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‘No One Gives a Sh*t About Chickens’: PW Talks
with Barbara Butcher
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miphasible o put down. . .. Destingd bo be a classic.” ~PATRICIA CORNWELL
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Barbara Butcher

“Dead men do tell tales. You just have to listen,” Barbara Butcher writes in her debut memoir, What
the Dead Know (Simon & Schuster, June). In 1992, Butcher, newly sober, began a career as a
death investigator with the New York City Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. She spoke with PW
about her two-plus decades on the job.

What are people surprised to learn about the Medical
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The depth of what we do at the death scene—when it's not a
natural death we do a parallel investigation, getting
information for the police. I've had a call where police say,
Request pormission o we’re up in the Two-Four precinct, guy’s got a hole in the
reprint of this article. front of his head, he’s been shot. But | get there and he
stinks of alcohol, he’s fallen down the stairs, hit a corner with
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a stone coping and a sharp point. Why were there 20 shell
casings? | followed through the back door to the alley and it's
a shooting range for kids; they stand in the hallway and
shoot at targets out the back door. It was an accident, not a
gunshot.

What was it like working at the 9/11 morgue?

One death is a tragedy; a million is a statistic. It's

overwhelming—you can no longer process it. | lived in a trailer on 30th Street where all of us
worked, night and day, recovering body parts. Sometimes they had a wedding ring, a manicure, a
piece of clothing that we could use to identify them. Those things are deeply personal, and yet so
overwhelmingly routine when 3,000 people are dead. 9/11 ruined

everything, including this job. It ruined my sense of power and control, my sense of equanimity, of
safety in the world. | was dealing with the families, who were so angry. Anger is a good substitute
for unbearable grief.

How else did your work change you?

This is a memoir of my life as an addict, a recovering alcoholic who struggled to stay sober
throughout this work. | ultimately came out the other end better, able to live a life with beauty,
creativity, and enjoyment. | could bemoan being an alcoholic, but being an alcoholic got me that job.
The Employment Program for Recovered Alcoholics sent me to vocational training, where they
gave me a bunch of tests and said: you should be a poultry veterinarian or a coroner. If you work
with puppies or kittens you’d always be upset that they were sick, but chickens have those beady
little eyes: no one gives a shit about chickens. | figured I'd work with the dead. That way | won’t get
upset: they're already dead.

What inspired you to tell this story now, eight years after retirement?

When everything locked down during Covid and the world turned off, | felt a sense of urgency: |
didn’t want everything | learned about people and about life to be lost. | saw the evil that lurks in
some people, just a small percentage of the population. | met serial killers, rapists of little girls,
sadists and kidnappers and torturers and every damn iteration of horror, every horrible way to die. It
skews your view of life, of course. They call it first responder syndrome—if you see horrible things
all day every day, you come to feel that that’s the way life is. You have to surround yourself with
beauty. Writing this book was an act of creating beauty. It's not a beautiful book, but | hope that the
humanity comes through.

Return to main feature.
A version of this article appeared in the 03/13/2023 issue of Publishers Weekly under the headline: ‘No One Gives a Sh*t About

Chickens’

Fall

10 New Audiobooks for

About Us | Contact Us | Submission Guidelines | FAQ | Subscriber Services | Advertising Info | Terms of Use | Privacy Policy | Do Not Sell | Calls for Info | Editorial Calendar |

Archives | Press |

© PWoxyz, LLC. All rights reserved. PUBLISHERS WEEKLY and the PW Logo are registered trademarks of PWxyz, LLC.

