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Final Narrative 
 

The group's first step in putting together a useful dataset for "Bodies in Transit" was to 

visit the Municipal Library in person in order to establish a rapport with the client and discuss 

project deliverables. Professor Augst, Professor Wolf, and Rubi met with Sylvia Kollar, a 

director at the NYC Municipal Archives, who presented them with the "Bodies in Transit" 

ledgers. The ledgers were large and required careful handling; inside, the records were written in 

the cursive handwriting of various scribes. Ms. Kollar explained that the records were 

commissioned by the New York Department of Health in the 1800s, ostensibly to track the 

prevalence and potentially inhibit the spread of disease. 

The Municipal Archive's "Bodies in Transit" collection consists of three ledgers' worth of 

data that details the passage of deceased bodies through New York City from 1859-1894. Each 

record includes categories for the body's date of passage; name, age, nativity, residence, 

occupation, place of death, cause of death, and date of death for the deceased; place of interment 

of the body and the name of the person given charge of the body; and a space for miscellaneous 

remarks, which usually detailed the name of a doctor who came into contact with the deceased, 

although it is unknown if this would have been prior to the individual's death or as part of a 

posthumous examination. 

Prior to analyzing the data and creating visualizations, it was necessary to create a 

schema that formatted the data in a computationally-manipulable way. The team replicated the 

ledger structure in the original documents, adding columns for regularized location and cause of 

death names to maximize accuracy and reduce redundancy when producing statistical 

breakdowns. Regularization of transcribed data occurred mostly by hand, with some help from 

Google Refine’s ability to collapse information using a phonetic algorithm. Finally, pinging the 



Google API produced georeferenced columns for each piece of location-related data for which 

there was a regularized value (i.e., a corresponding contemporary location). The data was then 

manipulated using original Python scripts in order to conform to CartoDB’s format requirements 

for creating linestrings between coordinate points. 

As a result, we were able to chronicle each corpse’s individual path and ensure that each 

individual’s series of locations was grounded at the project’s locus: the Department of Health 

vital records offices in New York City. Because all categories were not available for each record, 

it was necessary to group together records with comparable plottable data and represent them on 

separate corresponding maps. Those records for which places of death and interment were 

available and plottable (a total of 811) were grouped for one map demonstrating the passage of 

the corpses into and out of New York City; another map of 469 records, a subset of the first, 

marks the same path but also includes data for nativity, taking advantage of the more extensive 

data available in some of the records. Because the resulting maps, produced in CartoDB, lacked 

directionality markers and made the data difficult to interpret due to sheer volume, each of the 

final maps highlights the paths of three individual records, annotated with the order of travel and 

posthumous transportation. 

 One of the most important questions of the project’s final stages involved how best to 

utilize and represent the data. Due to the constrictions of time and technology, as well as the 

ledger’s most pertinent scholarly applications, we chose to focus on cause of death and cemetery 

data in addition to mapped courses. Interested in changes in public health over time, we chose to 

consider the cause of death breakdown for the records transcribed both holistically and in 

temporal segments. The result, made possible by a piece of JavaScript, is a series of donut graphs 

demonstrating percentages for the most prevalent causes of death in each year. Because other 



factors, such as occupation, may have contributed to causes of death — especially when 

considering soldiers in the Civil War era — a separate chart displays the cause of death 

breakdown based on records identified as belonging to soldiers. For a comprehensive look at 

cause of death, there is a chart that displays overall data. Finally, working through the records 

revealed the importance of a handful cemeteries, making for a potentially rich data set on local 

interment history. We settled on exploring interment rates over time, expressed in a bar graph on 

the project’s site. We chose also to consider the relationships between these “popular” cemeteries 

(Bayview, Cypress Hills, Green-Wood, Evergreens, Trinity, and Lutheran All Faiths) to the 

places of death of their residents, visualized using Gephi and made interactive using scripts 

produced by Elijah Meeks. 

