
Segregation into the
Afterlife

ACT IV IST ' S  ATTENT ION  GRABBER

The systematic oppression of cemeteries

Oliver Cemetery map,
Smithville, Texas 

(Via Carol Snyder, Smithville
Heritage Society)

How powerful are the systems of

oppression with race? 

So powerful that it follows us to our

graves!

From war veterans to babies, from

Texas to Michigan, segregation

continues to happen while respecting

the final resting place of loved ones.

Read over the selected stories of The Order of the Good Death of families in
America who had oppression due to the race of loved ones. React to the

provided writing prompts in your writing space.

Look over the map of a
cemetery in Smithville,

Texas. Write your
reactions to the

information in your
writing space. 

http://www.orderofthegooddeath.com/grave
-matters-segregation-and-racism-in-u-s-

cemeteries



The story of Milton V. Price's child:
Evergreen Cemetery in Seattle, Washington contained a burial ground for
infants, Babyland, exclusive to whites. In 1957, Milton V. Price inquired by
telephone about a space for his stillborn baby and was told that one was
available. When he and his wife visited the cemetery in person the next day, staff
refused to sell them a plot in Babyland because of their race. 

At this exclusion, the Prices filed a lawsuit, which reached the Washington
Supreme Court in 1960. In the 6-3 decision upholding the cemetery’s policy,
Judge Joseph A. Mallery, siding with the majority, appended a special opinion of
such contorted reasoning and resentment toward the grieving parents that we
should pause over it, to register the panic many whites still felt in those years at
the idea of being buried near the remains of black people. 

His opinion culminates in a warning against legally enforced mortuary
integration as nothing less than totalitarianism. “The undisputed facts in the
instant litigation are that Evergreen Cemetery has segregated sections restricted
to white children, Masons, veterans, Lutherans, and so forth. These restrictions
implement the universal desires of religious, racial, and fraternal groups to be
associated in death as well as in life. ‘Birds of a feather flock together.’ Obviously,
if Negro children were admitted to ‘Babyland,’ its white exclusiveness would be
gone, and it would be in the same category as the unsegregated section which
was rejected by the Negro appellants. The appellants’ grievance is the
mere existence of any exclusive section for white children into which Negroes
cannot intrude at will...” The following year, in 1961, the state legislature
amended its anti-discrimination laws to clearly pertain to “the disposition of
human remains.” In 1962, Mallery retired from the bench.

Sgt. John R. Rice

HOW WOULD YOU HAVE
REACTED TOWARD THE

CEMETERY OFFICIALS OR
THE JUDGE IN HEARING

YOU COULDN'T BURY YOUR
STILLBORN BABY DUE TO

YOUR RACE? Use examples
in the article to support

your answer.



In 1964, a funeral director and owner of a successful
mortuary in Flint, Michigan was himself denied burial
rights in a local cemetery. J. Merrill Spencer had
purchased a burial plot in Flint Memorial Park for his
mother in 1959. Yet the white cemetery owners refused
to honor this purchase at her death, because the family
was black. In Spencer’s victory in the State Court of
Appeals, Chief Justice T. John Lesinski rejected the
argument, which Judge Mallery had made so vehemently
six years prior, that racial exclusions in cemeteries are
justified by a right to determine one’s private
associations: “When the law recognizes the philosophy
represented by ‘his own kind,’ we are only a step away
from adopting the racist philosophy which World War II
was fought to eliminate.” After the decision, Spencer’s
mother, Rosa, was exhumed and reburied in her rightful
plot in Memorial Park.

George Vincent Nash, a member of the Winnebago tribe
and World War I veteran, “was denied burial in the White
Chapel Memorial Cemetery [in Troy, Michigan] because
he was an Indian and not a white Caucasian,” according
to a story published in The Worker. In fact, his burial was
interrupted: “the body of Nash had been lowered and
workmen had started to fill in the grave when the
undertaker was stopped as he was leaving the cemetery
with the family and told the burial could not take place.
He had to remove the coffin and take it back to the
funeral parlor.” His wife, a member of the Chippewa, had
been buried in this cemetery in 1949. According to the
article, “cemetery officials had raised a question about
his mother’s burial at the time, but finally ‘had cleared
her as white.’” An article in the New York Post about this
burial refusal explained the cemetery’s policy: “you must
be able to prove that, when alive, the blood in your veins
came 75 per cent from Caucasian forebears.” This
gravesite calculation of whiteness, an esoteric
mathematics, could differentiate the social worth of
decomposing human tissue with an apparently absolute
precision.

Sgt. John R. Rice

Many times, segregation has been seen as a southern problem in our country. Both of these examples are
from Michigan. Are you surprised by the actions in Troy and Flint MI on these burials? Explain your answer.

Learn more stories by
scanning the qr code

below.


