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NORFOLK, Va. – No one knows how many skeletons are under St.
Mary’s in Norfolk, or why the 162-year-old Catholic church was built
right on top of a cemetery.

But when David Givens, Jamestown’s head archaeologist, recently
rolled a ground penetrating radar over the sanctuary’s concrete floor,
he detected void after void.

Graves, he said, “are everywhere under here.”
Church legend has long whispered of such things.
Confirmation came last fall when contractors removed part of the

floor to install sewer lines for new bathrooms and found the faint bor-
ders of a brick crypt.

Then a skull – or at least part of one – turned up in a utility hole cut
near the altar.

Renovations screeched to a halt.
Now, the congregation of the Basilica of St. Mary of the Immaculate

Conception just wants to know who’s under there.
The church, one of the oldest among its faith in the commonwealth,

has always been unusual – a vaulted, stained-glass, Gothic-inspired
work of architecture listed on state and national historic registries.

It’s one of just two Roman Catholic churches in the state designated
by the pope as a “minor basilica” – a place of special pilgrimage – and
the only one in the country with a predominately African American 

A team of archaeologists continue exhuming crypts buried beneath St. Mary’s Basilica in Norfolk, Va. No one knows how many skeletons are
under St. Mary’s in Norfolk, or why the 162-year-old Catholic church was built right on top of a cemetery. 

Secrets unearthed 
Skeletons and mysteries found underneath Virginia church’s floor

Joanne Kimberlin The Virginian-Pilot

Archaeologists with Data Investigations, Katie Brauckmann, top, and
Ashley McCuistion, unearth a coffin buried beneath St. Mary’s Basilica
in Norfolk, Va. The outline of the coffin can be seen, as well as two
stains left behind from nails that sealed it. 
PHOTOS BY STEPHEN M. KATZ/THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT See GRAVES, Page 2D

In honor of the 175th anniversary of
Henry David Thoreau moving into his ti-
ny home by Walden Pond (July 4, 1845),
this two-part column considers his
views of religion and what I call his “sa-
cred disobedience.”

In a Journal entry from October 1842,
Thoreau wrote: “I suppose that what in
others is religion, is in me love of na-
ture.” In another entry, dated August
1858, he made this dumbfounding state-
ment: “What is religion? That which is

never spoken.” He seemed to feel that
the most extraordinary experiences
cannot be communicated, or at least we
should be skeptical about putting the in-
effable into words.

What does this mean for religious ex-
perience, for scriptures, creeds, theol-
ogy or institutions of faith themselves?
How can we even talk about amazement
(the “spiritual”) if it is beyond words,
never spoken?

Some who read Thoreau’s work from
a faith perspective, who may have the
popular image of the monastic “Walden
hermit” in mind, have a tendency to
both romanticize and spiritualize the
man. Barry Andrews’ book, “Thoreau as
Spiritual Guide,” offers a “faith-based”
view, inviting the reader to “walk
through Walden again and find its soul

while expanding your own.” One web-
site (transcendentalistspirituality.com)
claims that Walden offers “a process of
spiritual awakening and rebirth.” In
their opinion, Walden is “a spiritual
classic” and “a guidebook to the spiritu-
al life.”

These viewpoints are understand-
able. Thoreau can leave the impression
that his footprints around the pond in-
vite others to step in and imitate his life.
I’ve placed a stone at the site of his cab-
in, and a cone on his gravestone as well.
I know the desire of a devotee, the sense
of making a pilgrimage to his shrine. 

Yet, Emerson was right: “Envy is ig-
norance; imitation is suicide” (“Self-Re-
liance”). Those who find a more com-
plex individual in the pages of “A Week,”
“Walden” and other writings, find some-

one who readily rejected imitators or
followers. Readers, yes. Disciples, no.
He was a student of language, an ama-
teur philosopher, a radical abolitionist,
professional surveyor and sauntering
naturalist. Rather than a guru or saint,
we are presented with a person of rea-
son and freethinking with dirt under his
fingernails and mud on his shoes, a
flawed human being who left more
questions about religion, faith and God
than answer-books or guidebooks.
Henry’s writings reflect a wide-ranging
thinker who was disobedient to unjust
governments but also resistant to un-
wise religious institutions, skeptical
when they hand out trail-maps to their
own pond of spirituality. 

Part one: Thoreau’s practice of sacred disobedience

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See THOREAU, Page 2D
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flock.
A holy place. Consecrated. Steeped

in spirit and soul.
Above ground.
And apparently below.
What happened all those years ago

at St. Mary’s would be highly illegal to-
day. A felony.

Even more of a mindboggler: The
dead under the floor are assumed to be
the church’s very own – worshippers
from earlier congregations, the kind of
ancestors whose remains tend to get
more respect.

Their stories start 20 years after the
end of the American Revolution, when
a small, wooden chapel was built
around 1802 on the parcel, a few low-
lying acres now brushed by the City
Hall exit ramp of I-264.

The chapel – the first formal home
for the Catholic faith in the area –
served a largely immigrant communi-
ty: Irish, French, Spanish, escaping
tough times, oppression or revolutions
in their own countries. Old maps point
to a burial ground in a quadrant of the
plot.

The chapel evolved into bigger and
better buildings until its footprint was
occupied by a substantial structure
called St. Patrick’s. It was heavily dam-

aged in a fire in 1856 – a suspected ar-
son, punishment for holding interra-
cial services.

By 1858, the parish had renamed it-
self St. Mary’s, transformed the ruins
of St. Patrick’s into a parish hall and
built a new house of worship – larger,
grander than ever and on a different
section of the land, the piece that held
its own cemetery.