Ultimately, even the most comprehensive display of data in our index represents only a 

portion of the data in the original "Bodies in Transit" database. The astute reader may have 

noticed that records included in our visualizations are dated from 1859-1864, the following thirty 

years in the ledgers woefully unaccounted for. The biggest challenge the group encountered 

while building a dataset was an abundance of records with which to work and a comparatively 

miniscule amount of time to dedicate to the endeavor. Scanning microfilm into PDF files and 

then transcribing each ledger page into a Google Sheets spreadsheet was a lengthy and tedious 

process, and to complete even one ledger proved unrealistic. After much deliberation, and with 

input from Professor Wolf and Ms. Kollar, the group made the executive decision to transcribe 

pages consecutively rather than through random sampling or sampling the first several pages of 

each alphabetical section in the ledger. As a result, the team produced transcriptions for 28 two-

page spreads (scans 1-26 and 127-128, as Rob accidentally transcribed non-consecutive pages) 

from the ledger’s first volume. This is the information included in our downloadable data set, in 



our final data schema, and in the visualizations available on the “Bodies in Transit” project 

website. 

 
Scholarly Significance 
 

The Bodies in Transit ledgers, obtained from the New York Department of Health and 

housed at New York City Municipal Archives, document the passing of deceased persons’ 

bodies into or through New York City in the mid- to late- nineteenth century and reveal various 

trends from the time. Our group has worked tirelessly to digitize and transcribe the portion of the 

ledgers spanning from 1859 to 1864. The documentation provides a plethora of information 

about individual people, including age at time of death, nativity, residence, cause of death, date 

of passage through New York City, place of burial, and names of those in charge of the bodies 

post-mortem. It depicts a historical record that is more often presented through personal and first 

hand accounts. 

The data from the ledgers illustrates trends in place of burial for native and non-native 

New Yorkers who traveled through the city post-mortem. The well-known Green-Wood 

Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York, was the most-documented place for people or burial within 

New York City according to the records at the time. Other plots that are lesser-known but 

prominent in the record include Bayview Cemetery, Cemetery of the Evergreens, Cypress Hills 

Cemetery, Lutheran All Faiths Cemetery, and Trinity Church Cemetery. With this conclusive 

record, we go beyond a well-known fact that Green-Wood Cemetery was a popular plot in this 

time frame and can focus on other places New Yorkers were laid to rest. Questions to ask 

include: “How do the histories of these cemeteries explain the trends in numbers of individuals 

interred over time?” and “What changes in New York City policies allowed for their creation or 

expansion, especially when the building of new cemeteries in Manhattan was forbidden in 



1843?” Lutheran All Faiths, for example, was created directly as a result of this latter policy, and 

became one of the most popular burial places for the individuals described in the “Bodies in 

Transit” ledgers. 

Public health concerns and occupational hazards are also vital in a record where there is 

information on disease and cause of death. From these records, we acquire both a documentation 

of what people were dying from and how these diseases were classified. While modern 

technology enables us to better establish causes of illness, the names used in the ledgers allow us 

to ask questions about changes in epidemiological knowledge since the 19th century and 

transitions in naming conventions. Ten percent of the record consists of people whose cause of 

death was considered “consumption,” a name for the slow failing of the body. These individuals 

could very well have died of cancer or autoimmune diseases with which people were still 

unfamiliar. The prevalence of diseases like typhoid fever, which makes up about sixteen percent 

of the records, suggests a society less capable of dealing with or aware of bacterial infection and 

the spread of disease via water supplies and between people. The result is an entry point into 

questions of public health history and changing public perceptions of infectious disease. 

