


a body in the Forensic An-
thropology Center at Texas 
State University, one of 
dozens of unidentified 
migrants exhumed from 
Brooks County’s Sacred 
Heart Cemetery, that had 
been buried with a brown 
plaid shirt.

It’s the type of clue 
Spradley, an associate pro-
fessor of anthropology, and 
a community of volunteers 
spend hours painstakingly 
documenting in hopes of 
identifying people who 
died crossing rural Brooks 
County to destinations 
north.

While exhuming the 
bodies during the past two 
summers gives the deceased 
a chance to be returned to 
their families, it’s far from 
the end of the journey.

Some loved ones of those 
who died in Brooks County 
already have waited years 
to learn what happened 
to their family members. 
The volume of cases, 90 
total, mean they still have 
months or years left to wait.

“This is the equivalent 
of having a mass disaster 
dropped off at our lab,” she 
said. “It needs to be done 
to give them a chance to be 
identified.”

VOLUNTEER STATE
Spradley directs Opera-

tion Identification for the 
Reuniting Families project, 
an all-volunteer organiza-
tion of forensic scientists 
working to return Brooks 
County migrant remains 
to their loved ones. She and 

Texas State University stu-
dents were joined in June 
by volunteers from Indi-
ana, New York and Ohio.

The reports they create 
— biological profiles — are 
needed before a DNA sam-
ple can be taken, Spradley 
said. The information is 
added to the National Miss-
ing and Unidentified Per-
sons System.

“We consider this a 
humanitarian crisis just 
due to the sheer number,” 
Krista Latham, associate 
professor of biology and 
anthropology at the Uni-
versity of Indianapolis 
and a Reuniting Families 
director. 

In the classroom of 
the anthropology center, 
Latham and three Univer-
sity of Indianapolis gradu-
ate students took turns in-
specting each bone — from 
the cranium to tiny bones 

from the toes — of each 
skeleton arranged on the 
carpet-covered table. She 
said each person involved 
gives them a chance to find 
an individualizing charac-
teristic that will help family 
members recognize their 
loved one’s remains.

With Latham was 
33-year-old Justin Maiers, 
of Lapeer, Michigan. He 
first saw helping with the 
migrant grave exhuma-
tion in Brooks County as 
a learning opportunity, 
Maiers said. But volunteers 
have since built personal 
connections with the local 
community affected by and 
responding to unidentified 
migrant deaths.

“To go from handling 
one set of remains to han-
dling dozens at a time was 
almost a system overload,” 
he said. “That’s just in 
Brooks County. Multiply 
that across the border, and 
it’s hard to wrap your brain 
around how huge of an is-
sue it actually is.”

In a small room down 
the hall, Ohio State Univer-
sity doctoral student Victo-
ria Dominguez and Texas 
State University graduate 
student Lauren Meckel 
photographed a skeleton as 
part of a migrant’s biologi-
cal profile. While Meckel 
grew up in Spring, her fa-
ther is from McAllen, an 
area heavily traveled by 
immigrants who travel 
north on U.S. Highway 281 

through Brooks County.
“The idea that we can 

help identify some of these 
people whose families are 
looking for them brings it 
home for me,” the 27-year-
old said. “I think anthro-
pologists have a natural 
instinct to want to help 
people, and we’re lucky to 
be able to do what we do.”

LOST, THEN FOUND
Before the skeletons 

and personal effects can 
be examined, they must 
be cleaned.

Four volunteers in blue 
protective gowns and pur-
ple latex gloves worked 
steadily over plastic basins 
and a sink in an examining 
room at the center, perme-
ated by the sour, salty odor 
of the bodies.

Two students from Bing-
hamton University, State 
University of New York 
campus, washed clothes 
the migrants wore while 
traveling. The garments 
were heavy and dark, of-
ten worn in multiple layers. 
Not the kinds of things the 
students imagined people 
choosing to wear in tough 
terrain.

“That’s sad because they 
probably don’t have any 
other options where they’re 
coming from, and it’s hurt-
ing them,” said Amy Szen, 
23, of Buffalo, New York. 
“It’s landing them here.”

Szen and Susan Sincer-
box, a 21-year-old from 

Hammondsport, New 
York, offered to volunteer 
in San Marcos after Sprad-
ley visited their university 
to talk about the project. 
They both are studying an-
thropology, and Sincerbox 
admits before arriving she 
wondered: “Am I going to 
be able to handle it?”

“It’s a great opportunity 
to do some work that’s ac-
tually going to make a dif-
ference,” she said.

Personal effects of mi-
grants are hugely impor-
tant for identification, 
Latham said. Families re-
member the last thing they 
saw their missing relative 
wearing. 

On a stainless steel table 
rested a black bra, under-
wear and a brown shirt with 
a stripe of color that indi-
cates it may have once been 
red. Szen washed and added 
parts of an asthma inhaler.

On a top shelf, they 
placed a black shirt, a pair 
of tennis shoes — size U.S. 
3.5 — a Guatemalan coin 
and a morgue tag dated July 
12, 2013.

Texas State University 
students Eastman Barnard 
and Dustin Posey used 
toothbrushes to scrub soft 
tissue from vertebra. The 
bones would be set out to 
dry before being analyzed.

It can be tough at times, 
Eastman said, but it needs 
to be done.
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FROM THE COVER

A bag of clothes is 
labeled as volunteers 
prepare to clean them 
at Texas State Univer-
sity.

Shoes that 
were found 
with a 
migrant ex-
humed from a 
Brooks Coun-
ty cemetery 
are prepared 
for cleaning 
at the Texas 
State Univer-
sity forensics 
lab in San 
Marcos. Per-
sonal effects 
of migrants 
are hugely 
important for 
identification.
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Brittany McClain views photos of bones belonging to a migrant who was exhumed from a Brooks County cemetery after analyzing and documenting June 17 at 
the Texas State University forensics lab in San Marcos. Student volunteers from Indianapolis, New York and Ohio have helped process unidentified bodies.

The idea 
that we 

can help 
identify some of 
these people 
whose families 
are looking for 
them brings it 
home for me.”

Lauren Meckel, Texas State 
University graduate student

Ryan Strand from the University of Indianapolis views a skull 
exhumed from a Brooks County cemetery at the forensics 
lab. Student volunteers have helped forensic anthropologists 
process the backlog of unidentified migrant bodies.
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