Edmond and Claire, + Teenie

Edmond Landry: Carville Case #300
When Claire Manes was a young child she wondered why her family was so silent about her grandfather, Edmond Landry – why her questions were met by evasiveness or short, terse comments by her
grandmother, and silence from her parents.
Eventually fragments of answers began to surface about the grandfather who died before Claire
Manes was born. But a dark mystery remained, and this mystery and silence became driving forces in
Claire’s life. In her quest for answers and in an effort to deal with the void left by this silence and evasion about her family’s history, she entered the convent for spiritual guidance at the age of eighteen,
and she remained there for fifteen years.
She continued to search and she continued to study, eventually taking a Ph. D. in English Literature.
And, over the years, Claire Manes slowly learned the truth—perhaps not the entire truth, but much of
it – about Edmond, and about her grandmother Claire Landry, for whom she was named.

“I struggled with depression for much of my life,”
Claire relates. “It was one of the factors that led to my
entering the convent. I do think some of the depression
was linked to the silence I carried about our family.”
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Her search for the truth about her grandfather began with piecemeal information, and grew to
the point that she could eventually tell a more complete story in her book, Out of the Shadow of
Leprosy, published in 2013.
Claire first heard the secret that her grandfather Edmond had suffered with leprosy when she was
seven. She was riding in the family car, driven by her mother. Cruelty jokes were circulating in her
school. She asked her mother, “Did you hear the one about the man who had leprosy?”
Claire’s mother, known to her family and friends as Teenie, pulled the car to the side of the road.
She turned, as if to speak, but thought twice of it, held her silence, brushed aside a tear and drove
on. But the next day, Teenie came to Claire’s room, closed the door, knelt beside her and said, “I
never want to hear you tell a leper joke, you hear me? Never! You might as well know it. You’ll find
out some day anyway. Your grandfather was a leper.”
With that, Teenie left her trembling and confused seven year-old daughter alone in her bedroom.

“I will never forget the day mother said that to me,”
says Claire. “The word leper rang in my ears!
Before that day all I had was a fuzzy understanding,
something not fully formed, and… dread!

But to have it so abruptly confirmed – it was like a thunderclap – and then to have it all slip back
into silence was profound – the shock followed by a lack of details, a lack of context, and most
importantly a lack of empathy only deepened the dread and fed my depression.”
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Maybe a Mayor?
On a fall evening in 1924, Edmond and
Claire Landry are preparing to receive
several members of the Knights of
Columbus who want to talk to them about
the possibility of Edmond running for
mayor of their hometown in New Iberia,
Louisiana. A graduate of a business
college in New Orleans, a highly regarded
veteran of World War I, and a very capable
bookkeeper for a local business, Edmond is
just the kind of civic-minded young man they
want to promote for leadership.
Claire Landry is proud of her husband
and it shows.
The meeting went well, but Edmond’s
campaign never takes place.

Edmond and Claire, a young couple

Shortly after that evening, Edmond received a letter from Oscar Dowling, the president of the
Louisiana State Board of Health, ordering him to report to Carville, the only treatment facility for
lepers in the continental United States. Edmond’s physician, Dr. W.F. Carstens, who was also the
chief health officer for Iberia Parish, had examined Edmond and delivered his diagnosis both to
Edmond and, as required by law, the Louisiana Board of Health.
With that letter, Edmond’s life turned and his identity was redefined because a little-understood,
invasive bacillus had entered his body. Having no real choice, he agreed to be transported
immediately to Marine Hospital #66 in Carville, Louisiana, an institution founded in 1894 for the
incarceration and treatment of lepers. At the age of only thirty-three Edmond Landry was forced to
leave his wife, Claire, and his two young children. Facing the prospect of being shackled and driven
to Carville by the police, Edmond agrees to be driven there by his own father and uncle in the
family’s Ford Model T. When Edmond passed through the Carville gates, this young potential
mayoral candidate lost even his right to vote and became Case #300.
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A Cache of Letters
Years later, a young Claire Manes struggled with the shocking revelation that her grandfather,
Edmond, had been a leper. The silence about Edmond’s condition had been broken by Teenie,
Claire’s mother, but it was years before Teenie ever spoke of it again.
But then, a cache of letters written by Edmond to his wife and family from the leper colony in Carville was discovered by Claire’s uncle Wilbert and his son Paul. After reading a few of the letters,
Wilbert decided to burn them, but after impassioned pleas from Paul, Wilbert relented.