But while some historic churches,
like Williamsburg’s Bruton Parish, do
have members interred under their
floors, such graves are preserved as
places of honor and marked with chis-
eled slabs.

At St. Mary’s, headstones were re-
moved and the final resting spots of
relatives and friends erased – cleaved
by foundation or drainage work, en-
tombed and forgotten beneath a soar-
ing sanctuary and gleaming spire.

Why was that considered OK?
Church records from the era are

sparse or missing entirely, making “it
hard to get inside their heads,” said
Rev. Jim Curran, who leads the current
congregation.

Now though, the discovery of St.
Mary’s underworld was enough to hit
the brakes on a $6.5 million, multiyear
renovation.

According to present-day law,
graves must be left undisturbed unless
a “compelling” application can be
made for exhuming and re-interring
elsewhere, said Paige Pollard, owner of

Commonwealth Preservation Group,
hired by the church for guidance.

Construction has been known to
qualify. But church members quickly
retooled their wishlist, deciding they
did not need new bathrooms or any
other improvements that badly.

“They didn’t feel like it was appro-
priate to disturb the graves any more
than they already had been,” Pollard
said.

At that point, the congregation
could’ve simply sealed everything
back up. Moved on.

But they were curious, wanting to
know more about the people inside the
long-hidden graves.

It’s unlikely they’re direct relatives
of today’s members. St Mary’s, with
1,000 households on its roll, has been
largely African American since the
1960s.

So the jackhammered section of
floor was left open and a permit to ex-
hume a handful of graves for study was
obtained from the Virginia Depart-
ment of Historic Resources.

In recent weeks, St. Mary’s has re-
sembled more of an archaeological dig
than a church.

Just inside the cool, dim sanctuary,
archaeologists probed and puzzled
over the secrets of St. Mary’s.

The discovery of a brick tunnel – 4
feet tall, 31⁄2 feet wide – had added to
early excitement.

Five graves were chosen for excava-

tion, a meticulous process requiring
hand trowels, bent backs and dirty
knees to reach fragile, rusty-colored
remains. Wooden coffins and funeral
clothing had long since melted away,
leaving only traces of hinges and nails,
scatters of buttons and pins.

One grave held the remains of two,
most likely mother and child.

Another, breached by the tunnel,
had a jumble of human bones plus cow
and other types of animals – evidence
that a rat or some other creature had
once used the damaged grave as a den.

One crypt was nearly empty, con-
taining only fingers, toes, kneecaps
and a few rib fragments. Brown be-
lieves that indicates a sloppy but well-
intentioned effort to remove at least
some of the dead before the church en-
capsulated their graves.

Unearthed remains will be trans-
ferred to laboratories, where they’ll be
read like road maps to long-ago lives.
Age. Gender. Diet. Injuries. Illnesses.
Isotopes in teeth can even hold clues to
the regions where a person has lived.

The new arrivals will be buried with
dignity and marked with fitting memo-
rials.

For those left behind, Jamestown’s
GPR will provide a map of their loca-
tions so the church can ensure they’re
not ruffled again.

They’ll sleep under the floor forever.

Graves
Continued from Page 1D

As Thoreau sharpened his perspec-
tives, he sharpened his pencil, stabbing
the semantics and jabbing the jargon
that divide the world into spiritual and
non-spiritual. He intended his lectures
to have a similar effect: “Lectured in
basement of the orthodox church, and I
trust helped to undermine it” (Journal,
December, 1856). 

For those who turn to Thoreau for
spiritual guidance (often reducing his
extensive writings to greeting card
quotes), I would suggest several ques-
tions should be asked: What does “spiri-
tual” mean? Did Thoreau see himself as

a spiritual person with a spiritual mes-
sage? What about his “sacred disobe-
dience”?

The late Robert Richardson, in “Hen-
ry Thoreau: A Life of the Mind,” explains
that, right out of Harvard, Thoreau was
already showing a “certain disdainful
impatience with institutional religion,
particularly Christianity.” Yet, Henry
was drawn to the more organic—or sec-
ular—elements of religion. Indeed, “his
feelings toward the natural world fre-
quently compelled him to use sacred
terminology.” Richardson goes on to say,
“From the beginning, Thoreau’s writing
was marked by an intense interest in the
wonders, not of the invisible, but of the
visible world.”

In her excellent biography, “Henry
David Thoreau: A Life,” Laura Walls de-

scribes the view of some in Concord, in-
cluding Emerson: “Thoreau was provid-
ing a real service to the town; indeed,
every town needed someone like Tho-
reau, a practical naturalist on a par with
the village doctor or lawyer, who could
be provided with microscope and tele-
scope and who in turn would answer
questions [about local nature] —rather
like a park ranger.”

In 1853, Thoreau became a member
of the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science in Washington,
D.C. He saw himself as a kind of poetic
scientist while also “a mystic—a tran-
scendentalist—and a natural philoso-
pher to boot” (Journal, March 1853).

How could someone be a mystic and
a scientist at the same time? What did
he mean by “mystic”? Like a “spiritual

practice,” the mystical can mean an ex-
perience of something beyond or behind
observable reality, or, an expedient
word for what Richardson calls “an in-
tense interest in the wonders”—just as
identifying as a “Transcendentalist” did
not refer to a personal ecstatic encoun-
ter or enlightenment but a rational con-
templation of ever-widening circles of
truth.

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com. Chris' new book, "Bro-
ken Bridges: Building Community in a
World Divided by Beliefs," is now avail-
able on Amazon.

Thoreau
Continued from Page 1D


