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Introduction

The W. Montague Cobb Human Skeletal Collection constitutes one of the world's largest
systematic collections of documented human skeletons. As such, this collection contributes to the
available means ]Jy which the ]Jiology of Homo sapiens is to be better understood. The Cobb
Collection is suitable for studies of the skeletal effects of human growtl'x, clevelopment, aging,
variation, and pathology. It serves as a reference collection for the clevelopment of standard methods
for age, sex, and population determinations. As an archive of l)iological and health characteristics
of the poor during the historical period extending from the mid-19th Century until 1969, these
records and skeletons are amenable to research concerning the physica] quality of life that resulted
from economic poverty in the Eastern United States.

This report details the bac]:zgrouncl, composition, facilities, and policies of the Cobb
Collection. We are please& to announce, ]'xerein, the Cobb Collection's ava.ilalaility for stu&y loy both
student and professional scholars.



Background

William Montague Cobb, the pre-eminent anatomist and physical anthropologist (Rankin-
Hill and Blalzey, 1994), made the collection between 1932 and 1969 as a project of the Lal)oratory
of Anatomy and Physical Anthropology in the Department of Anatomy, Howard University College
of Medicine (Cobb, 1936). Cobb, his staff and students, painstalzingly dissected, documented and
macerated the cadavers dissected in the lal)oratory. The collection's development ceased dun'ng the
year Montague Cobb left the chairmanship of the Department of Anatomy, retiring four years later.
During the decade that followed, such collections seemed to have become more central to
anthropological research than to anatomical studies. By 1984, Dr. Michael Blakey and Dr. Cobb
began discussing the possil:ility of restoring the as-yet-under-utilized collection, and rehousing it in
conjunction with the University's anthropology program. In 1985, some of the needed laboratory
space was allocated for that purpose by then Vice President for Academic Affairs, Dr. Michael R.
Winston, and computer equipment was provided a year later ]:)y the Graduate School of Arts and
Sciences. This, Biological Anthropology Laboratory, began with three rooms of Frederick Douglass

Memorial Hall as a small, yet promising offspring of the Laboratory of Anatomy and Physical
Anthropology established by Montague Cobb in 1932.

With the aid of Dr. Cobb, Dr. Raymond Hayes, and Dr. S. Tassier Hussain of the Anatomy
Department, the collection was placed under Blakey's curatorship, and an initial sample of 190
skeletons were acqu.irecl l:y the Department of Socio]ogy and Ant}u'opology in 1987. Dr. Lesley
Rankin-Hill of the University of Oklahoma, and Dr. Theresa Singleton and Dr. Donald J. Ortner,
both of the National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, would also play
important consultative roles for curatorial projects over the coming years.

The first phase of curation was completed in 1988 under a grant from the Howard University
Division of Academic Affairs. The size and compogition of the collection was then approximatecl and
the major problems for curation were identified. A computer database was created of the nearly 1000
cadaver records and 189 human skeletons and 1 juvenile cl'ximpanzee skeleton that were transferred
to the new Biological Anthropology Laboratory. The majority of skeletons (approximately 500)
remained in an insecure and environmentally compromised basement of the Numa P. G. Adams
Bu.ilcling of the Coﬂege of Medicine. Problems of funga] growth, incomplete decreasing, inaclequate
cal)inetry, security, and research accessi])ility were found to have plague& the collection. These facts
notwithstanding, the Cobb Collection was shown to have scientific value.

The second and major phase of curation was completed under a $177,000 grant of the
Anthropology Program of the National Science Foundation between 1992 and 1994. An
additional, 1,085 square foot laboratory space was then allocated to the Biological Anthropology
Laboratory by Dr. Joyce A. Ladner, then Vice President for Academic Affairs, along with a budget
for renovation. That project entailed transporting the entire remainder of the collection to the

Biological Anthropology Laboratory, decreasing and cleaning, labelling, fumigation, inventory of all



skeletal elements, curation in adequate cal:tinetry, expan&ing and upgratling the computer clatabase,
a detailed stucly of the collection's composition, and the pul:lication of a report and announcement.
These tasks were completed by virtue of the dedicated and skilled work of more than 30 University
students and staff.

