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Debut novelist J. Aaron Sanders reimagines Walt Whitman’s early days as an investigative reporter 
in gritty nineteenth-century New York City in SPEAKERS OF THE DEAD (Plume Original  / 
March 1st / $16.00.)  When his former employer is accused in the infamous Mary Rogers murder 
case, Whitman delves into the shady underground business of harvesting corpses. 
 
In 1843, New York City still reels over the sensational story of Mary Rogers—the lovely cigar seller 
found dead in the waters off Hoboken, N.J.   Abraham Stowe, founder of a controversial women’s 
medical college, is accused of having an affair with Mary and performing a botched abortion before 
her death.   Stowe never makes it to trial—he is found dead seemingly at the hand of his jealous 

“Fans of Daniel Stashower’s account of the Mary Rogers case, The Beautiful Cigar 
Girl, won’t want to miss this auspicious debut.”  

–Publishers Weekly 
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wife, Lena.  Newspaper reporter Walt Whitman, friend to the Stowes, suspects foul play and soon 
uncovers a link between the body snatchers and Abraham’s murder: a man named Samuel Clement.   
 
When Walt’s estranged boyfriend and editor Henry Saunders returns to New York, the two 
descend into the dangerous underworld where resurrection men steal the bodies of the recently 
deceased and sell them to medical colleges.  With no legal means to acquire cadavers, medical 
students rely on these criminals, a practice that many including Abraham abhorred.   As Walt 
uncovers Abraham’s involvement with the Bone Bill, legislation that would put the resurrection 
men out of business, he is determined to exonerate the Stowes.   
 
Encountering a host of characters—from unscrupulous grave robbers and poverty stricken 
residents of Five Points, to Edgar Allan Poe and Elizabeth Blackwell, America’s first female 
doctor—Whitman’s investigation invites deeper contemplation of the human body after death.   Is 
the selling of corpses merely profiteering?   Is dissection an unholy act that destroys chances for 
resurrection?   Or, is exploration of the human body justified as a benefit to mankind?    
 
Fast-paced and gripping, Sanders vibrantly blends the historical with the macabre to recreate old 
New York City and celebrate one of America’s most treasured literary figures.   
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J. Aaron Sanders is an associate professor of English at Columbus State University, where he 
teaches literature and creative writing.  He holds a PhD in American Literature from the University 
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Praise for J. Aaron Sander’s debut novel 
Speakers of the Dead 

 
 

“Boldly plotted and compulsively readable, Speakers of the Dead is a welcome discovery for any fan of literary 
history thrillers. Sanders's debut pulls off an elusive accomplishment, making us rethink what we know about 

favorite historical figures and entertaining us at the same time.”  
—Matthew Pearl, author of The Last Bookaneer and The Dante Club   

 
“In Speakers of the Dead, the conceit alone is worthy of your attention, Whitman as detective, but Aaron 

Sanders goes above and beyond in creating a character and a world that feels both entirely authentic and yet 
deliriously imagined, supported by elegant prose that demands your attention. This is what you want from a 

good mystery, enough verve and complexity that you cannot focus on anything else, and Sanders does this as 
well as anyone in the game.”—Kevin Wilson, author of The Family Fang  

 
“A vivid and engaging adventure, written with a modern freshness and understanding of which the young 

Whitman himself might have approved.” —Nicola Upson, author of The Death of Lucy Kyte 
 

“How did reporter Walt Whitman transform himself from an unremarkable New York flaneur into America’s 
most visionary poet? J. Aaron Sanders pursues this mystery as passionately as he does the murders and body 

snatchers slipping through the shadows of nineteenth-century New York. A first-rate literary mystery, thrilling 
and illuminating in equal measure.”  

—Sherill Tippins, author of Inside the Dream Palace: The Life and Times of New York’s Legendary 
Chelsea Hotel 

 
“In Speakers of the Dead, J. Aaron Sanders gives us Walt Whitman as we've never seen him—a young, jaunty, 
and ambitious reporter, who risks his life for truth. Sanders’ confident prose and deft storytelling come together 

in a transporting novel that is at once a mystery, a tragedy, and a tale of deep friendship. From its stunning 
opening of a young woman at the gallows, the novel gallops along, taking us along for the ride, and all the while 

we see glimmers of the poet Whitman is to become. An old-fashioned novel in the best sense. Riveting and 
haunting.” —Rae Meadows, author of Mercy Train  

 
“Not only is Speakers of the Dead an action-packed thriller, it presents a fresh and surprising portrayal of the 

poet Walt Whitman as a brawling, crusading investigative journalist hot-on-the-heels of a murder mystery 
through the streets of nineteenth century New York. Quite a feat for a first time novelist and what fun!”  

—Michael Knight, author of The Typist 
 

 












