants said was: “Look at his color. He’s in shock.” And I remember thinking blurrily: “My God, I’m in shock.” My arm looked as if it belonged to Popeye the Sailor, it was so puffed up with blood from the leaking ulnar artery.

		And so began an uncomfortable convalescence. Despite the erythromycin I’d administered back at the camp, E. coli bacteria spread and proliferated in the wound. The swollen arm stank so much it seemed to belong not to me but to a corpse. I slept with the limb outstretched, trying to get as far from it as I could. For a while the arm looked as if it might have to be amputated. But with time, and many soakings in Epsom salts, the swelling gradually abated and the wound was purged clean. It was a near-run thing.

		Far from being soured on Kenya because of my wound, I became fonder of it than ever, as if the country had entered my heart through a hole in my arm. Phrases and fragments of Swahili recur to my mind at odd moments and, even though they are tattered now with the passage of time, the bits I remember still have a beautiful, vital ring in my ears. I remember how a can opener was called a tinikata, a wagon a gari, and a train a “smoke wagon,” a gari la moshi. I still use some Swahili phrases today because they are wonderfully descriptive. A barbarian, an uncivilized person, is a shenzi. An utter fiasco is a shauri. One of the medical examiners in Florida also lived in Kenya for a time and it is a great pleasure to greet him with a hearty “Jambo, bwana [Good day, sir]!”—and to hear the same in return.

		Isaac Newton once complimented his forerunners in science, whose research enabled him to formulate the first laws of physics. “If I have seen further,” Newton said, “it is because I have stood upon the shoulders of giants.” In my case, it has been the shoulders of baboons, but I am nonetheless grateful.

	
		2
Talkative Skulls

		
			People begin to see that something more goes to the composition of a fine murder than two blockheads to kill and be killed—a knife—a purse—and a dark lane. Design, gentlemen, grouping, light and shade, poetry, sentiment, are now deemed indispensable to attempts of this nature.

			—Thomas De Quincey, On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts

		

		One of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s most amusing short stories, “Crabbe’s Practice,” deals with the desperate attempts of a young doctor to set himself up in the world and acquire patients. Hoping to burnish his academic reputation, he publishes a deep and erudite paper in a medical journal, with the bizarre title, “Curious Development of a Discopherous Bone in the Stomach of a Duck.” Later he confesses to a friend that the paper was a fraud. While dining on roast duck, the young doctor discovered that the fowl had swallowed an ivory domino, and he had turned the experience into a research paper. “Discopherous” is just a Greek term for “circle-bearing,” and refers to the circular dots on a domino.

		Conan Doyle was a doctor himself and knew whereof he spoke. Anyone who works in science knows the dull desperation and sharp anxiety of the early days in one’s career. Few of us do not look back on those pinched, scraping times without a secret shudder, followed by a pang of relief that they are past. The miserable pay and financial woes; the long nights of study and the battles against sleep; the frightful hurdles of examinations; the climactic defense of one’s doctoral dissertation; the hissing, malignant envy that is the curse of university life at all times and in all places; the constant struggle to get published, to win tenure, to carve out a niche and be recognized in one’s field—all these torments are well known in Academe, and have been known to drive some people mad, even to suicide. Some people. Not me.

		My early experiences riding shotgun in the funeral parlor’s ambulance in Texas had shown me a side of life no book could teach. These dreadful sights gave me a certain balance, along with reserves of strength that I could call on in the ordinary trials of life at the university. When you have seen bodies burned to cinders in fires, or pummeled to jelly under a truckload of bricks, or reduced to empty skins whose bones have been squeezed from them by the terrific force of plane crashes, then the bumps and bogies of academic life hold few terrors for you. “It could be worse,” you tell yourself; and when worse is the thing you saw lying dead in a highway culvert scarcely twelve hours earlier, you know you are telling the truth.

		The first time I was asked for my considered opinion about a skull came when I was still in graduate school, still working under Tom McKern in his laboratory. It was a watershed moment for me, because for the first time McKern was treating me—I will not say as an equal, but very nearly as a colleague whose independent opinion he valued.

		On that morning when I came into the laboratory McKern presented me with a cranium, a skull without the lower jaw. It had been found in Lake Travis near Austin with a fishing line tied around the zygomatic arch, the cheekbone. The other end of the fishing line was tied to a large rock.