By 1993 the laboratory facility was again expanded and extensively renovated by the
University's Office of Physical Facilities Management, in order to accommodate the Cobb Collection
and other ]Jioanthropological projects, prominently inc]uding the New York African Burial Ground
bioarchaeological project funded by the United States General Services Administration. Today, the
W. Montague Cobb Biological Anthropology Laboratory or The Cobb Laboratory emerges as a
state-of-art research facility, housing an important permanent collection that has come to light only
after more than 60 years of dedicated work.



Laboratory Facility
Space:

The Cobb Laboratory is situated on the second floor (rooms 230-237) of Frederick
Douglass Memorial Hall, a Georgian-style brick building in the heart of the University's main
campus. The ])uilding was renovated and restored in 1993-1994, when the lal:oratory wing was
redesigned, coml)in.ing the functional requirements of a research and teacl'u'ng facility with
architectural esthetics.

There are 2,829 square feet of research and storage space in addition to its office and
computer work space. Laboratory research space is arranged as three rooms: a ]arge Teacl'xing
Laboratory (1,085 sq. ft.), and a large (594 sq. ft.} and small (286 sq. ft.) Research Laboratories.
Dedicated storage space comprises 864 sq. ft. that includes a hallway and a high security room. Each

research area is fitted with a sinlz anc] })ench space.

Environment and Salety:

The Cobb Laboratory is protected by an electronic security system, wired to both the
University's Security Division and American Security and Communications, a private firm. The
]::ui]cling is equipper.l with a fire alarm and sprinlzler system, and is accessible to the l’landicappe&.

A central air conditioning system maintains a laboratory environment of 70 degrees
Fahrenheit and 50% relative humidity, monitored daily, providing optimal conditions for
preservation and use.

Ceiling lighting has been installed to the specifications of skeletal }Jio]ogisls, in addition to
the ample ambient ligl'lt from the ]arge windows opening on all four sides of The Cobb Lal:oratory
Luil&ing wing. ’

Equipment:

The Cobb Laboratory is fitted with the basic equipment for modem skeletal biological
research. Lal)oratory equipment may not be accessible to visiting researchers when dedicated to other
intramural and extramural projects. Specific arrangements for equipment use must be assessed with
each application for use of the collection. Every effort will be made to accommodate those needs.
Our laboratory is equipped with the following:



Benches, sinks, and layout tables

Ladders and carts

Fume hood

Clean bench

Faxitron x-ray machine for Polaroid and standard radiographs
Photographic studio

Computer bank

Most standard mechanical and digital calipers

Osteometric boards

Casting facility

Binocular microscope and magnifier lamps and visors
Photocopy, facsimile, scanner, and color printing machines

10



The Collection

Curation:

The Cobb Collection is housed in new Interior Steel #220 museumn storage cabinets. Air
tight cabinet doors allow our periodic use of fumigants {moth crystals) to minimize problems of
infestation while maintaining a nearly odor-free environment.

Individual skeletons are stored one to a drawer. Each drawer contains three acid-free trays,
separately containing the skull, long bones, and all other skeletal elements. Bones of the hands and
feet are contained in separate ventilated plastic Lags. By segmenting each drawer in this way,
researchers need not remove an entire skeleton in order to conduct specialized studies. A sample of
hands and feet has been sided in order to facilitate specialized research involving the extremities.
Samplﬁ of soft tissue discovered cluring the cleaning process have been retained for any specialized
studies (such as molecular genetics research) that might require them.

The entire collection is labelled and the surfaces of all bones have been cleaned with ethanol
or peroxide so that tl'ley can be handled easily and safely. On'ginal documents are contained within

acid-free folders.

Documentation and Skeletal Inventory:

The fol.lowing describes the composition of the two main components of the Cobb Collection;
its documentation and skeletons. There are currently fewer skeletons than documents of dissected
cadavers. The total documentary data are descri])ed, below, inasmuch as these documents can also
stand alone as a useful anatomical, demographic, and epidemiological database.

Of the skeletons available for stucly (refenecl to as skeletal inventory) the following describes
634 individual skeletons of known sex that resulted after those having documentary inconsistencies
were culled, to remove errors of mixing and amIJiguous documentation. Some individual's
documentation utilized ajpha-numerical identification (accession numbers 9-a and 9-b, as examples),
while skeletons are labelled numerically, only (or 9 in this case). Until such discrepancies are
corrected, researchers cannot be assured of an accurate match between documentary and skeletal data
among those individuals. Thus, onIy the inventoried skeletal database comprising individuals without
such discrepancies (634 individuals) are described, below, as available for study.

