TRIUMPH AT CARVILLE
Friday, March 28, 2008
10:00-11:00 p.m. ET
– Story of Leprosy in America Told Through the Personal Accounts of Those Who Lived It –

“If this film had been an opera, I would have stood and cheered, Bravo!”

– C. Everett Koop, M.D., former U.S. Surgeon General

TRIUMPH AT CARVILLE, airing Friday, March 28, 2008, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS, documents the triumph over mankind’s most feared disease — leprosy. It is a tale of bravery, perseverance and compassion, all of which flourished within one of the most unusual communities in American history: the Louisiana leprosarium known as Carville. 

The story begins in 1894 when seven outcasts from a Louisiana “pest house” arrived by mule cart at a New Orleans wharf to begin a trip up the Mississippi. The patients traveled overnight inside a coal barge to an abandoned, antebellum sugar plantation 25 miles south of Baton Rouge. Conditions there were horrific. It took decades for the hauntingly beautiful grounds to evolve into a welcome refuge for leprosy patients from all over the world.   

For much of that century, U.S. citizens diagnosed with the disease were required by law to be quarantined behind the guarded fence at Carville. Sometimes they were brought in shackles. In the early days, the institution was more prison than hospital. Horrified by the disease’s centuries-old stigma, some callously disowned their infected family members, dropped them at the front gate and sped on. Fearful of reprisals against their families, most patients routinely assumed false names when entering the hospital. Today, many of them lie buried in Carville’s graveyard under white granite headstones carved with false names and only their patient number to identify them. So great was the fear of leprosy that some patients’ homes or possessions were burned by those fearful of contracting it. Neighbors living around Carville threatened to shoot anyone who escaped. In 1921, the U.S. Public Health Service took over the hospital from the state of Louisiana, and Marine Hospital #66 became the sole national leprosarium. 
Crafted from contemporary interviews, as well as old radio shows, movie news accounts and other archival materials — including an exclusive trove of photographs taken by a longtime patient — TRIUMPH AT CARVILLE takes viewers inside Carville and introduces them to patients, Daughters of Charity nuns, doctors and staff who lived and worked there. 
These personal narratives are underscored with original music composed and performed by multiple Grammy Award-winner Béla Fleck, accompanied on bass by former MacArthur Fellow Edgar Meyer, himself a multiple Grammy winner, and several other world-class musicians.    
Political consultant James Carville grew up a mile-and-one-half down River Road from U.S. Marine Hospital #66. The local general store and post office of this tiny crossroads community on the Mississippi were run by four generations of his family. Since all patient mail ran through the “Carville Post Office,” the hospital became known around the world simply as Carville.   

As decades passed, greater understanding about this mysterious ailment emerged from the extensive research conducted at Carville. (Leprosy today is known as Hansen’s disease, named for Gerhard Hansen, the Norwegian discoverer of the bacteria that cause it.) The facility gradually evolved into a more hospital-like environment and later into something that resembled a gated community, complete with golf course, athletic fields, dances and an annual Mardi Gras with hand-me-down costumes from the New Orleans celebration. The patients published a celebrated newspaper distributed around the world, even fielded a championship softball team. And they regularly crawled through the infamous “hole in the fence” to fish or picnic on the levee with their children — who, at birth, were taken away — or secretly taxi to Baton Rouge to attend LSU homecoming games.  

Out of this unique community came a gift for the entire world: a multi-drug therapy that today is considered a cure. Patients in this country no longer need to be quarantined. With early diagnosis and treatment, they can lead entirely normal lives. The old stigmas and fears are beginning to fade. In 1999, the U.S. Public Health Service transferred Carville back to the state of Louisiana. Some 5,000 patients had passed through its gates.  
What happened at Carville changed the world forever.  
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