
by Catherine Villnave
Hatchet Staff Writer

Was it mercury poisoning or typhus? Was it a mur-
derous relative or a night on the town? What exactly 
was it that killed the famous Bard, William Shakespeare? 
James Starrs, a GW law and forensic science professor, is 
trying to find out.

To solve historical mysteries such as Shakespeare’s 
death, Starrs likes to go straight to the source: the body. 
The professor has completed 25 exhumations, in which 
he digs up bodies to search for clues that might explain 
a cause of death – and he hopes Shakespeare will be his 
next case.

Between teaching classes at GW since 1964, Starrs 
has unearthed American outlaw Jesse James, John F. 
Kennedy assassin Lee Harvey Oswald, 18th century ex-
plorer Meriwether Lewis and Louisiana politician Huey 
Long to find answers to historical mysteries. If Starrs 
has his way, he will be the first person to unearth Shake-
speare.

Starrs said no one has ever determined what exactly 
caused Shakespeare to die at 52 years old. Some say he 
went out for a night on the town – “boozing it up” as 
Starrs put it – and drank something laced with typhus. 
John J. Ross, a Tufts University professor, studied Shake-
speare’s handwriting and theorized that Shakespeare 
died of mercury, which was a popular cure for syphilis 
at the time. Others believe he was murdered by a fam-
ily member, since he died only about a month after he 
wrote his will, which gave most of his estate to his fa-
vored daughter and snubbed the other one.

Starrs said he uses his expertise in law and foren-
sics to help him solve such mysteries. For Shakespeare, 
Starrs said he could find traces of mercury or typhoid 
in the bones – if they are there. He said his plan to ex-
hume Shakespeare, who has been buried at the Church 
of the Holy Trinity in Stratford, England, for 389 years, 
has long been in the making, but the excavation is still 
tentative and in the planning stages.

“There are still plenty of roadblocks,” he said, add-
ing that he has to get permission from several sources 
before he can begin the dig. While Starrs has gotten per-
mission from the Shakespeare Historical Trust to com-
plete the exhumation, he still has to get family members 
and other groups to agree before he can begin.

Another significant obstacle to his project, Starrs 
said, was the premature disclosure of his plans by one 
of London’s largest tabloid newspapers, The Daily Mir-
ror. After speaking with someone in Starrs’ exhumation 
group, the paper printed a story about him in its Oct. 31 
issue. 

“Premature disclosure is never good,” he said, not-
ing that once the media gets involved, accusations of 
being a media hog usually follow – as do protests from 
family members and other groups. Starrs said the tab-
loid “over-egged the pudding,” meaning it had inflated 
the story, and he has already had four to five media out-
lets ask him if they can come along on the dig to make a 
documentary. 
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Univ. delays flu clinic

by Andrew Ramonas
Hatchet Reporter

University of Massachusetts 
senior Heather Makrez, a member 
of her school’s board of trustees, 
said she loves her job because it 
forces university administrators to 
listen to her. UMass officials said 
they welcome Makrez’s comments 
and encourage students to have a 
say in how their school is run.

The tone at some other schools 
– which welcome the presence of 

students on their boards of trust-
ees – is a stark contrast from that 
of GW’s, where both University 
President Stephen Joel Trachtenberg 
and some members of the Board of 
Trustees have expressed opposition 
to the idea. 

Since last year, Student 
Association leaders have been agi-
tating for student representation 
on the GW Board of Trustees, but 
Trachtenberg said having a student 

by Jayme Schomann
Hatchet Reporter

Student Health Services has 
postponed its annual flu shot clin-
ics because it has not yet received 
enough vaccines.

The University’s regular flu shot 
provider, Medical Faculty Associates 
Pharmacy, did not supply any vac-
cines this year. A small shipment of 
200 flu shots was received Tuesday 
night from the company Chiron, 
said Dr. Isabel Goldenberg, director 
of Student Health Services. 

For the past several years the 
University has held flu shot clinics 
in Thurston Hall, the Marvin Center 
and on the Mount Vernon Campus 
in late October or the beginning of 
November. Barbara Porter, assistant 
vice president for media, marketing 
and communications for the GW 
Medical Center, said she doesn’t 
know when the clinics will be held 
this year, though she stressed they 
are not canceled.

“The University administration 
is really concerned that we get the 
vaccines,” Goldenberg said. “We 
are working on getting more vac-
cines, we are calling everybody, and 
we are on the waiting lists of several 
other providers.”

Goldenberg said national health 
experts sent flu vaccines to areas 
they worried the flu could spread 
to the most easily. 

“Some shipments were sent to 
the areas of the country that were 
affected by the hurricanes, areas 
where they felt that there was a pos-
sibility of an outbreak,” Goldenberg 
said. 

Right now, students receiving 
shots include those who had called 
ahead previously and have a recom-
mendation or a history of medical 
problems, as well as first respond-
ers such as EMeRG workers. 

Last year there was a shortage 
of flu vaccines, and the clinic was 
only able to administer about 350 
vaccines.

“This year we have 200, and 
as soon as we get more, we will 
put ads in the newspapers and try 
to give them to the community,” 
Goldenberg said.

The delay of the flu shot clinics 
does not pose a serious medical 
threat, Goldenberg said. 

“Usually outbreaks of the flu 
are in February,” Goldenberg said. 
“Even if we do it late in December, 
it will protect students during the 
peak of the flu season.” 

If no vaccines are available 
Goldenberg recommends washing 
hands frequently as the best way 
for students to prevent contracting 
the flu. 

“When a student gets sick, 
they shouldn’t attend classes, they 

should stay in their dorms, and 
they should come to Student Health 
Services or go to the emergency 
room,” Goldenberg said. “Try to 
stay isolated from the rest of the 
community.” 

Goldenberg said vaccines may 
be available now through personal 
physicians, or at other clinic loca-
tions including Costco in Virginia. 
Just a few CVS pharmacies in the 
District are offering flu shots.

The delay in GW’s flu shot clin-
ics comes in the wake of President 
George W. Bush’s announcement 
of a $7.1 billion pandemic influenza 
outbreak plan in case deadly strains 
of the virus spread in the United 
States. One deadly strand, the avian 
flu, has already claimed the lives of 
five Indonesians.

The plan, according to a Nov. 
2 Washington Post article, suggests 
who should have priority in receiv-
ing the flu vaccine in case of a pan-
demic, including the elderly and 
very young or chronically ill, and 
medical workers.

The flu vaccine works by tak-
ing small parts of different strains 
of the flu virus and putting them 
together into a serum for injection. 
When injected into a person’s body 
it stimulates an immune response, 
and the body develops antibodies 
against the virus. When the per-
son is later exposed to the virus, 
the antibodies will recognize it and 
mount a response to ward off infec-
tion. n

Digging up the past 

n GW unsure when 
it will receive enough 
vaccines

See BARD, p. 8

 

Aaron Miller/Hatchet photographer
Junior Mary Weiner (right), playing Lysistrata, and sophomore 
Alexandra Aaron, playing Kalonike, rehearse in the 14th Grade 
Players’ production of “Lysistrata” Wednesday night in the Lisner 
Downstage theater.  The show was sold out all week.
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Erin Shea/assistant photo editor
Senior Matthew Kunkes has a cup of coffee with GW graduate 
Jill Bottomley Sunday morning near the Vietnam War Memorial.  
The fall weather, which reached the upper 70s this weekend, 
brought residents and visitors out to the monuments.
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GW professor James Starrs is unsure if Shakespeare 
died from poisoning, murder or some other cause.
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