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Angel won’t let slain boy be forgotten

How Eric Morse got his name back

HOMEWOOD, Ill.

Like any big city, Chicago has a way of reducing people to statistics. But this is the story of a little boy who got his name back.

It happened quietly, miles from the bustle of downtown Chicago: At the rear of a suburban cemetery, on a brisk autumn day, the caretaker placed a headstone on a grave that had gone unmarked for three years. 

"Beloved Child of God," read the inscription. "Eric Morse. Feb. 17, 1989-Oct. 13, 1994."

Tragedy has a name, and it's that of Toni Morse's second-born son. But until earlier this month, Eric--the 5-year-old boy who was dropped from the window of a high-rise on the city's South Side because he wouldn't steal candy for his youthful assailants--lay in an unmarked grave.

The Chicago boy who became famous for the horrifying way he was killed on Oct. 13, 1994, suffered the ironic indignity of being forgotten even as he was memorialized. Until recently, the county morgue had the wrong name, "Morris," on Eric's file. And the lonely little grave in the Garden of the Christus at Homewood Memorial Cemetery bore no name at all.

All that changed after Susan Lindholm of Homewood saw the grave one warm, windy afternoon in early October.

"This is a good story in the time of Thanksgiving: that people in the city have touched those of us in the suburbs--and those in the suburbs have reached back to say, 'Somebody cares,' " said Elaine Egdorf, president of the Homewood Historical Society.

Lindholm, a petite 47-year-old mother of four, was one of 250 people taking a historical society tour of the cemetery Oct. 5 when her group stopped in the section where Eric is buried.

When tour guide Jacqueline Polley, a cemetery employee, announced that the boy's gravesite was nearby, Lindholm asked to see it. Polley pointed out a scraggly, unmarked patch of ground. Lindholm was shocked.

"You can't even tell he's there," Lindholm said. "And I didn't understand how that would be with all the publicity the story had been given."

The family could not afford a marker; the cemetery donated the gravesite. Eric lies among strangers in a graveyard devoid of any relatives.

"She really picked up on that and kept following me, asking all these questions," Polley said of Lindholm. "She felt so bad that a boy who would be about her son's age was buried in an unmarked grave."

Lindholm called Polley the next day and told her she wanted to see about putting a marker on the grave. Her resolve grew a week later when she read a story in the Tribune in conjunction with the anniversary of Eric's death.

So she launched a communitywide fund drive that within a month and a half had netted enough to buy a gravemarker for the South Side boy she never met.

"I felt like this little boy was so alone there, and I wanted angels on the stone," Lindholm said.

She also knew the words she wanted there. She visited the cemetery office and within 20 minutes had selected and ordered a stone, Polley said. The hard part was figuring out Eric's birthdate--a process that led to further confusion, over the spelling of his name.

A call to the morgue led to confusion at first; they had a birthdate--but was it Eric's? The morgue had the boy's file marked Eric Morris. Finally, with the morgue's help, Polley and Lindholm decided it was the same person. Eric's family could not be reached for clarification, Polley said; the cemetery has no names or numbers on file for any relatives because none ever has stopped in the cemetery office, she said.

It was the kindness of strangers on which Lindholm was counting when she placed donation-collection cups at four Homewood-area businesses: Care Cleaners, the Homewood Historical Society, Insight Awareness Center and X-Treme Bean Coffee Shop. Also collecting money for the stone were South Suburban Co-op and the Universalist Unitarian Church of Park Forest.

On Nov. 11, the grave marker was put in place. Earlier this week, Lindholm gathered the donated money and drove to the cemetery. Handing over several hundred dollars in mostly single bills, she paid for the stone she had ordered, which the cemetery had arranged to sell to her at cost. And then she bought some little, plastic sunflowers--inspired by a poem that a friend of Eric's had read at the funeral.

"You hear so many stories about sad things in the world, it's nice to have something that's upbeat," Egdorf said.

With exactly one nickel left over, Lindholm walked out to the gravesite. Not far away, at the very back of the cemetery, is a large stone memorializing the victims of the heat wave of 1995. The largest mass grave in Cook County is here, Egdorf said; 62 unclaimed heat victims, almost all of them elderly, were buried here in wooden boxes.

But the death of Eric Morse, killed at the hands of two boys not old enough for their voices to have changed, speaks of a great cold. "I was touched and moved by the double tragedy of this story," Lindholm said, referring to the effect of Eric's death on the brother who had tried to save him.

On Tuesday, as she prepared to take a photograph of the boy's gravesite, Lindholm arranged the little orange flowers at the base of the new marker and brushed snow from the small, gray stone.