	“My father was a strong man,” says Paul. I seldom
bucked him on anything. But after looking through
Edmond’s letters and seeing the look on my father’s
face I knew immediately he wanted to destroy them,
and I just couldn’t let that happen! I don’t know what
rose up in me, but there I was, staring my father hard
in the eye and telling him no. I just knew I couldn’t
live with myself if I let that happen, and my dad
must have heard it in my voice. He let the letters he
was holding in his hands slip to the floor and then
he turned and walked away.”

Claire Manes finally got a true glimpse of the grandfather she never knew. She was stunned by
what she read. She had to know more, and she set out to discover Edmond and Claire Landry’s life
story. The film, Edmond Landry: Case #300, is her journey of discovery to unlock the mystery and
tragedy of her grandfather, her grandmother, and much more. It is also her cousin Paul’s story and
the stories of the other third-generation survivors of Edmond and Claire Landry who have lived
their lives in the shadow of leprosy, and under the spell of the shame and silence of this greatly
feared and much misunderstood disease.

*****
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“Gabe Michael”
By 1924 when Edmond Landry arrives, most patients entering Marine Hospital #66, take a new
“Carville name” to spare family on the outside the shame and discrimination that came with the diagnosis of leprosy in the family. So Edmond takes on the name of “Gabe Michael,” and with that persona, he engages in activities within Carville. One of his first activities is organizing and producing a
minstrel show for the amusement and distraction of his fellow patients. Soon after, he writes a letter
to the chief medical officer of the Carville hospital, proposing a patient canteen and a related
organization which became known as “The What Cheer Club.”
The patient canteen is approved, and under Gabe’s (Edmond’s) guidance, it soon provides a place
where patients could purchase minor luxuries such as chewing gum, candy bars, silk stockings and
pipe tobacco. But more importantly, it becomes a gathering place for swapping stories and general
camaraderie. Beyond that, the money from the canteen is used to provide funds for indigent patients.
“The What Cheer Club” is formed to provide a means of managing those funds.
Edmond’s fellow patient, Stanley Stein (also a Carville name) called The What Cheer Club “the
political heart of Carville.” Stein, who became the publisher of the patient newspaper, The Sixty Six
Star, and a well-known activist who crusaded for the rights of lepers, credited Edmond with inspiring
his own activism.
Stein also lauded Edmond for his many acts of
altruism. In Stein’s autobiography, Alone No
Longer, he recognizes Gabe (Edmond) as “the
only altruistic character I had so far met at Carville.
He was the man who founded the patients’
canteen and was managing it without salary.”
There were also a number of mentions in The Sixty
Six Star of Gabe Michael reading from the
newspaper to the blind patients, and there were
stories told by his fellow patients of Gabe’s many
acts of kindness and the prompt offers of loans to
those who needed them.
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Gabe (right) and an unidentified friend

Gabe also meets frequently with other Carville patients who were World War I veterans and
writes numerous letters on their behalf to the Veteran Administration in an attempt to secure
greater rights for former soldiers diagnosed with leprosy. Also, in one instance, he volunteers to
travel to New Orleans to appear as a subject at a conference of physicians studying leprosy.
Clearly, Edmond Landry – while in emotional turmoil over his exile and separation from his loved
ones and his community – finds some comfort and purpose as Gabe Michael by staying civically
active and helping others.