Much of the value of the Cobb Collection derives from the quality of its documentation, and
it is this documentation, above all else, that makes the collection rare. Documents exist for 982
individuals. The documents may be used in conjunction with skeletal studies, but also comprise a
Eree-stancling database for clemograp}u'c and epidemiological research concerning the poor, primarily
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from the Washington Metropolitan Area and nearby states (based on place of death). Documentary
data are available on Microsoft Access, Dbase 11+, and hard copy files. The following gives
Erequencies for ethnic affiliation and sex individuals for whom there is documentation:

Ethnicity (indicated as "race”) is documented for 965 individuals.

African American {(n=805)
Euro-American  (n=155)

Chinese (n=4 )
"Indian" (n=1)
Unknown (n=17)

Sex is documented for 971 individuals.

Male {(n=0684)
Female (n=287)

Figure 1, shows the sex distribution of documents and inventoried skeletons available for
stucly.

Ages at death range from 17 to 106 years. The age distribution of documented individuals
is shown in figure 2, and the age distribution of available skeletons is shown in figure 3. These age
distributions are normal, with some skewing at 60 to 70 years of age. Decade and mid-decade
ﬁequency spilzing suggests, as in other documented col]ections, bias introduced ]:uy the coroner's age
estimates. Many individuals show “stated age” as well.

Occupations are recorded for 95 individuals, nearly all of which were recorded during the
decade of the 1930s, The documented and inventoried data are the same in this respect. Of these,
48 men and 21 women were laborers and domestic workers, respectively. Studies of the biological
effects of poverty andfor of these particular unskilled labor groups are most relevant to the Cobb
Collection.

Somatic data (using the anthropometric instrument of R. Martin's Lehrbuch der Anthropologie
(1913) with 11 indices and 132 measurements) were taken on 94 cadavers. These data are available
on hard copy files, and an Eng]ish translation of the blank instrument is available at The Cobb
Lal)oratory‘

Causes of death are recorded for 790 individuals and 27 records contain recent medical
histories and cliagnosc—s. Patho]ogies present at the time of death that were not considered the
primary causes of death are recorded. Frequency distributions of primary causes of death are shown
for the documentation database (figure 4) and inventoried skeletons (figure 5). A key to the 3-
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d. education and the broadest dissemination of iznowledge.
2. Priority use of the Cobb Collection pertains to,
a. Howard University scholars and students,

b. all credible sclioiars, nationai]y and intemationauy,
whose research is consistent with one or more aspects
of our founding iegacy.

3. All use of skeletal material must take piace in the The Cobb Lai)oratory faciiity, in an
atmosphere of respect for the individuals under stuciy and the ]asting integrity of the collection.

4. A copy of raw data and an initial report (or reprint) based on Cobb Collection research is to be
provided to The Cobb Lal:oratory upon initial publication.

5. All pu.i)iis}leci material utilizing data derived from the Cobb Collection must acknowietige "The
W. Montague Cobb Human Skeletal Collection, Howard University."

6. Requests by next-of-kin seeking to inter or cremate individuals comprising The Cobb Collection,
will be honored.

Address

W. Montague Cobb Biological Anthropology Laboratory
Department of Socioiogy and Antiuopo]ogy
Howard University

Washington, D.C.
20059

(202) 806-5252
FAX (202) 806-9260

15



References Cited

Cobb, W. Montague. 1936 The Laboratory of Anatomy and Physical Anthropology of Howard
University. Washington, DC: W. M. Cobb.

Rankin-Hill, Lesley M. And Michael L. Blakey. W. Montague Cobb (1004-1090): Physical

Antl:ropo/ogist, Anatomist, and Activist. American Anthropologist Vol. 96, No. 1, March
1994.

16



Figure # 1
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Figure # 2

Distribution By Age In Years
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Figure # 4

Primary Cause of Death

Muitiple Qccurence From Documentation
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Figure # 5

Type of Disease
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Figure # 6

Documentation By Places of Birth
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Figure # 8

Drawings and Photographs
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