		As I handled the still damp cranium, my attention was drawn to the palate. More than anything else, the shape of that palate struck me. It stood out, to my eyes, in a very unusual way. Looking at it, I was racked by doubts. I felt very insecure because obviously McKern was going to judge me on my response. More than that, I was insecure because I was about to give him an answer I felt was intrinsically improbable. At last I summoned up my courage and spoke:

		“I think it’s Mongoloid, probably Japanese,” I said. McKern looked at me for a long moment. Then at last he said: “That’s what I think too.”

		Whatever pride I felt was immediately dampened by McKern, who went on to point out all the other things I had missed. With the sure touch of a true master of forensic anthropology, he demonstrated one detail after another, details which I had seen but had not observed. At such times McKern was truly dazzling and I shall never forget those lucid, decisive moments in which he practically made that old skull speak.

		I had not observed that some of the teeth had been glued into their sockets. I had not observed the scorching on the outer cranial vault. I had not observed the very simple fact that the skull had been attached to a fishing line tightly tied to its zygomatic arch, which meant that it was dry, unfleshed bone to start with, when it was plunged into the lake.

		After McKern had pointed out all these things, the answer became clear. The skull before us was almost certainly a World War II trophy skull that some serviceman brought back from the Pacific Theater. The scorching had occurred during battle, perhaps by the action of flamethrowers or as the result of a fiery plane crash. The teeth had fallen out as the skull dried out and had been glued back in. Finally, either the serviceman himself had sickened of his gruesome relic, or he had died and his heirs wanted to get rid of the thing. But how to dispose of it? If they put it in the garbage it might be found. Burning it was too much trouble. Burying it would be bothersome and might leave traces. Best to throw it in the lake! Tie a rock to it for good measure! And so the skull went overboard, bubbling down into the depths of Lake Travis, only to be found again by the purest chance.

		I am certain that, somewhere in Japan today, there is a family wondering what became of an uncle, a father, a long-lost relative who marched off to war more than half a century ago. They will never know. And the Japanese man whose skull this was, how could he have dreamed that, after great and fiery battles in the middle of the vast Pacific, the bony vessel enclosing his dreaming brain was destined to end up tied to a rock and drowned in a cool American lake, then fished up onto a bright laboratory table at the University of Texas?

		The television show “Quincy” has caused me no end of vexation and amusement. When people learn that I am a forensic anthropologist, the first thing they usually say is: “Oh, like Quincy?” Quincy was a medical examiner whose whole career was one long string of dramatic successes. Born under a lucky star, Quincy solved his cases within hours or days. If Quincy had a problem, he telephoned his brilliant assistant, Sam, back at the lab, and Sam had the answer for him in seconds. Sam! How I envied Quincy his faithful and unerring Sam! Any one of us could shine like the morning star if we only had a Sam working for us. In one episode Quincy and Sam actually determined the hair color of a skeleton by examining its femur—a complete scientific impossibility. A bunch of us forensic anthropologists later cornered the technical advisor of this episode at the annual convention of the American Academy of Forensic Scientists. Up against the wall, needled and jabbed by our merciless questions over this hair-color episode, he finally admitted that he had taken “dramatic license” to “move the plot forward.”

		I am not Quincy. The difference between forensic pathologists and forensic anthropologists is quite simple. Pathologists have medical degrees. They are doctors who have received residency training in pathology. If they are fortunate, they also have some training in courtroom procedures. All the medical examiners in the state of Florida are forensic pathologists with medical degrees. In some states they may also serve as county coroners, legally determining the cause of death. But in others, the coroner may have no medical background at all; he may simply be a local person with a reputation for shrewdness and honesty. I have known coroners who were filling station owners, or funeral parlor directors, or even furniture salesmen. Why furniture salesmen? Because in the old days these merchants stocked coffins in their shops.

		A forensic anthropologist is not a medical doctor, though he has a Ph.D. and has studied anthropology in college. We specialize in the human skeletal system, its changes through life, its changes across many lifetimes, and its variations around the world. We are part of the larger field of physical anthropology, or biological anthropology as it is known today, which is concerned overall with the human body and all its variations. My specialty, physical anthropology, is distinct from other fields, such as cultural anthropology and archaeology. The cultural anthropologists are the ones who go out and study the exotic tribes, the “fluttered folk and wild,” as the poet Rudyard Kipling called them. The archaeologists look for tools and other evidence of ancient and recent man in the folds and hollows of Asia, Africa and Europe.

