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Tracking Down Sensational Deaths

Clues to finding a sensational death:

• Family scrapbook includes memorial card for someone who died 
young. Couple that with family lore passed down through generations.

• “Died Suddenly” in an obituary is a huge red flag alerting you to look 
for more information.

• The same date of death or sequential date of death for multiple people 
in a family plot or cemetery section.

• Is the box for Coroner’s inquest check-marked on the death certificate?

Professor

Harry Darnel

Performing

His Aerial Act

Minutes

Before

Falling to

His Death

Photo from the Miles V. Hartong Glass Plate Negative Collection Plainfield Historical Society
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Harry Darnell’s Coroner’s Inquest
Record &  His Headstone 
at Plainfield Township Cemetery

Epidemics/Pandemics

• In 1863-1865, During the Civil War, repeated 
Variola  (Smallpox) outbreaks brought the 
largest burial years in Plainfield Township 
Cemetery history with a total of 222 burials; 
mostly children.

• The Spanish Influenza killed millions 
worldwide, but don’t just look for Spanish Flu 
as the cause of death, many died from 
respiratory complications and pneumonia.

• Diphtheria outbreaks happened several times 
during the 1870s and 1920s killing many children.
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Epidemics/Pandemics

• List of worldwide epidemics: www.eogen.com/Epidemics

• Historic Deaths and illnesses: 
www.ldpierce.com/forms3pdf/illnessdisease.pdf

• Cholera Epidemic Timeline: www.timetoast.com/timelines/cholera-
epidemic

• Wills, Simon. How Our Ancestors Died: A Guide for family historians. Pen 
& Sword Publishers. Barnsley, U.K. 2013.
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Disasters/Tragedies

• Search newspaper accounts and obituaries for 
names of undertakers who were responsible for 
handling the remains to see if records still exist.

• Contact the Coroner’s office or Medical 
Examiner for copies of inquest records.

• Look for Federal or local court records pertaining 
to subsequent hearings or investigations.

Our Lady of Angels Fire Memorial, Queen of Heaven Cemetery, IL

Disasters/Tragedies

• Glance around the cemetery. Are there other 
deaths that occurred on the same date? 

• If more than 1 family member dies within a 
short time, that should be a hint that 
something bigger was happening locally.

• Contact the cemetery to see if they have a 
designated burial section for the deceased or 
a file of names of those who perished in the 
incident.
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Disasters/Tragedies

• Several places may have social history related 
to the disaster or accident:

• Libraries

• Historical Societies

• Museums

• University Archives/Special Collections

• Are their still survivors or descendants who 
could be interviewed?

• What books or articles exist on the subject?

Funeral Home Records

Records pertaining to the care and burial of the dead:
• Funeral costs 

– Embalming

– Casket 

– Hearse

– Livery carriages

• Date of death

• Cause of death

• Place of burial

• Person requesting services (paying funeral bill)

• Records do not always include genealogical data.
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County/State Records

• Death Certificates
• Death certificate information 

varies by state and time period. 

• Illinois did not start recording 
deaths until November 1877.

• Coroner’s records often predate 
death certificates.

• Certificate numbers are based on 
the order in which the death was 
recorded in the death register.

County/State Records

• Death Registers
• Will include date of death, cause of 

death/ length of illness, age, sex, 
burial location, undertaker and 
attending physician.

• Deaths are registered chronologically 
not by date of death. 

• Be sure to check ahead to the next 
quarter as many doctors only filed 
their records with the county once a 
quarter. Some only filed one or twice 
per year!
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County/State Records

Burial/Transfer Permits

• Certificates vary widely and probably 
will not have genealogical data.

• Bodies were shipped to undertakers who 
signed off on the delivery and either 
conducted  the funeral or contacted the 
cemetery for immediate burial.

• Paperwork should be filed in the County 
Clerk’s offices in both the county where 
the death occurred and the county 
receiving the remains.
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Burial/Transfer Permits

• Some counties filed all transfer 
permits at the beginning or end of 
each quarter instead of filing them 
chronologically as they were 
received. 