Beneath the Surface
But beneath the surface of these daily activities with the walls of Carville, Edmond (Gabe)
plumbs the depths of despair and struggles with depression.
In one angry, rambling, repetitive eighteen-page typewritten rant, he makes it clear to his wife
Claire that, because of her refusal to visit him at Carville, he feels completely destitute and
abandoned, and he accuses her of perverting their marriage vows to read, “until death or leprosy
do us part.”

Further, he writes, “you continually refused to
come like I asked you and told me to get my loving
amongst my kind.” Solemnly, Edmond threatens to
do just that, “unless you act differently toward me.”
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The letter begins:
Dear Claire:
For nearly four long years I have begged you to treat me better than you have and for the last two
years of these four I have tried to, in a way, force you to come thinking that you had enough love for
me that such long absence would have made you long for me as it has made me long for you but all
has been in vain. For two long years I have put off writing this letter to you always hoping that you
would have to come to your senses and see this disease in the same light that I do, especially, after all
that I told you about it that no one else knows but you think that I am crazy and view these facts from
that stand point because I am a leper and you still want to be parted from me as you have for the past
six years, this month, in spite of the fact that you now know that I was a leper before we were married.
This anguished letter ends, seventeen pages later:
If I were dead, no one would think anything if you remarried, so if you still insist that I belong to “the
land of the living dead,” I should be entitled to seek for a little happiness and companionship with a
mate among the “unburied deads” like myself. I leave it to you to decide, and hope, for the best.
Edmond

Anger and frustration on paper
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Silence and Struggle at 627 Weeks Street
Edmond does not receive a reply to this letter.
Nothing but silence emanates from 627 Weeks
Street, New Iberia, Louisiana, where Claire Landry
lives with her mother, her two children Leonide
(“Teenie”) and Wilbert (“Booz”), and, intermittently,
her brother Claude.
Claire’s life is filled with fear, even to the extent of
destroying many of Edmond’s letters after reading
them, then washing her hands with rubbing
alcohol. Her correspondence indicates a fierce
desire to protect their children from the mysterious
and often grotesquely disfiguring disease that has
entered her family.
Claire Landry’s daily activities revolve around
providing sustenance and protection for her two
children, Teenie and Booz. She is assisted in this
by her mother, Leonie, who lives with her, and
Sadie, a young African-American housekeeper.
Claire Landry frequently visits with her back-door
Claire, Booz and Teenie

						

neighbor, Bib, who sells cakes and other 			
confections, and swaps recipes with her. Three

of her other Weeks Street neighbors are quarantined with tuberculosis, and she cooks meals for
Sadie to deliver to them. And she regularly sets out food on her back stoop for hobos.

“Her primary role was kinship,” her granddaughter
Claire Manes discovered. “My grandmother
spoke little and I believe that much of her life was
contextualized by her phobia and silence
about leprosy.”
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Granddaughter Claire continues, “Hers was a life
told in action, not in narrative. She died without
speaking to her children or grandchildren about the
husband, father and grandfather who was isolated
from his family for the last eight years of his life.
She did not speak of him and her silent message
was that we were not to speak about him either.”

Claire Landry’s fear of leprosy is profound, as she knew that her husband’s older brother Norbert had
been diagnosed with the disease three years before Edmond, and his sister Amelie shortly after that.
Edmond’s other siblings, Albert and Marie, were also later similarly diagnosed. She had married into
a family of lepers! And there was no known cure for the condition and rampant societal fear of
contracting it.
Underscoring this fear, she receives
instructions shortly after Edmond enters
Carville from the chief health officer of
Iberia parish, citing “provisions of Art. 18
(a) in reference to the disinfection” of her
residence. So it was no wonder, states
granddaughter Claire Manes that “soap,
rubbing alcohol, and silence were her allies
in her battle to protect her children”

