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Over the years, funeral service has gone through 
many changes. I often reflect on what our industry 
was like in 1990 when I started. I’m shocked at the 
many things we now do differently yet many things 
remain the same. Cremation was just beginning to be 
“a thing” and some churches did not favor cremation 
as an option that families would select. Fast forward 
30+ years and the cremation rates are around 
50% nationwide and widely accepted by nearly  
all religions. 
 As funeral professionals, we are acutely aware 
of the challenges that this trend has created which 
forced us to adapt over the years. Continuing to 
provide value in our services when there is not 
a viewing in a casket, has opened the door to new 
products and services emerging that in turn help us 
to continue to create that value to our customers. For 
those families that do want a viewing, the importance 
of what we can do to create a positive and pleasant 
viewing experience is at an all-time high. I have 
said many times to my clients that one bad viewing 
experience can easily turn a traditional family into 
a cremation family and once they make that switch, 
good luck getting them to switch back. 
 In this article, I will address one of the common 
challenges faced by embalmers, specifically 
embalming, restoring, and preparing a deceased that 
has undergone organ, eye, and tissue donation for 
a viewing. Donation has become quite common in 
recent years. These decedents have the opportunity 
to provide lifesaving and life changing benefits to 
their recipients, ranging from burn victims, accident 
victims, those with sports injuries, or eyesight loss. 
Even a trip to the dental office can make an impact 
that will forever change a recipient’s life. 
 It is also important to those families that 
choose to donate, giving their deceased loved one a 
final opportunity to make a tremendous impact in 
someone else’s life, and, in a sense, for their beloved 
to continue to live on through others. Most of you 
reading this article have been called on to care for and 
prepare a donor already. For those of you that have 
not, sooner or later you will. 
 Before taking the donor out of the pouch, 
liberally spray the deceased with a disinfectant like 
Dis-Spray. Carefully tuck and roll the bag under the 
donor to minimize any splattering of body fluids. 
When you have the donor out of the body pouch, use 
soap and water to clean them, and position the donor 
using head blocks and body positioners to elevate 

them off the table. Then, using Webril saturated with 
Dis-Spray, clean all the orifices and start to shave 
and set your features. During the time that you are 
performing the above steps, start taking a mental 
survey of the condition of the donor, potential issues 
that you see, and what steps you will need to take to 
rectify them. Coming up with a solid game plan is 
the best way to approach any embalming, regardless  
of condition. 
 The next step that you will want to take is to 
determine if the donation team has recovered skin. 
There are several types of skin and tissue removal 
that you may come across and it will vary from 
agency to agency as well as from region to region.  
Some are going to be superficial, where they use an 
instrument to only remove the first couple of layers 
of skin, while others will recover the skin and adipose 
tissue right down to the muscle. They do this to 
help the embalmer because muscle (protein) can be 
embalmed and preserved while adipose tissue can’t, 
thus making our job a bit easier in preserving the 
tissue. Areas where you might see this range from the 
arms, the legs, the chest, and don’t forget to examine 
the back. In my area, donation agencies quite often 
remove skin from the back. This isn’t hard to preserve 
if you use the correct techniques and products. 
 If you are faced with areas where skin or tissue 
has been removed, dry the area with some Webril 
cotton, use a brush to apply a topical embalming 
gel like SynGel HV, then cover that area with plastic 
to help protect the area from water run-off from 
the table and keep any exposure of chemical fumes 
to a minimum. Let this sit for the duration of the 
embalming process. At that time we will address it 
again. Next you are going to open all the sutures 
from the areas where donation took place. This will 
have several benefits to you. First, you will be able to 
see all the areas that you will need to preserve, and 
secondly, you have entry points to use hemostats to 
stop vascular leakage that may be occurring during 
your arterial injection. As an added step, remove any 
prosthetics, typically made of wood, plastic, or corn 
resin, and make sure they are disinfected properly to 
minimize the chance of any bacteria growth in the 
days to come. Once disinfected, set them off to the 
side until we start the reconstruction phase. 
 Once the prosthetics have been removed, dry 
the tissue to remove any blood or fluid using Webril. 
Then liberally apply Dryene II Gel with a brush to 
the tissue and areas of skin that are exposed from the 
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procurement procedure. Applying Dryene II Gel will 
cauterize the muscle and help create a barrier to hold 
more solution in the tissue when arterial injection 
is being performed. This will also aid in holding the 
solution in when doing your hypodermic injection 
later. 
 When planning your arterial injection points, 
and chemical solution, consider using a restricted 
cervical. This process gives you total control as to 
what chemical, and what strength of chemical, is 
being injected into the head. In almost all cases, I 
am going to choose a chemical mixture that is much 
stronger when injecting the trunk of the body than 
I am going to use to inject up into the head. As the 
embalmer, you are going to want to use whatever 
means necessary to provide ample preservation to 
as much tissue as possible by using the circulatory 
system. 
 Higher index chemicals or higher solution 
concentrations would typically be used to embalm 
donors in order to maximize preservation. Some 
great options of chemicals to use in this scenario 
would be the following: Plasdo 25, Regal 30, Metasyn 
Firming, Metasyn 35, Permaglo 30, or Permaglo 35. 
In more difficult cases a chemical like Introfiant DC 
might need to be introduced into your solution, if 
the condition of the deceased calls for it. My typical 
mixture for the trunk injection per gallon would be: 
16 oz. Proflow to help aid in distribution, 16 oz. of 
Rectifiant to make sure your pH is where you want 
it to be, 8 oz. Chromatech for some color, and 16 
oz. of Metasyn Firming. As an added precaution, add 
8 oz. of Halt GX to ward off any chance of tissue 
gas (clostridium). Depending on the condition of 
the deceased, other additive chemicals may come 
into play like Restorative to maintain moisture in the 
tissue or Edemaco if the donor has edema present. 
 When selecting your starting point for injection 
there are a few factors to consider, including the 
overall condition of the donor, what areas were 
recovered, and the time lapse between death and 
embalming. Even though there isn’t a hard rule on 
where to start your injection, I would suggest the 
right common carotid, primarily for drainage benefits 
because of the proximity to the heart. Starting there 
will enable you to see where vasculature interruptions 
are occurring (have a handful of hemostats ready) 
and enable you to clamp those areas off to help 
maintain vascular pressure. If you find that during 
your injection that you are not achieving adequate 
distribution or drainage results, try injecting from 
a different injection point. An example would be: if 
I’m injecting down the right carotid and not getting 
the desired results then I would switch to injecting 
up the left or right femoral or illiac artery. Simply 
switching the direction of the chemical flow through 
the vascular system can dislodge a blockage and allow 
for better distribution. If your machine has a “pulse” 
option, periodically switching back and forth from 
direct inject to pulse can also be helpful. The direct 
inject will build vascular pressure and plump up the 
vessels and the pulse will help loosen any clots and 
move them through the vascular system, hopefully to 
your drainage point. 