• Be sure to check ahead to the next 
quarter. If still not located, check 
June/July and December/January.

Coroner’s Inquest Records

• Some coroner’s filed separate death certificates that are not always filed 
with county death certificates

• Coroner’s records will include:

• Personal affects found on the body

• Cause of death

• List of jurors/place of residence

• Verdict

• Coroner’s Inquest  juries are appointed by the county court.  Juries can 
be appointed to serve one inquest or quarterly. Often times the local 
newspaper would list the appointed jurors

• Modern inquests may have eyewitness testimony attached
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Kendall County 
Inquest 1925

Kane County inquest transcript 1946

DuPage County inquest 1922
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Select Online Resources

www.fold3.com

• Digitized records from the National Archives 
Washington D.C.

• Military Records including Courts 
Martial Records

• Southern Claims Commission Records

• Military Headstone Applications

• War Diaries

• Newspapers

• Orphan’s Home Records

• Facebook for the Dead??                                                                                            
Create your own ancestor pages.
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Internet Archives www.archive.org

● Internet Archives is a non-profit organization designed to house digital 
storage for both print and media sources. 

● Full-text access to historic books and periodicals 

● Download full color PDF copies of county histories and city directories  
or browse digital copies online

● Some titles only available through Google Books

● Signing-up for a free account allows you to ‘bookmark’ items for later 
reference or upload your own collections

Internet Archives allows 
you to download
Millions of books, 
records, 
videos and other types of 
documents that can tell
The story of your 
ancestor’s tragic death
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More Online Resources for Books & Articles

● Digital Public Library: www.dp.la/bookshelf 

• FamilySearch: https://books.familysearch.org

• Google Books: https://books.google.com/?hl=en

• Hathi Trust: www.hathitrust.org/digital_library

● JSTOR (Journal Storage) www.jstor.org

● World Catalog: www.worldcat.org 

Newspapers

• There are several online subscription newspaper services on the market:
Ancestry.com Newspapers.com Genealogybank.com
Archives.com Newspapearchive.com World Vital Records 

• Each is searchable by name, date and event

• Mortuary or death notices typically ran weekly announcing deaths from 
the previous week.  Name, date of death and address only

• Cards of Thanks from families to thank the community for their support

• Year-in-review columns save you the hassle of finding which issue ran 
the death notice
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More Online Resources for Newspapers

• The Ancestor Hunt: www.theancestorhunt.com/newspapers.html

• California Digital Newspapers Collection:                                   
http://cdnc.ucr.edu/cgi-bin/cdnc?a=q&e=-------en--20--1--txt-IN-----

• Chronicling America: http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov

• Elephind: www.elephind.com

• Fulton History (New York): www.fultonhistory.com/Fulton.html

• Google News: http://news.google.com/newspapers

Case Studies
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Harbaugh Sisters & The Iroquois Theatre Fire

• Mary and Harriet Harbaugh, both school teachers, attended the 
play at the Iroquois Theatre in December 1903. 

• When the fire broke out Harriet perished by jumping to her death 
from the gallery.

• Mary lingered on for a couple more days before succumbing to her 
burns and smoke inhalation.

• The sisters had a large funeral with dozens of mourners. 

• They were buried at the Plainfield Township cemetery. 
There is no headstone marking the sisters tragic demise. 
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Plainfield Enterprise Obituary January 1904
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Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus Train Accident 1918

• Conductor Alonso Sargent falls asleep at the 
helm of an empty troop train near dawn on 
June 22nd. The train plows into the stopped 
Hagenbeck-Walalce circus train which was 
parked on a siding.

• An estimated 86 people perished in the 
wreck. 62 were identified, the rest were 
assumed to be so badly burned that their 
ashes were all that was left. 

• The Lake Co. Coroner held Inquests into the 
tragic event. An Inquiry was held by the 
Interstate Commerce Commission.

