
When it was announced that
state land which lies adjacent
to the State Police
H e a d q u a rters in Meriden,

Connecticut would soon serve as grounds for a
multi-million dollar hospital project, considerable
public outrage ensued. Concerned citizens indi-
cated that many adolescents were interred on the
p ro p e rty when it was occupied by the
Connecticut School for Boys, a re f o rm a t o ry and
orphanage that operated between 1853 and
1973. 

Also known as the Meriden School for Boys
and the State Reform School, the facility housed
up to several hundred juvenile males at any given
time. Historic sources indicate that many of the
boys who had died at the school were interre d
s o m e w h e re on the pro p e rt y. While none of the

available re c o rds suggest which portion of the
g rounds was used as a cemetery, word of mouth
and local newspaper accounts indicated to many
that a small hill re p resented the principal burial
g rounds at the facility. In 1986, a monument
marking the site was installed.

Despite this information, local citizens were
convinced that the boys had been buried thro u g h-
out the 50-acre pro p e rt y. To support this con-
tention, they contrasted the small size of the hill
with a list of well over 100 names of boys who
they had determined to be buried at the facility. To
add confusion to the matter, community members
w e re concerned about several depressions in the
e a rth, which were later found to correspond to
a reas of previous geological testing. As a result of
vague historic information and intense concern
e x p ressed by local citizens, the Connecticut
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the many ways in which African Americans con-
tributed to Philadelphia’s history and society in
general. Both projects highlighted the benefits of
public outreach in mort u a ry archeology pro j e c t s
and underscored the potential to effectively engage
the community in the various aspects of arc h e o l o g-
ical excavation and analysis. They also emphati-
cally demonstrated that involvement of the public
in mort u a ry archeology projects has significant
benefits for all, as long as archeologists are willing
to recognize concerns of the interested or aff e c t e d
segments of the community and most import a n t l y,
respect those non-scientific values embodied by
burial grounds and human remains that the com-
munity holds as import a n t .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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a rea, was used for agriculture that supported the
school in its administrative goal of self-subsis-
tence. To w a rd the middle of the 20th century, ball
fields had replaced the agricultural fields. In 1973,
the school closed and the project area served as a
training ground for the State Police K-9 unit until
c o n s t ruction began earlier this year. None of the
historic sources yielded a clear indication of the
c e m e t e ry ’s location.

The initial list of boys included those which
had been found through re s e a rch of the Town of
M e r i d e n ’s death indices by concerned local citi-
zens. Some names also came from an 1899 ledger
of a former school superintendent. Public re c o rd s
kept by the state provided a yearly account of how
many had died at the school (121 deaths by
1940), but no specific names or information on
burial location. Unfort u n a t e l y, the state’s account-
ing often conflicts with the yearly count of deaths
f rom town hall re c o rds. In order to help re s o l v e
this problem, Archaeological Consulting Serv i c e s
independently reviewed all available death indices
at the town hall. In many cases, the names pro-
vided on initial lists appear in the death indices
and other sources with the place of death noted as
the school (86 total), but without specific burial
location information. In other cases, the entries
did not give the school as the place of death and
a p p a rently had been included because of youthful
age or lack of parents’ names in the re c o rds (21
total), thus their affiliation with the school
remains unsubstantiated.

Available death certificates, death indices
f rom the town hall, and the 1899 ledger confirm
that at least 23 boys were buried at the school,
which still left a significant discrepancy with
respect to the total number of boys known to have
died at the school. Archaeological Consulting
S e rvices then consulted the Hale Index to head-
stone inscriptions in Connecticut. This mega-vol-
ume re f e rence, a 1934 Works Pro g re s s
Administration compilation, includes compre h e n-
sive indices of alphabetized names appearing on
headstones within each town. Between death cer-
tificates indicating burial location and a search of
the Hale Index corresponding to the known birt h
location or previous town of residence for each
b o y, 24 of the originally listed boys were found to
be buried off - g rounds. Others may have been
buried in unmarked graves in their re s p e c t i v e
home towns; in other locations thro u g h o u t
Connecticut as families relocated; out of state as
d e t e rmined for a few of the boys; or in the several
Town of Meriden cemeteries where there are many
headstones with either initials or last names that
c o rrespond to the names of boys whose burial
locations could not be further determ i n e d .
T h e re f o re, of the 86 boys who were confirmed as

General Assembly enacted Special Act 95-25
which called for the Connecticut Department of
Public Works to more thoroughly investigate the
possibility for the existence of burials and their
location on the pro p e rty before its final transfer to
the hospital development gro u p .