		My field of expertise is the human skeleton. Though some pathologists insist on doing their own skeletal examinations along with autopsies, I can confidently say that there are very few cases in which a forensic anthropologist—someone like me—could not add a great deal of useful information to what a pathologist can discover. I have had pathologists exclaim frankly in my hearing, when confronted with a skeleton: “Gee, I’m not used to looking at these without the meat on them!”

		But long and lean were the years from the time I entered graduate school, in 1959, to the time I got my first case, in 1972. There was a spot of work from time to time in McKern’s lab. There were occasional formal examinations of skeletons in Africa. But apart from these cases, the annals of my professional life in this period are rather parched and poor.

		When I open my filing cabinets the gaunt memories of those starveling years come back to me vividly. In 1972 I had but a single case. In 1973 hope blazed up like a bonfire: a scatter of buried bodies was found less than a quarter of a mile away from where I live in Gainesville. These remains turned up when new utility lines were being laid, and for a while it was feared that we were dealing with the grisly spoils left by a serial killer. The former owner of the house in whose backyard these bodies came to light was an attorney who had committed suicide years earlier. All sorts of wild theories were floating about.

		The police asked me and three university archaeologists to investigate. We all piled into a van and drove to the site. Within a few hours we had turned up casket hardware, nails, screws, etc., that indicated we were dealing with nothing more sinister than an early twentieth-century graveyard. The whole thing was a fiasco, a false alarm.

		In 1974, I had two cases. In 1975, two more cases; in 1976, two cases; in 1977, three cases; in 1978—twelve cases! And from then on things began to snowball.

		When the Florida Museum of Natural History was endowed by the state legislature in 1917 as the Florida State Museum, one of its functions, as spelled out in the original wording of the law, was that the museum would provide assistance to the state in “identifying specimens.” I doubt the original framers of the law imagined that among those “specimens” would be human remains, still less that those remains would be the ghastly leavings of murderers and maniacs. But over the years I have tried to do my part to repay the generosity and vision of those state legislators of long ago. My first opportunity to do so—my first case—came in April 1972, when a Washington County sheriff’s deputy brought me a peat-encrusted skeleton that had been found in the woods and asked me to analyze it.

		The skeleton had been found in a swamp near Chipley. There was no name, no identifying information accompanying it at all. I took the skeleton down to the steam tables at the end of my laboratory in the basement of the anthropology department and started cleaning away the vegetable matter. Meanwhile a class nearby broke for coffee and the professor brought his pupils over to see what I was doing. This professor was a bit of a twit. He said to the students, very jocularly: “You see, science has its uses in the real world.” I was irritated at his condescension but concealed it. I invited the students to have a look at the skeleton. They crowded over.

		“Here are his socks,” I said. “And you can see the feet are still in the socks.”

		At that point the twit vanished from the scene and so did most of his fainthearted students. I learned the power of cold reality, how it acts like a fly whisk to chase idle minds away; and I admired those students who stayed behind.

		You always have a fondness for your first cases, and I found this skeleton very interesting. Under analysis, it turned out to be that of a toothless elderly man with a lot of union or fusion of bones in his back, due to old age. The really fascinating thing was that he had a large opening where one ear would have been on the skull. It was all hollowed out and eaten away. Obviously he had been deaf in that ear. But there was more: a penetration from this area up through the thin bones above, which meant that this perforation went into the cranial vault, the brain case. Finally, along the inner surface of that brain case you could see pitting, where an infection had eroded the bone during life.

		I went to the University of Florida Medical School library, researched the problem and found abundant literature that described the condition. It was a middle ear infection. Such an infection, if not treated, will cause hearing loss and excavation of the bony surface in the area. Sometimes this gnawing will penetrate the brain case, leading to infection that would cause disorientation, nerve problems and death. In its earlier stages the infection produces a dripping exudation from the ear that would be foul-smelling.

		Armed with this information, I asked the sheriff if there were any local people who fit this description. It turned out there was a man, a retired farm laborer living on Social Security, who was well known in the vicinity and who had been missing for two years. His name—there is no need to give his name; he was subsequently identified beyond doubt
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