Showmen’s Rest Memorial Woodlawn Cemetery, Park Forest, IL
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http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47de-e917-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99

Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus Train Accident 1918

Clearing the Wreckage near Hammond

Burying the Dead, Woodlawn
Cemetery, Park Forest June 26
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Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus Train Accident 1918

• www.circusworldbaraboo.org/our-treasures/library-research-center

• http://funtobebad.blogspot.com/2015/04/odd-but-interesting.htm

• www.genealogybank.com & www.ancestry.com

• Digital Public Library: 
http://dp.la/search?page=4&q=Hagenbeck+circus&utf8=%E2%9C%93

• Hammond Indiana Public Library: www.hammond.lib.in.us

• Lytle, Richard. The Great Circus Train Wreck. Hammond, IN. History Press. 2014. 

Earl Rockenbach and the U.S.S. Indianapolis

• Earl Rockenbach was the only boy in a household with six sisters. 

• Had joined the Navy in WWII as a way of seeing the world. As a 
young farm boy in Plainfield, he didn’t have much experience with 
boats. He enlisted in October 1942 and was assigned to the U.S.S. 
Indianapolis in early 1943. 

• The ship was attacked by Japanese submarines 450 miles from 
Leyte Gulf. Nearly 1200 men were onboard. The ship sank in twelve 
minutes. 

• About 800 men went into the water. For five days these men floated 
in the water until rescued by the USS Cecil Doyle. Just over 300 
men survived. 
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Plainfield Enterprise
August 1945

Fold3 Entry for Earl

Memorial Card For
Earl Rockenbach From
A Personal Scrapbook

Earl Rockenbach and the U.S.S. Indianapolis

• www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/disasters-and-
phenomena/sinking-of-the-uss-indianapolis.html

• Internet Archives: 
https://archive.org/details/SwimmingWithSharksNavyPhysician
RemembersTheIndianapolisDisaster

• Veterans Oral History Project: 
http://memory.loc.gov/diglib/vhp/story/loc.natlib.afc2001001.70532

• Find A Grave Memorial for Earl Rockenbach: 
www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=56771401
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Ada Smith the Jilted Lover

• Ada Smith was a beautiful 19 year old woman who was a recent 
graduate of Plainfield High School. Her love snubbed her and started 
stepping out with other women. Jilted, Ada wrote her parents a note 
and snuck down the stairs in the middle of the night, walked out to the 
barnyard and took her own life by drowning herself in her farm’s horse 
troth filled with 18 inches of water. 

• A Coroner’s inquest was held. Ralph Mather testified they were never 
engaged and he had stopped calling on her the previous month. Her 
death was ruled a suicide. 

• Ada’s sad demise was picked up by the Associated Press and ran in 
newspapers from Texas to South Dakota. 
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Christian Henne and the Crazed Bicyclist

• Christian Henne’s tale is one of unfortunate misunderstandings

• Henne accidentally nudges a bicyclist off the road. The enraged man 
turns around and peddles after him and shoots Henne in the stomach.

• Henne rides his carriage to the nearest farm ½ mile away. The 
mistress of the house assumes he is drunk because of his slurred 
words and sends him away.

• He rides to the next house 1 mile away and collapses on the porch. 
Having lost much blood, he retells his tale the owner of the home as 
best he can and then dies.

Christian Henne and the Crazed Bicyclist

• The Kendall County Record Newspaper reports on the incident in a full 
column article giving tremendous detail on October 5, 1896.

• Kendall County Coroner’s inquest register includes the list of witnesses 
and verdict as well as a copy of the Kendall Co. Record news article.

• Little White School Museum in Oswego has a file on the Henne Family.

• www.findagrave.com has headstone photo and listing of other family 
members buried nearby.

• Ancestry and FamilySearch also provided other genealogical information.
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Headstone Photo Courtesy of Jim Seidelman

Survivors of the USS Indianapolis Aboard the USS Doyle