 Following this same process when injecting 
the arms and legs will maximize the distribution of 
chemical to where you want it. Again, the use of 
hemostats will help maintain vascular pressure. The 
more leaks you can stop, the better your vascular 
pressure and, it will, in turn, diffuse the chemical to 
the deeper tissue resulting in better preservation. The 
use of plastic wrap placed over open incisions on the 
arm or leg while injecting is a good safety practice 
against any fluid spray from an exposed artery. It will 
help keep the formaldehyde exposure level for the 
embalmer to a minimum and avoid any accidental 
spray during the hypo-injection procedure. 
 During the embalming, making use of available 
arteries to inject will also maximize your results. A 
perfect example would be the use of the Dorsalis 
Pedis artery. In most typical embalmings, we tend 
to not raise a Dorsalis Pedis. However, after a bone 
and tissue procurement procedure, it is commonly 
exposed once you open the leg incision. 
 Once satisfied with the arterial injection results, 
it is time to move on to the next phase, hypo-
injecting. In many cases, some hypodermic injecting 
will be required to achieve thorough preservation. As 
you are treating areas that will need some additional 
chemical, it is helpful to cover the area you are 
treating with plastic wrap or Webril. As mentioned 
previously, this will minimize any accidental exposure 
or spray from the hypovalve trocar. When choosing 
your chemical for injection, higher index chemicals 
like Introfiant DC, Metasyn 35, or Permaglo 35 at 
a higher concentrated solution work best. When 
mixing up your solution to make a gallon, use more 
chemical with less water and the water that you do 
add into the tank should be warm rather than cold 
if possible. The warm water speeds up the fixation 
process and will help you achieve better results. Hot 
water can burn tissues, but warm water is fine. 
 In areas of the body, like feet or hands that may 
have not received ample preservation, rather than 
using your hypovalve to inject chemical, try using a 
needle and 60 cc syringe. The benefits are that with 
the smaller needle, you can get into more precise 
areas, at the same time leaving a much smaller 
injection point which, in turn, will reduce leakage. If 
leakage does persist, use your needle and syringe with 
Feature Builder Regular and inject a small amount 
into the same holes you hypo-injected into and it will 
seal the hole and prevent any further leakage issues. 
 Once you have completed hypodermic injecting, 
dry the areas that you treated with Webril so that the 
area is free of residual fluid and blood. Using a brush, 
once again apply Dryene II Gel to the tissue. This will 
dry and cauterize the area to prevent further leakage. 
After treating all the areas required, we can now 
move on to reconstruction. 
 Placing the prosthetics back into their 
appropriate locations should be straightforward and 
most prosthetics can be adjusted if needed. Once 
in place, use ligature and a needle to anchor the 
prosthetics in position with the surrounding muscle. 
This will help keep them in place while dressing and 
casketing the deceased. Applying DodgeSorb liberally 
around the prosthetic and incision area will further 
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prevent any leakage. DodgeSorb is highly absorbent 
and will help dry out the tissue. Many tissue 
procurement organizations offer this product in their 
funeral director packets. The use of a DodgeSorb pad 
(#038325 or #038320) placed directly under the 
incision will help to further protect against leakage. 
Another product available through Dodge that will 
add bulk to the arms and legs to help fill them out 
and give a more natural appearance is Bulk Cavity 
Filler. It consists of cellulose cotton that contains 
DodgeSorb. This product also works well for cranial 
autopsy cases. 
 For ligature, I have always preferred the waxed 
poly (#761403) or the seven cord waxed linen 
(#761507) because they are stronger than some 
options available, will not wick fluid, and will allow 
you to pull the incision tighter, reducing the chance 
of leaks. You also won’t risk breaking the ligature 
halfway through suturing from pulling too hard. 
When suturing the incision, use Q-S Powder to 
further prevent any leakage. When Q-S Powder 
comes in contact with moisture, it creates absorbent 
beads that will provide an excellent barrier for the 
incision. Once you have completed suturing, consider 
using Pore Closer or Perma Seel on the incision. Any 
areas of the body that have had skin recovered should 
be treated with a Dryene compress to cauterize the 
skin. Then apply Perma Seel over the area to prevent 
potential weeping. 
 Once the arms and legs have been reconstructed, 
it’s time to re-focus our attention on the back where 
the skin was recovered and perform a final treatment. 
Dry the area of the back with Webril and remove any 
fluid or water off the table so everything is as dry as 
possible. The embalmer should notice some firming 
and preservation of the tissue from the SynGel HV 
application that was done at the beginning of the 
embalming. Using Dryene II Gel and a brush, apply 
the gel to the area of exposed tissue and wait a few 
minutes and re-apply. This treatment will cauterize 
and dry out the area well and greatly reduce the 
amount of fluid leakage. Keeping the body elevated 
on positioning blocks over the next few days, time 
permitting, will allow air to freely move underneath 
the body and help further dry the area. For this 
reason, I would suggest not using a unionall right 
away. The unionall will trap moisture and hinder the 
drying process. By waiting, it will also make it easier 
to inspect and potentially re-treat any areas if needed 
over the next few days. 
 If the donor that you are caring for has had the 
skin and muscle removed from the procurement 
process on the legs, it can be challenging to suture and 
create a leakproof suture. There may not be enough 
skin to suture, so some added steps may be necessary. 
First, ensure you have ample preservation whether it 