Terville and Lucie Landry (center) with
their five children (clockwise from
bottom right: Albert, Amelie, Norbert,
Marie, and Edmond)
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And further underscoring Claire’s fear and the fear of her Weeks Street neighbors in years to
come, the two times Edmond returns home – both visits due to his mother’s illness – he is escorted by two uniformed armed guards who never left his side.
And Claire Landry’s children are not spared shame and discrimination. In one instance, her daughter Teenie is confronted by a classmate on her way home from school with the charge that her
father was in the “crazy house.” Upset and confused, she tells this to her mother, only to be told
that her father was in the hospital because he was sick, and not in the crazy house. She offers her
daughter no further details about her father’s illness, and Teenie knows not to ask.
After much searching and decades later, Claire Landry’s granddaughter and namesake, Claire
Manes, finally began to understand the agonizing reason for her grandmother’s and her own
mother’s silence. And as she shared this news, her fellow third-generation survivors of Edmond
and Claire Landry – Martin, Patrick, James, Paul and Joseph Landry— and Claire’s brothers Michael
and John Manes— began to understand as well.

Gabe’s Nemesis – Billy Lee
Not everyone in Carville shared Gabe’s lofty ideals. After all, Stanley Stein did describe him as
the only altruistic character he had met during his early days in Carville. He went on to say, “Such
altruism could seem only little short of criminal to anyone born and bred to feed at the trough of
big-city politics. Carville had such a man. His name was Billy Lee. Billy Lee was shocked to see the
power, and potential graft, inherent in the control of the canteen funds, going to waste in such a
childish organization as The What Cheer Club. So he set out to capture the club from poor innocent Gabe Michael and transform it into a minor-league Tammany Hall. Shortly before I came to
Carville, Billy Lee had won re-election as club president.”
Billy Lee, one of Carville’s most colorful citizens, came up through the political jungle of New Orleans, where he had held a sinecure in the sheriff’s office. Two of his brothers are detectives on the
Homicide Squad of the New Orleans Police Department and often drive up to Carville on Sundays
to see him. They arrived “rip-roaring drunk,” according to Stein, “stripping off their coats, tossing
their guns and holsters on Billy’s bed, and settling down to serious drinking.”
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Stein goes on to say, “There was always a big pot of red beans simmering on the back of Billy’s
stove and on the days his brothers came up from the city, there was also a touch of moonshine for
the faithful.”
Billy Lee— because of his clout, political and otherwise— lives in a cottage “in the back,” an
area populated mostly by Carville couples of means, as the houses are bought and sold on the
open market.
But Billy’s house is different from the others in a number of ways. For one thing, he keeps a large
chicken coop in his yard, filled with birds, by many reports taken from the Carville kitchen pen.
Also, behind a blackberry patch in the very back of his property, he raises a “luxuriant growth of
Marijuana,” according to Stein. Billy also has a cigarette-making machine and turns out
“thousands of dollars worth of reefers for his inner circle.”
If there is a polar opposite to Gabe Michael living in Carville, it is certainly Billy Lee. It is not hard
to imagine Gabe’s feelings and resentment as he watches Billy Lee pervert his purpose for the
canteen and The What Cheer Club.
However, shortly after the first of the year in 1932, the last year of Edmond’s life, Billy’s empire
begins to crumble, as does his health. The canteen is in serious trouble. Bills are long overdue and
the wholesalers who furnish supplies cut off the organization’s credit. Billy Lee calls an emergency
meeting. He proposes that one of his lackeys succeed him as president. But a “good government”
slate led by Stanley Stein and others is elected instead. Eventually they right the ship, and Edmond lives to see order restored and the salvation of his beloved institutions.
“We learned so much about Edmond through these letters and by research done by people such
as Professor Marcia Gaudet and others,” says Paul Landry. I feel sometimes like I know him better
than some of the people I see every day. He seems real, and he seems strong. And I can identify
with his suffering. I suffer, we all do – all us Landrys and the Manes – from Edmond’s shame and
imprisonment. It still comes up. The other day I saw an old friend from high school. Hadn’t seen
him for years. At some point when we were talking and reminiscing he said, with a half laugh or
something like that, ‘You know, we used to call you all the Landry lepers.’