The Public Archaeology Survey Team Inc.
conducted a ground penetrating radar study of the
small hill which was marked by the monument, as
well as a similar hill located within 200 feet of the
first. The first hill revealed a high density of both
point and multiple anomalies as well as a scatter
of shallow metal strikes, while the adjacent hill
revealed a rather normal distribution and density
of anomalies. 

A rmed with the citizens’ list of names, death
c e rtificates for many of the boys who died at the
school (provided by the Connecticut Office of State
A rchaeology), and the results of the remote sens-
ing study, Archaeological Consulting Services con-
ducted re s e a rch using a combination of arc h i v a l
and archeological methods in order to determ i n e
the location of burials on the pro p e rt y, the pro b a-
ble number of interments, as well as any other cul-
tural re s o u rces which might be pre s e n t .
A rchaeological Consulting Services worked with
the Connecticut Department of Public Works, the
O ffice of the State Archaeologist, and the
Connecticut Historical Commission (State Historic
P re s e rvation Office) in creating an appro p r i a t e
re s e a rch design.

Various sources were consulted in an eff o rt
to independently document the location of the
c e m e t e ry, the names of boys who had died at the
school, and their final disposition. Local histories
and historic maps revealed that the project are a
was initially open space, and subsequently used
as an orc h a rd by the late 18th century. For much
of the school’s history, the proposed project are a ,
beyond the limits of the “recognized” cemetery
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having died at the school, the burial location of 39
remains unknown.

The 1899 ledger, a highly confidential docu-
ment, indicates that 36 burials took place on the
p ro p e rty by the turn of the 20th century. Impro v e d
medical techniques and conditions at the school
by this time drastically reduced the mortality rate,
as indicated by the seven burials and less than
two dozen deaths known to have occurred after
this time until the school closed. The long list of
causes of death listed on the death cert i f i c a t e s
includes albuminuria, appendicitis, brain conges-
tion, brain dro p s y, cere b ro-spinal congestion or
meningitis, cholera, consumption, convulsions and
paralysis, diabetes, diarrhea, drowning, dysentery,
e n d o c a rditis, epistasis, heart failure, influenza,
i n t e rnal hemorrhage, liver disease, malarial fever,
membranous croup, nephritis, otitis media
p u ruleuta, pericarditis, phthisis, pneumonia, re n o -
c a rdiovascular disease, rheumatism, scarlet fever,
skull fracture, spinal cord apoplexy, suicide, sun-
s t roke, transverse myelitis, tuberculosis, tumor,
and typhoid fever, some of which reflect the diff i-
cult working conditions and possible physical
abuse at the school early in its history. While
a rchival re s e a rch indicates that as many as 100
boys could have been buried at the school, only
23 individuals could be confirmed as buried at the
school, and best estimates indicate about 50 to 60
burials on the pro p e rt y.

Field testing included excavation units on
the two hills, a stratified-systematic placement of
shovel tests throughout the pro p e rt y, and the sys-
tematic placement of mechanically-assisted test
t renches. The latter test units covered appro x i-
mately 10% of the 11.5-acre impact area to the
n o rth of the two hills, and were excavated in
a p p roximately six-inch intervals in order to expose
possible burial features. All test units were exca-
vated to a depth which revealed undisturbed
glacial gravel, so as to exhaust all possibilities of
revealing interment features and/or their contents.

Two excavation units were placed on the hill
marked by the monument, and situated so as to
cover the greatest density of anomalies and metal
strikes revealed by the remote sensing study. The
first unit revealed an intricate network of holes or
tunnels created by a burrowing animal, as indi-
cated by a nest, at a depth of three feet, containing
pine needles and modern debris. Several casket
trimmings found in this test unit re p resent intru-
sive material as a result of the animal tunnels.

The second excavation unit revealed a signif-
icant feature which was detected at less than six
inches below the surface. The feature turned out
to re p resent the edge of two overlapping feature s
which lacked the normal stratigraphy of the sur-
rounding soil matrix. By a depth of appro x i m a t e l y
four feet, one part of the feature tapered into the
side wall of the unit, while the main portion of the
f e a t u re revealed a soft, brown stain in a corner of
the unit. Further excavation in this area re v e a l e d
the crumbled corner of a casket and a high density
of casket trimmings.