is achieved with arterial injection, hypo-injection, or 
using SynGel HV. Once you are comfortable that you 
have achieved that goal, use ligature and a needle to 
basketweave suture the leg. Suturing the area will aid 
in closure and tighten the skin present to minimize 
leaks. Clean the area well and dry it out, then use 
Dryene II Gel to cauterize the exposed musculature 
and skin. Liberally apply and then re-apply a few 
minutes later. Using Perma Seel on the exposed 
muscle and skin will further help seal the area once 
you’ve cauterized and dried the tissue. This process 
will greatly reduce any fluid issues. At this point, you 
can do one of a couple of things. Using a unionall 
is always an option or you can use an absorbent pad  
and either suture or tape into place to cover the 
exposed area. 
 When you are getting ready to prepare the 
deceased for viewing, there are options that will 
protect the clothes from leakage. The obvious 
one will be the use of a unionall along with some 
absorbent powder like DodgeSorb or Viscerock 
FF. However, if the deceased is preserved well and 
leakage is at a minimum or non-existent, you can 
choose to use Webril to cover the incisions and 
plastic wrap (#761306) to tightly wrap the arms and 
legs. The benefit to using this method is it will not 
make the appearance of the deceased look bulky or 
abnormally large. If you have used a unionall before, 
you know exactly what I’m talking about. There is 
also an absorbent pad (#038653) available through 
Dodge that works great for this type of application. 
These pads contain DodgeSorb, so they are highly 
absorbent and have a rubber backing that is durable 
and will allow you to suture or use mortuary tape to 
keep in place. 
 Donor embalmings can add challenges to the 
embalming process. As families are more frequently 
choosing donation, you will see more of these 
decedents in your preparation room. However, 
preparing the deceased for viewing is possible 
and you have the skills to do a great job. Using the 
correct techniques and products can make a world of 
difference in your results and help create a meaningful 
viewing that celebrates a life lived for the families you 
serve. 
 As funeral professionals, we are called to serve 
others. It is our mission to make a difference in the 
lives of those families we serve and to help them in 
their time of greatest need. It is what drives us to 
answer that call at 2 AM in the morning, put on a suit 
to go on that removal, work late on a Friday night, 
or miss that holiday dinner with our family. Some 
days are difficult and frustrating while others are 
rewarding and your effort is recognized when that 
family turns to you and says, “I couldn’t have made it 
through this without you.”  We are the last responders, 
sometimes criticized, and often scrutinized by society 
and the media. We were the forgotten heroes of the 
pandemic. We never failed to answer the call to serve 
and never expected any accolades for our efforts. For 
we are the caretakers of the dead. It is what we were 
born to do, and I’m honored to be in the company of 
all of you that chose this as your profession.
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There are possibly few cases likely to strike fear into 
the heart of the UK embalmer like a forensic autopsy. 
At this point I should explain that there are several 
types of autopsy one may encounter over here. 
There is a hospital autopsy, which the primary care 
physician may seek, following the death of a patient. 
The next of kin can approve or withhold consent for 
this and may also limit the examination to cover the 
cranial, thoracic, or abdominal cavity only and may 
prohibit the examination of certain areas. 

There is a Coronial Autopsy which is at the 
request of the Coroner and is conducted by a histo- 
or forensic pathologist. The examination may take 
place in a public or hospital mortuary. The next 
of kin have no choice over this as the Coroner has 
complete jurisdiction over the body of the deceased. 
The Coroner will be looking to establish the answers 
to four questions: Who is the deceased? When did 
they die? How did they die? (Manner of death, such 
as accident, suicide, murder, etc.) What did they die 
from? (Cause of death). This type of examination 
is fairly common and around one fifth of all deaths 
in the UK are referred for some kind of Coronial 
examination and review, although the number of 
physical autopsy examinations is decreasing as virtual 
CT scans are being used more and more. 

The forensic autopsy takes place only in 
certain circumstances and is usually the result of 
an industrial accident, when neglect or abuse is 
suspected, and in the case of murder. I have known 
more than one situation where a routine autopsy 
has quickly become a forensic examination. These 
examinations can be fairly complicated and cause no 
end of additional work for the embalmer. They are 
carried out by a specially trained forensic pathologist 
who is accredited by the UK Government’s Home 
Office, and has a minimum number of years of post-
qualification practice and experience. 

The forensic autopsy leaves no stone unturned, 
so to speak, and is the most thorough and invasive 

type of autopsy one can experience in the UK. 
Dissection is not limited to the thoracic, abdominal, 
and cranial cavities and may include the dissection of 
limbs, as the pathologist may be looking for bruises 
as well as breaks and fractures to bones. The tissue 
between the ribs is dissected, leaving the rib cage 
with a splayed appearance. The dissection of the head 
features an incision that starts at the sternoclavicular 
notch and runs up the neck, in the shape of a V, just 
behind the ears and across the top of the cranium. The 
dissection allows for the facial tissues to be dissected 
free from the skull bones as the pathologist looks for 
bruising and fractures. Often times the facial tissues 
are only left attached by the tip of the nose and any 
form of arterial injection can be time consuming, 
intricate, and complex. For good measure, the 
tissues of the back may be examined and there is 
usually a T-shaped incision across the shoulders and 
down the spinal column. 

If this level of dissection were not enough to add 
to the woes of the embalmer, there is also a major 
time factor that needs to be taken into account. In 
British law, a suspect when charged with a murder, 
has the right to request a second autopsy, by a forensic 
pathologist independent of the case, to question the 
findings of the first examination. In some cases, 
there can be a significant delay between the two 
examinations and the deceased may be placed in 
frozen storage between both examinations. If there is 
still dispute, the deceased may be returned to frozen 
storage and a third or possibly a fourth examination 
may be undertaken. In the worst situations, I have 
received cases that have undergone five forensic 
examinations and been frozen and thawed between 
each one. In more routine cases, I may wait between 
two and three months for a body to be released into 
my care for funeral services. In the worst cases, I 
have had to wait nine to twelve months. 

Recently I was asked to help with the care and 
preparation of a fourteen-year-old male, who had 
been killed by stabbing in a gang related crime. 

The Forensic Autopsy – In The UK
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The deceased had died mid-November and was 
then released to the care of the funeral director in 
mid-January, the following year. The parents and 
family of this young man were desperate to see him 
and initially the funeral directors were advised that 
viewing was not possible. I received a phone call 
from the funeral home in question and agreed that I 
would take a look and see what could be done. 