Occupational hazards like serving in the Civil War are prevalent in this data set, but 

soldiers are listed as dying most from typhoid fever: 33 percent compared to the 8 percent of 

deaths caused by gunshot wound and 12 percent of deaths caused by other wounds. These 

statistics confirm a widely-established historical narrative that cause of death during the Civil 

War was more related to conditions soldiers were in than the wounds received. The ledgers 

enable us to view this concept on an individual scale and put names to history rather than being 

confined to broader narratives. They also depict how the need for transportation of dead soldiers 

to burial sites fueled business for railway companies like the Adams Express Company, which is 



mentioned frequently throughout the ledgers, as are names of doctors and coroners who had 

charge of bodies. The records finally provide a brief glimpse into immigration trends, 

demonstrating that people often died in America and never made it back to their homelands after 

emigrating.  

The digitization and mapping of the “Bodies in Transit” ledgers is vital to making a 

historical document steeped in a local historical narrative that has been virtually unavailable 

more accessible to the public. This record is a record of the people, but has been stowed away at 

the New York Municipal Archives in microfilm format. The process that we have started could 

produce a record available to the people of New York City and elsewhere (especially useful for 

genealogical research) rather than just scholars or those with the time to visit the ledgers in 

person. From these records we can learn more about and contribute fuller narratives to the 

historical record of New York City.  
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Proposal for Future Researchers 
 

The first step for anyone expanding upon the Bodies in Transit database rests in its 

transcription. Because of the time constraint of a semester, the team was only able to complete a 

small fraction of the digitization and transcription process. Before any significant work can be 

done using the database, the transcription should be continued and completed. Currently, the 

majority of the data is still housed solely on microfilm, so a future team would be encouraged to 

pick up the conversion process where we have left off, at the beginning of the second volume on 

the first reel. This data subsequently needs to be transcribed before more holistic visualizations 

or mapping can move forward, although sampling the ledgers can certainly be employed to gain 

a greater understanding of the database and to update the models we have created. To some 

extent, the entire collection — all three ledgers — needs to be transcribed if the historical, 

cultural, and local impact of the dataset is to be fully realized. 

         As the data currently stands, it is easy for another scholar to come along and continue the 

transcription where we have left it (noting that images 127 and 128 were transcribed in lieu of 27 

and 28 due to team error). Using the same spreadsheet, the ledgers can be completed in a 

standard format, ensuring the data set is transcribed in a uniform and consistent manner. We 

would also recommend continuing to use the “note” function in Google Sheets to raise questions 

to be resolved among the group, and to comment on cells that are illegible in Google Sheets or 

Excel so that they will be easy to identify. Once the transcription is completed, researchers can 

further analyze and contextualize the data.    

         Once the transcription is completed, future teams can expand upon the graph and map 

models we have employed and visualize new relationships between data points (such as age, 

presumed gender, or residence, where available). A completed transcription would allow for 



more holistic visualizations regarding the deaths of Civil War soldiers, and more expansive cause 

of death charts. A future team might also choose to highlight more carefully-chosen paths on 

corpse transit maps and begin piecing together individual narratives. Of particular interest would 

be a graph of cause of death data against a timeline of major epidemics in the 19th century, and 

attention to the data about those having charge of the corpses, which we have largely ignored due 

to time constraints.  

         The potential for this dataset is extensive and can greatly contribute to the local and 

global history of epidemiology, public health, and 19th-century cultural perceptions of death. 

With the completed transcription and further visualizations, researchers can compare the data 

with the existing knowledge of public health and disease during the time. The database has the 

potential to expand upon what is already known about public health, epidemiology, and 

conceptions of mortality. As demonstrated in our bibliography, while there is no work directly 

related to the “Bodies in Transit” ledgers, plenty of analyses take up other available data sets to 

discuss trends in public health history; this database could greatly expand the scholarly 

community’s understanding of disease and death in the 19th century, as least as it related to the 

history of New York City. Through a comparison of the dataset with preexisting theories and 

scholarship, the ledgers can be contextualized and the information they contain can contribute to 

the historical narrative. The ledgers contain a wealth of information that has yet to be explored. 

We suggest that researchers looking to continue with the project familiarize themselves with 

some of the existing scholarship and other related digital projects (like Columbia University’s 

Living City Archive) and expand the model that we began, adapting it as necessary to fit the 

data. 

 
 
 


