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Bearing witness, saying goodbye

The preacher who buries Cook County’s unclaimed dead


On a cold day recently, a backhoe dug a mass grave in Homewood Memorial Gardens Cemetery and two workers lowered 18 plywood coffins containing the remains of Chicagoans who had not been missed when they died.

Once a month, Cook County buries its unclaimed or unidentified dead in the suburban cemetery, with only a preacher on hand to mourn their passing. But this time the occasion was even sadder than usual. The preacher wasn't there. 

Someone at the cemetery had forgotten to call Rev. Joe Ledwell.

Ledwell, a retired Presbyterian minister, who has long taken upon himself the lonesome job of performing funeral services for county burials, is all that stands between the castoffs of a sometimes impersonal big city and the ignominy of being forgotten.

But the cemetery, which has had the contract for county burials for most of the last 22 years, has a new manager, Michael Southam, who had been on the job for only a few days when the county morgue called to schedule delivery of the 18 bodies. He didn't know he was supposed to alert Ledwell.

"I hadn't met him until the other day," Southam said.

"Normally he is called from our office and notified, but I don't know that anyone did that last week.

"And I certainly didn't know to do it."

So it was that when Ledwell pulled on his boots and trudged through a dusting of snow at the rear of the cemetery one morning last week, four days had passed since the burial.

Ledwell has been performing the burial ceremonies for 22 years. He had never missed one before.

"The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want," Ledwell began, standing alone with his Bible in the cemetery's Garden of the Good Samaritan.

There was no one to cry for the 92-year-old woman in the coffin bearing a brass tag engraved with State File No. 612897. Or the 80-year-old man in the coffin marked 612900. Or the 58-year-old man in 612905.

"In a large city, it's easy for people to get marginalized," Ledwell says.

Ledwell has buried almost 200 unclaimed dead this year, a number of whom were unidentified. The most he has buried at one time was 29, on July 3. He buries people of all ages, races and ethnic backgrounds in a common grave--from the occasional stillborn baby to 100-year-old men who have outlived family and friends.

Last week, the woman in coffin 612897 was white; the man in 612900 was black; and the woman in 644--a suburban state-file number--was Hispanic.

"It's hard to believe that there could be that many people unclaimed," said Elaine Egdorf, a board member and founding president of the Homewood Historical Society. "But people are so mobile. They don't keep in touch with friends and family like they used to, and people don't always check on each other."

The service Ledwell performs is for the living as much as it is for the dead, he says.

"My feeling is that it's not just important for the dead, but important for the community, important for the living--to recognize that there's been a passing," Ledwell says.

"Human beings have died, people who have been part of this community, part of our lives."

Southam is impressed with Ledwell's compassion.

"Just from a humanitarian standpoint, he volunteered his services over the years to make sure these people are not left forgotten, ignored by society," he says.

When the Homewood cemetery first got the contract for county burials, then-manager Jacqueline Polley phoned Ledwell, who was the pastor of her church, First Presbyterian in Homewood. Without hesitating, Ledwell volunteered to perform the funeral services, Polley said.

"I thought someone ought to do it," Ledwell says. "Everyone in here had a mother and a father."

Even his retirement in 1998 didn't stop Ledwell, a 70-year-old grandfather, from performing the services.

"He's just a remarkable person," Egdorf said. "He did this for so many years without any publicity. He just went out there and would perform the same service as if it were a member of his congregation."

Ledwell doesn't know the names of the dead he buries. Afterward, he will sometimes look at the list in the cemetery office of those who have been identified. And once a year an ecumenical service is held in Chicago to memorialize the county's dead, during which the names are read aloud.

Several years ago, a California doctor visited the Homewood cemetery after learning that his estranged, 19-year-old son was buried there. He intended to have the boy disinterred and given a proper burial. But after talking to Ledwell, the doctor left his son where he was.

The part of the cemetery that holds the county's dead is a barren and desolate place.

Beyond a neighboring quarry, freight trains wail, and a nearby expressway moans with traffic.

Standing there last week in a dark trench coat, the preacher wore new boots. They came up to his knees. He bought them so he won't get his shoes muddy standing over mass graves.

Ledwell was somewhat disappointed he had not been present the day of the burial, but he understood. These things are nobody's fault.

The white-haired preacher opened his Bible and read the 23rd Psalm and from one of Paul's letters. He read from the Gospel according to John. He said a prayer in memory of the dead and commended to God the souls of the departed.

Then, finally, he recited the Lord's Prayer, one man alone conducting a ceremony without flowers or tears.