“I just couldn’t believe it,” Paul Landry continues. “He said it so
casually, like it really didn’t really mean much. But it was like a
knife through my heart. My wife left me a few years back, and
I’ve got to tell you, what this guy said hurt me more than her
leaving me. It stays with you.”
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The Ledger of Claire Landry’s World
While Claire was not a storyteller and took great pains to erase a public narrative that would
reveal her thoughts or fears, she did leave a record of sorts in her personal cookbook which
has been preserved to this day.
Claire Landry’s book is a 5” x 8 1/2” alphabetized business ledger that had once belonged to
Edmond. Stuffed to a thickness of about two inches, it is a customized cookbook and – in a
larger sense – a ledger of Claire’s thoughts, dreams, relationships, and to some extent, her life.
Edmond’s signature, E. G. Landry, is prominently displayed on the first page of the book.
Making it her own, Claire wrote her own signature, Mrs. E.G. Landry, on the binding of the
inside back cover.
While in the strict sense this is a cookbook, with Buns and Biscuits found in the Bs, and Pies,
Pastries and Preserves in the Ps, clippings from newspapers and other print sources, and
personal notes were also part of the mix.
Glued on the front cover page of the journal is a list of “Books Every Child Should Read,” a
testament to the value Claire placed on education and her desire to properly educate her children.
Then there is a list of twelve names, seven of them relatives, written in pencil in Claire’s hand.
Since the entry was made in November of 1924, her granddaughter Claire Manes speculates this
may have been an early list for December fruitcakes.
There is also a newspaper article entitled Pleasing the Man, which describes a salad “that is a
favorite with men, who eat every scrap of it.”
A surprise non-culinary item is a horoscope -- clipped from a newspaper on her birthday on
August 22, 1931, the year she turned thirty-one, and only one year before Edmond’s death.
The horoscope reads:
“An unexpected harvest, the seed of which was sown in a forgotten past, will be reaped on August
22nd and your life will be enriched in more ways than one. Romantic experiences and pleasant ties
formed among young people, but not an auspicious time for marriage vows to be taken.”
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It’s very poignant and sad to know Claire Landry still
hoped for romance and happiness after the years of
difficulty between her and Edmond because of the leprosy.
Her “cookbook” is really the best record we have of Claire’s
personal life and innermost thoughts. But, as her only
existing narrative, it is rich in its revelations.

Reconciliation?
Claire Manes, who is closest to the narrative of her grandparents’ lives, believes that over the eight
years of their separation, a type of reconciliation occurred.
Claire Manes shares, “On the face of it, it might seem to some that my grandmother was cold, even
cruel in her refusal to visit her husband. But I see her as a lioness protecting her cubs. She was not
going to risk infection and passing it along to her children. That is why she went to the extreme of
washing her hands with rubbing alcohol after reading and burning many of Edmond’s letters. You
must remember, at this time, no one knew how this dreaded disease was communicated. Was it
airborne, like a cold? Was it by touch, or even through touching something touched by the infected
patient? No one knew.
“But she did visit with Edmond in the later years of his confinement when the children were grown,
as evidenced by items in the Carville colony newspaper. I believe she continued to love him and
was just as distressed as he was that they had been ripped apart. It was tragic for them both.
So tragic!”
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In his final days, when he knows that his time is running out, Edmond asks that his wife be called
to his side. But Claire never gets the message. There is confusion over her telephone number.
Someone on the Carville staff tries to place a call to the account of Claire Landry and is told no
such account exists. In fact, Claire left the telephone account in Edmond’s name for all the years
of his absence. Was this inertia, or perhaps done out of hope that he would be cured and return?
This will always be an unanswered question, along with many others. But what is known is that
Edmond Landry, known within Carville as Gabe Michael, left Carville on a bitterly cold day in December of 1932 in a closed casket in the back of an ambulance, accompanied by Claire, en route to
a grave in a New Iberia Cemetery.
As the ambulance pulls through the front gate, Case #300 is closed, and Gabe Michael ceases to
exist. Claire rides beside the remains of Edmond Gilbert Landry, the name that would shortly be
carved on this unfortunate man’s tombstone.