A few days later, I traveled to the funeral home 
to see if I could help. From an initial assessment of 
the remains, I knew that I would have my work cut 
out, but it was worth a try. There was an odor of 
decomposition emanating from the body pouch 
before we even opened it and when we did, we 
found significant mold growth and skin slip to the 
face. There was skin slip over most of the body 
and hands as well as to the feet and lower legs. The 
deceased showed signs of being stored wet in a 
pouch, in cold storage, following examination, and 
this had exacerbated decomposition. The incision 
lines had been opened and re-sutured multiple times 
and there was old suture thread mixed in with dried 
blood adhering to incision lines. The incisions had 
also not been lined up properly and nothing quite 
matched up. 

Working with a student embalmer, we 
transferred the deceased from the fridge tray to a 
clean embalming table and immediately some of the 
young man’s dreadlocks came away from his head. 
There was an incision that ran from his left shoulder, 
down past his elbow and several small knife wounds 
that had not been sutured. There was a midline 
incision from the sternoclavicular notch and then a 
further incision that ran across his chest, around the 
point of the fifth rib and down behind the posterior 
aspect of the rib cage. Saving the dreadlocks for later, 
we placed the deceased onto body bridges and I was 
relieved to see that the back of the body had not been 
examined. There was the dreaded incision from the 
sternoclavicular notch, up the neck and around the 
head and as we continued our detailed examination 
and assessment of the case, more of the dreadlocks 
came away. 

We liberally treated the deceased with  
Dis-Spray to deal with the mold, as well as disinfecting 
and deodorizing to a point, and then began to set 
up equipment. I had brought with me a selection 
of instruments and supplementary chemicals but 
also relied on some of the items that were already 
there. The old embalming machine did not have high 
pressure or pulsation and I regretted not putting 
my own Dodge Embalming Machine in the car! We 
would just have to do the best we could. The funeral 
would be in three weeks’ time and the family wanted 
to view every day until services took place. 

Once everything was set up, we began removing 
autopsy sutures and disinfecting as we went. The 
extent of the dissection was becoming more apparent 
and our work was becoming considerably more 
challenging by the minute. The tissues of the whole 
body were very delicate and we lost some more of 
the dreadlocks as we went. The facial tissues were 
dissected to just above the mandible and in towards 
the cheeks. The nose was intact as were the eyes, but 

dissection continued down the forehead to under 
the eyebrows and the ears were detached from their 
underlying tissues. 

With sutures removed and the calvarium and 
sternum treated with Action Powder and wrapped 
in clean viscera bags, the internal viscera was split 
into two separate bags and treated with PermaCav 
50. I prefer to split the viscera as I find it makes for an 
easier and more natural return when reconstructing 
the abdominal and thoracic cavities. Amazingly, 
the eyelashes were still intact and I wanted to try 
and save them. Mixing equal quantities of Metasyn 
Firming, Rectifiant, and Proflow, I gently placed a 
small amount of cotton under each eyelid and then 
using a syringe and hypodermic needle, saturated 
it with this solution. I saturated more cotton with 
the solution and placed it over each eyelid. This was 
then wrapped in plastic wrap to reduce exposure to 
chemical fumes and keep the packs in place. I have 
found that this approach helps to preserve the tissues 
of the eyelids and keep the eyelashes in place. It 
doesn’t always work, but even if some of the original 
eyelashes can be saved, it makes restoration more 
natural and less of a challenge later. 

We moved on to inject the head and I was able 
to find both the internal and external carotid arteries 
as well as the facial and vertebral arteries. When 
embalming a posted case, I will always find and raise 
the vertebral arteries as they effectively embalm the 
tissues of the neck and back of the scalp. It is simple 
insurance for long term cases as well as trauma cases 
where other vasculature may have been disrupted. 
With the embalming machine turned up to its full 
pressure of 6psi and as low a rate of flow as we could 
‘eyeball’ we started the injection and managed with 
the help of several clamps to get some reasonable 
distribution. Our arterial solution consisted of 32 oz. 
each of Metasyn Firming, Rectifiant, and Proflow 
with 8 oz. of Halt GX and approximately 4 oz. of 
Inr-Tone No. 5 dye. The student and I took turns 
opening and closing the tap on the injection hose to 
mimic a pulse and this helped with distribution. We 
performed some hypodermic injection to the facial 
tissues that had not received fluid and then mixed 
SynGel HV and Basic Dryene to finish the treatment 
of the head. 

Starting with several spoonfuls of Syn Gel 
HV in a metal dish, Basic Dryene is slowly mixed 
in with a brush. The idea is to add enough of the 
Dryene to treat the tissues, but to not overly reduce 
the consistency of the Syn Gel. This mixture was 
liberally applied, using a 1” tint spreading brush, 
over all of the dissected tissues of the face and head 
and then the calvarium was replaced and glued into 
place. Tacking sutures were then placed to hold the 
incisions temporarily closed and the external surfaces 
of the face, neck, and some of the head were then 
covered with this gel, prior to being wrapped with 
plastic wrap. This allows the mixture to topically 
treat, cauterize, dry, and firm while the rest of the 
embalming takes place and then, when all incisions 
are sutured closed, you will have dry, firm tissue for 
restoration. 

We set about the rest of the arterial injection 
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and continued with the same chemical solution. 
The arms were injected after the head and then the 
legs. Any areas of skin slip were treated with the gel 
mixture after injection and again wrapped in plastic 
wrap. The trunk walls were hypodermically injected 
and we were beginning to see progress. Once we 
were happy that all tissues had been successfully 
treated, we began to plan our reconstruction. Mixing 
Action Power, Viscerock FF, and some NeutrOgran 
(#921890), we liberally dusted the thoracic and 
abdominal cavities. I had previously dissected the 
trunk walls away from the posterior aspect of the 
rib cage and added a good amount of this powdered 
mixture over the tissues. The powdered mixture 
will continue to embalm, dry, and deodorize tissues 
over an extended period of time and adds a measure  
of insurance. 

With the viscera returned to the abdominal and 
thoracic cavities and the sternum replaced, more 
tacking sutures were used to line up all of the tissues 
for suturing. The tacking sutures from the head 
were removed and the tissues dried, before a good 
quantity of Q-S Powder was applied and the sutures 
replaced. It was decided that a ‘worm’ suture be 
used to close the incision from the head, down the 
neck, and to the sternoclavicular notch. This suture 
would leave the tissues flat and easier to wax over 
when final restoration was completed. The main 
trunk incisions would be closed using a tight baseball 
suture. When all the incisions were sutured closed, 
the deceased was bathed and reassessed. The facial 
features were cleaned and then re-treated with Basic 
Dryene, all other areas of skin slip were cauterized a 
second time before being dressed with Webril and 
plastic wrap. The trunk incisions were treated with 
Perma Seel Liquid, which was applied by brush, and 
then strips of Webril Bandage were laid over the top 
and pushed into the Perma Seel. This forms a secure 
and dependable seal and is something I routinely use 
on autopsied cases. 