Analysis of the features and re c o v e red mater-
ial produced interesting results. The overlapping of
i n t e rment features is a good indication for the his-
toric lack of headstones and the school’s lack of
p recise re c o rd-keeping re g a rding prior burials. In
addition, the burial orientations do not reflect a
traditional facing to the west or nearest road; this
situation is not unusual given the nature of this
historic institutional setting. The wood species of
the casket, however, was revealed to be
L i l i o d e n d ron tulipifera, or yellow poplar, which is a
good quality soft-hardwood. The exterior of the
wood exhibited a fine varnish coating. Most sur-
prising, perhaps, was the inclusion of silver- p l a t e d
casket trimmings. The ornate, zinc alloy coff i n
tacks and screws were determined to have origi-
nated from the Meriden Britannia Company, a
l a rge producer of fine household goods until well
into the 20th century. The terminal date for the
m a n u f a c t u re of the coffin hard w a re has not been
d e t e rmined, but they appear in an 1880 catalogue

Illustrations, from
the Catalogue of
Casket Trimmings
Manufactured by
the Meriden
Britannia
Company,West
Meriden,
Connecticut,
USA (1880),of
coffin hardware
recovered from
archeological test-
ing at the Meriden
School for Boys
site.
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of casket trimmings
and do not appear in
the 1869 catalogue.
The fine crafting and
expense devoted to at
least two of the cas-
kets is surprising
given this institu-
tional setting.

T h ree part i a l
f e a t u res were
exposed in the 200
s q u a re feet of excava-
tion. The demarc a t e d
bounds of the “ceme-
t e ry” that corre s p o n d
to the raised hill
enclose an area that
m e a s u res appro x i-
mately 5,000 square
feet. This suggests a
density which could
accommodate up to
75 burial feature s ,
taking into account
the partial exposure s
and overlapping fea-
t u res. It was there f o re

concluded that the cemetery area could very well
contain all 50 to 60 suspected burials.

A single excavation unit was placed on the
second hill in an area for which the remote sens-
ing study revealed the highest number of point
anomalies. Excavation to a depth of less than two
feet revealed a glacial gravel substratum as pre-
dicted by surficial materials maps. In addition,
small boulders were found throughout the unit,
thus accounting for the anomalies which in the
remote sensing study merely indicate notable
changes in density beneath the surface. Several
bones were found, but all were identified as
belonging to domesticated animals which were
known to have been raised at the school.

No other archeologically examined are a s
revealed any traces of burial features or remains of

a funerary nature. Information from shovel tests
t h roughout the project area confirmed the pre s-
ence of a plow zone that re a ff i rms the contention
that the grounds outside of the cemetery area were
used primarily for agriculture. This disturbed stra-
tum contained a scatter of whiteware plates and
chamber pot fragments whose density incre a s e d
t o w a rds the school buildings which lie outside the
p roject area. 

A rchaeological Consulting Services stro n g l y
recommended that the cemetery area be avoided
and pre s e rved; final design plans for the pro p o s e d
hospital re s e rved the cemetery as open space. As a
final protective measure, Archaeological Researc h
Specialists monitored constru c t i o n - related activi-
ties in order to ensure in situ c o n s e rvation of the
unmarked burials.

The Connecticut School for Boys Cemetery
demonstrates the importance of using a combina-
tion of archival and archeological re s e a rch to solve
2 0 t h - c e n t u ry problems. More significantly per-
haps, re s e a rch confirmed the cemetery area as the
final resting place for those boys who had died at
the school without violating the trust that they
would remain “undisturbed, in perpetuity. ”
Likewise, archeological re s e a rch ensured that an
i m p o rtant 20th-century development project could
p ro c e e d .

A highly vociferous handful of local re s i-
dents, who strongly opposed the proposed hospital
p roject based upon their fears that the new facility
would in fact provide fewer medical services than
the existing health care system, produced an inter-
esting aside to this project—a diff e rent arc h e o l o g i-
cal consultant for each phase of the investigation.
This group continually refused to accept the arc h e-
ological results and even cast aspersions re g a rd i n g
the “independence” of the re s e a rchers. In contrast,
the Office of the State Archaeologist, the
Connecticut State Historic Pre s e rvation Office, the
p a rticipating agencies, and the general public re a l-
ized an unintentional extra benefit from this local
c o n t roversy—the professionalism and integrity of
t h ree Connecticut-based archeological consulting
o rganizations applied to a common purpose: the
identification and protection of the school’s his-
toric burying gro u n d .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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Although 23 burials at the school were confirm e d
t h rough historic documentation, public re c o rds of the State of
Connecticut indicate 121 deaths at the school between 1853
and 1940. Only 86 individual deaths at the school were
re p o rted in the death indices at the Meriden Town Hall or
other sources. At least 24 of these were found to be buried in
their home towns or other Meriden cemeteries, thus account-
ing for 47 of the 86 confirmed deaths. The school cemetery
contains an estimated 50 to 60 graves.