News
Obituaries

Book Deals
Financial Reporting
Page to Screen
Bookselling
Awards & Prizes
Publisher News
Comics
Business Deals
Shows & Events
Cooking

People

Religion

Audio Books
Manufacturing
Marketing

PW Picks
Licensing

U.S. Book Show

Reviews
Fiction
Mystery/Thriller

Sci-Fi/Fantasy/Horror

Romance/Erotica
Comics

Poetry

Inspirational Fiction
Nonfiction

Lifestyle

Religion

Children's

Web Exclusive
BookLife

Bestsellers Children's Authors Announcements
Bio & Autobio Authors Profiles Adult Announcements
Children's Frontlist Book News Interviews Children's

Fiction Industry News ~ Why | Write Announcements
Children's Picture BookLife Religion Listings
Books On-Sale Calendar
Comics Galley Talk
Fantasy

Food & Drink

Hardcover Frontlist

Fiction

Hardcover Frontlist

Nonfiction

History & Poli-Sci
Mass Market Frontlist
Mystery

Religion Fiction
Religion Nonfiction
Romance

Science Fiction

Top 10 Overall

Digital

Devices

Copyright

Retailing
Conferences
Content / e-books
Apps

Digital Marketplace

The Roundup

International Opinion
Deals ShelfTalker
News Soapbox
Trade Shows Editorials
Frankfurt Book Fair Common Core
London Book Fair Open Book

Sharjah Book Fair
China Showcase
Translation Database

Job Zone
Job Moves

Find Us

Facebook

Twitter

Instagram

LinkedIn PW

LinkedIn PW Religion & Spirituality



https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/Obituary/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/book-deals/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/financial-reporting/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/page-to-screen/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/bookselling/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/awards-and-prizes/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/publisher-news/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/comics/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/industry-deals/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/trade-shows-events/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/cooking/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/people/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/religion/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/audio-books/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/manufacturing/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/publishing-and-marketing/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/tip-sheet/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/licensing/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/bea/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/fiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/mystery-thriller.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/sci-fi-fantasy-horror.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/romance-erotica.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/comics.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/poetry.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/inspirational-fiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/nonfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/lifestyle.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/religion.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/childrens.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/web-exclusive/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/reviews/pw-select/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/bestsellers/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xbio.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/kidsfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/kidsfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/kidspicture.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/kidspicture.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xgraphic.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xfantasyx.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xcookbooks.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/hardcoverfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/hardcoverfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/HardcoverNonfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/HardcoverNonfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xhistory.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/massmarket.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xmystery.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/ReligionFiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/ReligionNonfiction.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xromance.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/xscifi.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/top100.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/childrens-authors/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/childrens-book-news/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/childrens-industry-news/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/profiles/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/interviews/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/why-i-write/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/pw-select/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/adult-announcements/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/childrens-announcements/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/childrens-announcements/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/religion-listings/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/on-sale-calendar/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/galley-talk/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/digital/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/digital/devices/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/digital/copyright/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/digital/retailing/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/digital/conferences/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/digital/content-and-e-books/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/digital/Apps/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/digital-marketplace/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/roundup/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/international-deals/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/international-book-news/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/trade-shows/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/Frankfurt-Book-Fair/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/london-book-fair/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/sharjah-book-fair/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/china-showcase/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/translation/home/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/jobzone/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/jobmoves/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/columns-and-blogs/index.html
http://blogs.publishersweekly.com/blogs/shelftalker/index.php
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/columns-and-blogs/soapbox/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/columns-and-blogs/editorials/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/columns-and-blogs/common-core/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/columns-and-blogs/openbook/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/tradepaper.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/aboutus.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/contactus.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/submissionguidelines.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/faq.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/subscriberservices.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/event/item/51-mediakit.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/termsandconditions.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/privacypolicy.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/donotsell.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/calls-for-information/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/editorialcalendar.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/event/item/49-pw-archive-highlights.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/corp/press.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/email-subscriptions/index.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/new-titles/adult-announcements/article/91729-the-scope-of-harm-new-true-crime-books.html
https://themillions.com/2023/10/10-new-audiobooks-for-fall-2023.html?consumer
https://themillions.com/2023/10/10-new-audiobooks-for-fall-2023.html?consumer
https://themillions.com/2023/10/10-new-audiobooks-for-fall-2023.html?consumer
https://themillions.com/2023/10/10-new-audiobooks-for-fall-2023.html?consumer
https://www.facebook.com/pubweekly
https://twitter.com/PublishersWkly
https://www.instagram.com/pwpics/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/publishers-weekly/posts/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/12733386/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/12738396/