With the deceased now clean and dry, we 
worked him into a large clear unionall suit. These 
suits can be slightly warmed with a hair dryer, which 
makes them more flexible and easier to apply. We 
applied a mixture of Viscerock FF and NeutrOgran 
as we went. These two powders would continue to 
deodorize and treat without risking harsher chemical 
odors later when the deceased was placed into his 
coffin. As we went, we were careful to expel excess 
air from the unionall and tape it flat, so the deceased 
would not appear either baggy or crinkly under his 
clothing. We then dressed the young man and the 
results took on the look of a cosmetic restoration. 

We started by cleaning and reattaching the 

dreadlocks that had fallen from his head during the 
initial preparation. Once cleaned, these were glued 
in place with some Aron Alpha and the surrounding 
tissues cosmetized with a dark Perma Liquid 
cosmetic. When we were happy that his hair style 
was acceptable, we moved on. The autopsy incision 
to the side of the neck and down to the chest was 
covered using Easy Way, which is a “must have” for 
any embalming room. The eyeballs were slightly 
inflated with Feature Builder Firming and the eyes 
closed using larger perforated eye caps and some 
Aron Alpha. The mouth closure was reset and 
finished using Injector Needles and we then injected 
some more Feature Builder Firming into the lips to 
plump them up, before finishing the positioning with 
a little more Aron Alpha. 

The facial tissues had responded well to our 
treatments and we had firm, dry tissue to work with. 
Trimming any jagged edges of skin slip, we decided to 
use Perma Liquid Dark Brown as our base cosmetic. 
The Perma Liquids are one of the older ranges of 
cosmetic products, but one of the most versatile. I 
would not be without them in my kit and, I have to 
say, the more I use them, the more versatile I find 
them. More frequently I will reach for Perma Liquids 
before I reach for my airbrush. Two applications of 
Perma Dark Brown were made, and each time a 
small amount of cosmetic was applied and stippled 
into the pores to achieve the desired coverage. When 
a suitable base had been completed, we were then 
able to use Kalochrome Cream Black, Light Brown, 
Dark Brown, and Mulberry to complete highlighting, 
shadowing, and reinstatement of warm color. A little 
Cream Lip Rouge Dark was used for the lips and the 
area stippled with a clean dusting brush to avoid 
any definitive lip lines which are unnatural in men. 
We then applied a little Perma Finishing Powder 
Cinnamon with a powder blower. 

The following day, the deceased was moved 
from the prep center to the funeral home and viewing 
was scheduled. Having not seen their son for nearly 
three months, Mom and Dad had that opportunity 
and promptly confirmed that they would be visiting 
each day until the funeral service took place. Despite 
the delays and the condition of the deceased pre-
embalming, this last wish could be accommodated 
and the family was spared the site of their boy in an 
unrecognizable state. What is so special for me about 
this case is that initially the family had been advised 
against viewing by the police liaison team and the 
coroner. These two well-meaning organizations had 
sought to spare a family from further distress but 
did not appreciate that they were potentially causing 
more. A conversation with the funeral director and 
embalmer might have prevented this. 

No one wants to be in a position where they 
must bury a child. It is a situation that none of us want 
to be in! Whatever the type of case we are entrusted 
with, good embalming and restorative procedures 
can at least allow a bereaved family to confront a 
death in a safe and positive way and start the grieving 
process. This is, above everything, the cornerstone 
of our profession and what we as professionals should 
set out to achieve in all situations. 

Ben is a Sales Consultant with The MazWell
Group Ltd. His time is split between visiting
customers across the UK and in the office
where he assists with technical enquiries. An
active funeral director and embalmer, Ben is
an accredited Tutor of the British Institute of
Embalmers and writes for several professional
journals across the world.

The Perma 
Liquids are one of 
the older ranges 
of cosmetic 
products, but 
one of the most 
versatile. I would 
not be without 
them in my kit.
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Defeating the     
   “Look” of Death

By Vincent Faucher

When I started my career, putting makeup on the 
deceased seemed like such a straightforward task. 
Apply a little bit of tan here, some blush there, add a 
dash of lipstick and a touch of nail polish, and voilà. 
But after a few months in the business, I lost count of 
the times I’d been told by families that the deceased 
didn’t look like themselves, that they were wearing 
too much makeup. Something was obviously wrong 
with my technique. But how could it be? I was doing 
exactly what we had practiced on plastic masks in 
school. The difference was that these masks had a 
uniform background with no freckles nor signs of old 
age. At the time, we were using cream makeup like 
Kalon Pigment, Suntan, or Infant and were applying 
it with a ½” liquid spreader brush. It clearly wasn’t 
doing the job, so I started looking for new techniques 
to make my makeup look more natural. 

These days, there are several effective 
techniques, such as airbrushing, that give the deceased 
a somewhat natural appearance. Airbrushing has 
converted many of my colleagues who now swear 
by it as it not only gives good results but is also 
quite fast. However, in my opinion, it doesn’t give 
a fully natural effect, or at least not the natural effect 
I was looking for. Several coworkers use alcohol-
based makeup and apply it with a toothbrush. This 
technique gives a natural look and is resistant to 
friction, making it so that if the family touches the 
deceased repeatedly, the product won’t fade or 
smear. However, it is tedious work, and it dirties 
the workspace a lot. Other professionals might use 
sponges or apply makeup with their gloves, etc. 

After having tried all these techniques, my 
thoughts always circled back to this one point—
why is it so important for embalmers to hide the 
deceased’s skin? I understand covering up bruises 
or scratches, but do we really have to cover every 
square inch of skin on everyone? As I moved from 
one funeral home to another, I kept seeing opaque 
cosmetics being used as a basecoat. The warm 
areas would be added on top of it with red or pink 

powders. It gave the deceased a dark complexion, 
making their skin seem like it absorbed light.  