*****

Edmond Landry: Case #300 will be a dramatic 60 minute documentary film
based on Claire Manes’ book and multiple other sources and will be a mix of
historical reenactment, existing film footage and interviews of Edmond and
Claire Landry’s contemporary descendants. It will also make use of a number
of personal artifacts such as family photos and original letters.
Also, the Landry and Manes families have granted the producers of
Edmond Landry: Case #300 access to an array of other material and
artifacts never before made public.
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Additional Background on Leprosy, Hansen’s Disease
and on Carville Marine Hospital
Hansen’s Disease, Not Leprosy
Dr. Gerhard Armauer Hansen, a Norwegian physician, discovered the leprosy bacillus in 1873, at
a time when the disease was endemic in Norway. But, while known as leprosy, the disease bears
no resemblance to the conditions described in Biblical references.
It is, in fact, a disease of the peripheral nerves that also affects the skin. It is known to be the
least infectious of any communicable disease since about 95 percent of the population
possesses a natural immunity to it. While not hereditary, a genetic susceptibility to the disease
may be inherited. The mode of transmission is still uncertain, though transmission through
respiratory or skin-to-skin contact seems most likely. Since Hansen’s Disease, or HD as it is
known in the medical community, is a disease of the skin and sensory nerves, untreated it can
result in loss of sensation and physical deformities, particularly from injuries that occur from
loss of sensation in hands and feet.
It is further thought that initial contact with the bacillus can also be made through the soil, or
through contact with armadillos, known to be carriers of the disease. Attesting to the armadillo
connection, visitors to the National Hansen’s Disease Museum in Carville will spot an armadillo
flag flying from the flag pole.
Over the years much has been done to dispel the various myths surrounding HD and to
discourage the use of the terms leper and leprosy, but the terms and the fear of contagion live
on. Today, rare cases of HD are cured in weeks through injections of a cocktail of antibiotics.
But it is important to remember that in the days when Edmond Landry contracted HD, there
was no known cure and no knowledge of how it spread.
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Carville – A World of Outcasts
The first seven patients arrived at Carville, traveling from New Orleans by barge on the
Mississippi River in the middle of the night on December 1, 1894.
The site of disembarkment, Indian Camp Plantation, was leased by the Louisiana legislature
at a time when leprosy was endemic in certain areas in the state. Local residents were told
the abandoned plantation was to be repurposed as an ostrich farm, since facilities at other
prospective locations had been burned by neighbors when they learned of their intended use.
In April, 1896, four Catholic nuns from the Daughters of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul arrived
from Maryland to care for the patients.
Carville eventually became the home of hundreds of leprosy patients over the next 110 years.
Most never left the gates and were interred after death in a pecan grove at the back of the
grounds. They came from all walks of life. Stanley Stein, a patient who entered Carville in the
‘30s, cites the diversity of his contemporary patients.
“We have had almost every…profession – doctors, lawyers, a champion prize-fighter, photographers, a commercial artist, cabinetmakers, watchmakers, a chiropractor, several dentists,
nurses, several Protestant ministers, a Catholic priest, a Jewish rabbi, merchants, cowboys, a
coal miner, a professional magician, oil-well riggers, a multitude of soldiers and sailors, cooks
of almost every nationality.”
As outcasts, they brought with them the customs and conventions of the worlds from which
they came and applied them patchwork to their new home.
After 90 years and as the cure for leprosy became routine, Carville closed as a treatment
facility for patients in 1984 and, as a research facility, was transferred to Baton Rouge,
Louisiana. Because of the efforts of U.S. Congressman Gillis Long, a number of former
patients were able to remain and be cared for on the grounds of Carville into the 1990s.
The National Hansen’s Disease (Leprosy) Museum was opened to the public on the Carville
grounds in 1996.
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