
The nefarious practice of body-
snatching is probably as old as

the study of anatomy, but on this con-
tinent it was roughly coeval with the
founding in 1756 of the first American
medical school, in Philadelphia.
Canada’s first medical school was es-
tablished in Montreal considerably
later, in 1822, but the days of “the res-
urrection men” were far from over. By
1850 there were 42 medical schools in
the United States and Canada, and
with them had arisen a need for
anatomical specimens. But the lack of
legally available cadavers drove profes-
sors and students to obtain their raw
material by clandestine means.1

The robbers were usually medical
students, who stole bodies for their own
study or sold them to anatomy instruc-
tors. In doing so, they continued a
longstanding tradition of their Euro-
pean counterparts; for example, in early
18th-century Edinburgh, students at
the Royal College of Surgeons were re-
quired to sign an agreement not to en-
gage in grave robbing.1 In Canada,
bodysnatching was practised by both
English- and French-speaking medical
students, although with slightly differ-
ent motivations. Francophone students
tended to be poorer than their anglo-
phone counterparts and needed the
money to pay for their education.2,3 By
contrast, English-speaking students
tended to join bodysnatching expedi-
tions more out of a spirit of daredevilry.
They were frequently intoxicated and
hence frequently caught.3

To evade detection by the authori-
ties, school staff developed ways to spirit
away their corpses at a moment’s notice.
In some places a pulley was used to hoist
the cadaver up the chimney. Alterna-
tively, a block and tackle might be rigged
to raise the corpse through a trap door
into a domed ceiling: “At the first sign of

trouble, up went the corpse … . The
students then shut the trapdoor and re-
moved the ladder … a rapid scrub down
— and the searchers would find ab-
solutely nothing.”4 To further confuse
the authorities and make identification
of the corpse difficult, the corpse’s head
would be skinned and scars excised.

To avert public outrage the robbers
were selective. McGill graduate Dr.
Griffith Evans reminisced in 1862 that
“plenty of negroes were obtained cheap,
packed in casks, and passed over the
border as provisions, or flour.”4 Robbers
would also prowl potter’s fields, church-
yards, hospitals and poorhouses.4

Although penalties for bodysnatch-
ing were increased, such desecrations
were rarely prosecuted, for the authori-
ties sympathized with the plight of the
medical schools.4 Consequently, the
emphasis shifted from punitive legisla-
tion to the creation of laws that would

make corpses available. An Act to Regu-
late and Facilitate the Study of Anatomy
was passed in the Legislative Assembly
of the Province of Canada in 1843 and
later amended in 1883. As a result, the
Canadian Medical and Surgical Journal
was able to report in 1884 that the rob-
bing of graves in Canada had ceased.2

References
1. Walton J, Beeson PB, Scott RB, editors. The 

Oxford Companion to Medicine, vol. 1. Oxford:
Oxford University Press; 1986. p. 61-5, 732.

2. Lawrence DG. “Resurrection” and legislation on
body-snatching in relation to the Anatomy Act
in the province of Quebec. Bull Hist Med
1958;32:419-20.

3. MacGillivray R. Body-snatching in Ontario. Can
Bull Med Hist 1988;5:51-60. 

4. Drimmer F. Body snatchers, stiffs and other ghoulish
delights. NewYork: Fawcett; 1981. p. 95-110.

Bodysnatching in Canada

Past progressive

William Austin, 1721–1820, The Anatomist Overtaken by the Watch ... Carrying off
Miss W— in  a Hamper. Etching, 27 cm × 40 cm , London (UK), 1773  

530 JAMC • 20 FÉVR. 2001; 164 (4)

Deepa Francis
Medical student
University of Calgary
Calgary, Alta.

U
S

 N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f M

ed
ic

in
e,

 H
is

to
ry

 o
f M

ed
ic

in
e 

D
ep

ar
tm

en
t

The Left Atrium  