The results mentioned previously were 
unsatisfactory to me, as I am sure they are to you, 
which is why I would like to share the technique I 
have now been using for eight years. It was taught 
to me by my mentor François Gamache. The 
foundation of a successful mortuary makeup is set 
during the embalming process. Articles have already 
been written on this subject - see Cosmetics from the 
Inside Out by Randy Rogalsky published in September 
2020 - so I won’t go into details, but properly 
clearing the cadaveric lividity and using a cosmetic 
arterial such as Chromatech Pink or Tan will provide 
you with a good base. The warm areas of the face 
must be massaged after the injection, allowing the 
chemical to be diffused effectively, making the 
colors more pronounced in the nose, cheeks, and 
lips. The saturation of these areas is important for 
the dye to profuse into the tissue. The thanatologist’s 
experience will tell them when the area is saturated 
enough, as it is easy to deform these areas by over-
saturating the tissues. The earlier this step is done 
before a presentation the better, as the skin tissues 
will take back their shape in a matter of days. 

When this step is done, apply Kalon Massage 
Cream to prevent dehydration and keep the skin soft. 
Kalon Massage Cream comes in a variety of colors. 
I like to use Kalon Cream Brunette. It has a red 
pigment that penetrates the skin, giving it a warmer 
complexion without hiding its natural texture.  

The most important part of mortuary makeup 
is to always have a detailed reference picture of 
the deceased. A natural look can’t be achieved 
without it. Freckles, moles, age spots, and warm 
areas are all crucial elements to keep on the face of 
the deceased. Those are the elements that give the 
deceased a familiar aspect. The person has lived with 
these freckles forever and, as they have grown older, 
signs of aging gradually appeared on their face. Keep 
those intact, don’t try to cover them up or to create 
something uniform. 

I understand 
covering up 
bruises or 
scratches, but 
do we really 
have to cover 
every square 
inch of skin on 
everyone?
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Freckles, moles, 
age spots, and 
warm areas 
are all crucial 
elements to keep 
on the face of the 
deceased. Those 
are the elements 
that give the 
deceased a 
familiar aspect.

It is essential 
that we adapt 
our techniques, 
this way we can 
demonstrate our 
professionalism 
to the families 
and show them 
that we can 
present the 
deceased as 
naturally as 
possible.

When the deceased is removed from the 
refrigerated room, let them get back to room 
temperature as much as possible, as the humidity 
created by the body might give you a hard time 
later. I saw a few instances of seemingly sweaty 
deceased lying in their coffin that clearly hadn’t been 
warmed before the viewing. They had beads of water 
cascading from their forehead. Once the deceased 
has reached a sufficiently warm temperature, take a 
cloth and remove the excess moisture. 

The next step involves the use of one of my 
favorite cosmetic products, Kalochrome Cream 
Adult. I use it on all the deceased regardless of their 
age. When I present this product, I often see startled 
expressions. People are afraid to use it because it has 
an intense and unnatural red pigment. However, 
this product is more versatile than it appears at first 
glance. It is opaque if used as is and can be semi-
translucent to translucent if White Kalon Cream is 
used to dilute it. Diluted, it creates the translucent 
effect I was looking for. I apply it with a ¾” tinting 
brush (#701961). With its firm bristles, it helps the 
product adhere properly on the skin.  

Here’s the more detailed procedure: with a 
metal spatula, I take a cherry-sized heap of White 
Kalon Cream that I put on the top of my left-hand 
glove. In this same left hand, I hold, in a small 
container, Kalochrome Cream Adult, about the size 
of a pea, which I’ve transferred from the original jar 
beforehand so as not to contaminate it. I then dip the 
tip of the brush in the Kalochrome Cream Adult, no 
deeper than the tip of a pen, before dipping it in the 
White Kalon Cream on my hand. I would normally 
take two parts of White Kalon Cream for one part of 
Kalochrome Adult. I then apply the mixture evenly 
on the deceased’s face. The White Kalon Cream will 
effectively dilute the cosmetic and make it semi-
translucent. What’s nice about this technique is that 
it is much easier to clean when mistakenly applied 
to hair or eyebrows than other opaque products or 
airbrushing techniques. You should still be careful 
not to purposefully apply it to these regions. 

You can enhance the warm areas of the face by 
diluting your product less. Use the reference picture 
to recreate the warm areas accurately.  The product 
is best applied with a tapping motion of the brush 
instead of a gliding one. Using a gliding motion could 
create unappealing hard lines on the skin. Tapping 
the brush reproduces the skin’s natural texture. 
Applied that way, it also reduces the risk of the 
product flaking on fragile and thin regions such as the 
eyelids. If you find the color is too heavy, use tissue 
to remove some product from the skin. Do not apply 
too much pressure or you will irritate the skin. You 
can also use Kalochrome Cream Adult to color the 
lips of men and women. Kalochrome adheres very 
well to these supple and fragile tissues. Use a 1/8” 
Lip Lining Brush (#701870) to apply it to the lips. 
When you are done, the deceased will have a warm 
complexion, reminiscent of when they were alive. 
All the familiar traits of the deceased will still be 
apparent. Family members will notice how natural it 
looks. I guarantee it.

In conjunction with the above technique, I 

use Kalon Pigment which can be adapted to the 
complexion of each deceased. There are several 
prototypes, graduated from 1 to 5: Red type, Nordic 
type, Caucasian type, Mediterranean type, and 
African type. The following technique applies to all 
types but the choice of Kalon Pigment must be made 
in consideration of the prototype. In this article I am 
using the Caucasian type as an example. The tan and 
suntan Kalon Pigment hide small shaving burns well. 
If you use the mandibular suture to close the mouth, 
make sure to apply a small amount of Modeling Wax 
and then cover it with the chosen opaque Kalon 
Pigment. The eye contour may sometimes require 
more opaque application of the product in order to 
camouflage dark circles. It is important to pay close 
attention to the inner canthus, as they are sometimes 
dehydrated and will have a dark brown tint. Applying 
an opaque cosmetic may help prevent dehydration in 
the short term. For ladies, I like to detail the lipstick 
with a more opaque application of the product. 
It gives the lips a more defined look. Getting a 
color photo of the deceased will go a long way to 
help you define the lips properly. Once the small 
imperfections have been camouflaged, I analyze the 
results, as the makeup process is now 90% complete. 

You will notice at this point that the skin may 
look shiny. The Kalon Massage Cream you applied 
is most likely the culprit. At the beginning of my 
career, I would have hurried to apply some Kalon 
Powder to make the shine disappear. But is it really 
necessary? While we are alive, our skin secretes 
sebum, making it oily and shiny under light. This 
gives us a natural look. In my everyday life, I see 
people with too much makeup on, their complexion 
uniform and matte. It looks like it absorbs the light, 
and I can’t help thinking how it doesn’t look very 
natural. I don’t want the deceased I work on to look 
like this. Therefore, I only apply very little or even 
no finishing powder and will only apply some if the 
shine is too pronounced. 

With a ¾” Powder Dusting Brush (#701797), 
I apply a pink powder such as Kalon Powder Flesh 
(#642835). With no more than a quarter-sized 
amount of powder on the brush, I hover over the face, 
giving the brush a few quick taps to make the powder 
fall. This will disperse the powder more evenly 
than if you applied the brush directly to the face. I 
often hear embalmers say that the application of this 
powder prevents the makeup from fading through 
contact between the family and the deceased. While 
it’s true, I am not willing to make the deceased look 
unnatural and matte just to prevent a little fading of 
the products. 

There is a much more efficient way to set the 
makeup by using Kryolan’s Ultra Setting Vaporizer 
(#680215). This small can with an integrated 
vaporizer sets the cosmetics and gives the skin the 
slightly matte but still natural finish that we are 
looking for. It can also be paired with a finishing 
powder. The setting spray isn’t sticky and prevents 
easy removal of makeup by touch. It adds a protective 
screen on the skin. It dries quickly and is resistant to 
humidity. It can even be used as a foundation. If you 
ever applied makeup to a deceased person and found 
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that the skin absorbed the products too quickly, this 
spray will be your savior. 

By spraying the Vaporizer first, you create a 
barrier between the skin and the cosmetics, making 
it so they won’t be absorbed as quickly. The slightly 
matte finish allows the products to adhere well. 
Once I am done with applying the cosmetics, I hold 
the Vaporizer approximately six inches from the face 
and spray a thin layer. You are better off using two 
thin coats than one heavy coat which would take too 
long to dry. You can use a hair dryer to speed up the 
drying process in between coats. Don’t worry, you 
can reapply cosmetics on this protective layer. I also 
love applying this product to the lips because, more 
often than not, the lipstick that family members bring 
in really doesn’t stick well and fades easily. Applying 
a thin layer of this fixative allows the so-called non-
funeral cosmetics to adhere more easily. 

Once the face has been cosmetized, I start 
working on the hands. I always place the left hand 
on top in order to highlight the wedding ring. I use 

the same technique I described above for the base, 
the Kalochrome Cream Adult and moisturizer. I also 
apply more pigment to the knuckles, as on the living 
they are redder than the rest of the hand. In addition, 
special attention must be paid to the nails of the 
deceased. If the family of the deceased did not bring 
nail polish, you can use the pigment of Kalochrome 
Cream Adult to accentuate the nails. Again, I apply 
two thin coats of Ultra Setting Vaporizer to the hands 
to allow the products to stay set for the entire viewing 
period. I can’t count the number of times I have had 
to go to the funeral home on a Saturday morning 
to do cosmetic touch-ups on the hands or faces of 
the deceased because the families had repeatedly 
touched them. I can assure you that with this spray, 
my Saturday mornings have become a lot quieter. 
Those last steps I have described only apply to hands 
exempt of bruises. There are several techniques to 
camouflage bruises, which will be discussed in a 
future article. 

So that was the technique which, in my 
opinion, is the most effective and natural. It’s a 
light and quick way to apply makeup that can be 
done in any workplace. It is essential that we adapt 
our techniques, this way we can demonstrate our 
professionalism to the families and show them that 
we can present the deceased as naturally as possible. 
Always focus on keeping the familiar facial features of 
the deceased as it is the key to reuniting the families 
with their loved one.

Vincent Faucher is a graduate of College 
Rosemont’s Funeral Service Program in 
Montreal Quebec, Canada and is fully 
licensed in Quebec. He is the Quebec sales 
representative for Dodge Canada.
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Over the years, it has been very enjoyable and 
instructive for me to be able to work with many 
different embalmers. I have always believed you can 
learn something from anyone, even though you may 
decide to never use something you have seen. 

Starting early in my career, much of my interest 
was focused on cosmetic applications and restorative 
art. I was fortunate to have an instructor named 
David Otto who was “on loan” from the funeral home 
where he worked to teach at Wayne State University. 
Dave was especially adept at rebuilding facial features 
as well as teaching how to blend cosmetics. Although I 
had worked at a higher volume funeral establishment 
for two years prior to attending mortuary school and 
spent a lot of time in the preparation room, he added 
much to what I had learned during my apprenticeship 
and training. In particular, he taught how to achieve 
the most natural appearance, especially when the 
deceased exhibited severe discolorations or bruising. 

Another mentor, C. Richard Sanders, a Dodge 
presenter for many years, demonstrated multiple 
methods of attaining good cosmetic appearance while 
using opaque cosmetics, which have greatly helped 
me throughout my career. 

My point is, the more knowledge you gain, 
the less difficulty you have when facing professional 
challenges, and we all know that the challenges have 
increased dramatically. 

In my opinion, one of the most challenging 
situations that we encounter, even more frequently 
in the past several years, is bruised or discolored skin 
surfaces. Even when the deceased has died of natural 
causes, it seems that either the hands or the face will 
exhibit some bruising. The use of blood thinners 
exacerbates this situation, and many people are taking 

a reduced dosage aspirin daily to minimize stroke 
potential. I know from personal experience that even 
aspirin will increase bruising. 

In this article, I would like to talk about some 
procedures and products that can help reduce and 
eliminate discolorations while recreating natural 
complexion color. 

Mortuary cosmetic textbooks consistently 
mention that it is easier to camouflage or hide 
discolorations that are lighter in color, rather than 
darker. I think that most individuals who apply 
mortuary cosmetics would agree. Bleaching a 
discoloration will enable the technician to match the 
normal complexion color more easily and with less 
cosmetic, which is always preferred. The bleaching 
can be accomplished either before or after embalming. 
However, you will see a quicker and more dramatic 
result if it is done prior to the arterial injection. In 
many cases you will also see a better result if the 
bleaching is done subcutaneously by hypodermically 
injecting the bleaching agent into the discolored area 
and just beyond its borders. This allows the chemical 
to react with the blood in the discolored area prior 
to it being affected by the embalming solution. 
Hypodermically treating the discolored area rather 
than applying an external “pack” also reduces the 
potential for drying out or chemically burning the 
skin surfaces. Dodge products which work well for 
this purpose are Basic Dryene and Dryene II. Both 
will lighten the area, to the extent that it is lighter 
than the surrounding non-discolored tissue. 

Another method of lightening a bruise and 
making the final cosmetic application easier is by 
“undercoating” the area. To do this, a cosmetic which 
is lighter or more neutral in color is applied to the 

Bleaching can 
be accomplished 
either before or 
after embalming. 
However, you will 
see a quicker and 
more dramatic 
result if it is 
done prior to the 
arterial injection.

Cosmetic Challenges: 
Bruise Treatment

Tim Collison, CFSP, MBIE
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• EPA registered.

15.5 oz. aerosol can
Catalog No. 910100

 Disinfectant Spray

• A hard surface special purpose 
  disinfectant spray for use on cots, 
  phones, door knobs and counters.   
• Effective against HIV, TB, Influenza A 
  and Polio Virus Types 1 and 2.  
• EPA registered.

1 Gallon Jug
Catalog No. 502902

Wavicide

• An excellent high level cold sterilant 
  and disinfectant for preparation
  room instruments.  
• FDA registered.
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If the cosmetic 
that has been 
applied is slightly 
too red, taking 
a clean lip brush 
and spotting in 
small amounts 
of a brown 
tone, then gently 
stippling the lip 
surfaces, will 
often correct the 
problem.

What begins 
as concealing 
a small 
discoloration 
caused by an I.V. 
on the back of 
the hand, ends 
up with cosmetic 
being applied 
halfway up the 
forearm.

darker tissue, then a cosmetic shade matching the 
complexion is applied over it. This technique is 
handy for areas where bleaching may be difficult 
or undesired such as the lip surfaces. The type of 
cosmetic that has worked well for me is one that is 
opaque and dries to a firm surface such as a Perma 
Pigment. When I have used Perma Pigment on 
Caucasian or Asian complexions, Natural has worked 
the best. Undercoat Aerosol can also be used in 
this manner, and if it is going to be used in a small 
area such as the lips, I have sprayed a small amount 
into a paper cup and used a brush for application. 
If an airbrush is going to be used for the cosmetic 
application, undercoating can be done with a lighter 
tone cosmetic, then followed up with the complexion 
color. A cream cosmetic that works well over bruises 
is Dodge Concealer. This opaque cream is off-white in 
color, and when applied in the correct amount, will 
completely hide a dark discoloration. Other toning 
cosmetic colors would be used over the Concealer to 
recreate normal complexion color. 

Some may notice that I have not written 
anything about the technique of “color correction,” 
while many other writers on the subject may. This 
technique involves using the complementary color 
of the discolored area to neutralize the bruise. If 
you look at the color wheel we all saw in mortuary 
school, the complementary colors are directly 
across from each other. As an example, if you have 
a bluish-black discoloration, you use yellowish-white 
cosmetic to neutralize it. I have also seen a green-
tone opaque cosmetic marketed for this purpose, 
which is the complementary shade for reddish 
tones. While this does work in theory, I believe that 
the subtle variations in color that are present in 
normal complexions makes it difficult to recreate a 
normal appearance using this method. Bruises and 
discolorations are also many times multi-hued, and 
not simply black, blue, or red. For me, covering and 
recreating a neutral background on which to work 
has been the easiest and most efficient method. 

Once you have hidden the discoloration and 
established a neutral or lighter color than the 
surrounding tissue, the selection of a cosmetic color 
to reestablish the natural skin tone is where the trial-
and-error part of cosmetic applications begin. In 
my experience, two challenges immediately appear. 
First, selecting the cosmetic(s) which will recreate 
the blend of yellow, brown, and red seen in all 
complexion tones, and second, limiting the cosmetic 
to the discolored area. 

While there are numerous cosmetic colors 
available which have been blended specifically 
to create the perfect match, it is rare that a single 
cosmetic color is going to be a match with the 
surrounding tissue. The usual color flaws that one sees 

in cosmetic application on Caucasians, is too little 
brown (melanin), or too little yellow (carotene). It 
is easy to underestimate the amount of brown in a 
person’s complexion, and often if a small amount of 
Kalochrome Light Brown is applied, it will reduce 
the pasty, artificial appearance that is causing the 
problem. 

One area where this is often true is when 
applying cosmetics to male lip surfaces. If the 
cosmetic that has been applied is slightly too red, 
taking a clean lip brush and spotting in small amounts 
of a brown tone, then gently stippling the lip surfaces, 
will often correct the problem. 

The other common cause of an artificial 
appearance is when a cosmetic such as Natural or 
Suntan Kalon Pigment is being used, and the result 
is the covered area looking flat or pasty. Peach and 
Tangerine Kalon Pigment both contain a higher 
yellow content, and when blended in with the 
colors previously mentioned, help create the missing 
carotene content. 

I believe most of us have experienced the 
situation where we are successful in covering a 
discoloration but have difficulty finding a place to stop 
in the surrounding tissue. What begins as concealing a 
small discoloration caused by an I.V. on the back of the 
hand, ends up with cosmetic being applied halfway 
up the forearm. The goal for the cosmetician should 
be keeping the borders of the concealing cosmetic 
within ¼” – ½” of the discoloration itself. Since we 
are trying to match the surrounding unbruised tissue, 
the intensity of the cosmetic needs to be reduced to 
eliminate the line of demarcation. If you are working 
with a small, confined bruise, I would recommend 
applying any base cosmetic you are planning to use, 
such as Softouch, to the entire skin surface, then 
addressing the discoloration. 

One method which works quite well for limiting 
the cosmetic application for the bruised area is using 
a soft blending brush such as #701722, and, at the 
borders of the discoloration, tap the clean brush onto 
the cosmetic. The brush will pick up a small amount 
of cosmetic off the skin surface. As you move around 
the discoloration, continually clean the cosmetic off 
the brush by wiping it onto a paper towel or piece of 
Webril towel. Moving the brush further away from 
the discoloration peripherally, repeat this process 
until you have created a small margin where the 
cosmetic blends seamlessly into the normal skin 
tissue and there is a minimal line of demarcation. 
Removing excess cosmetic using a clean brush can 
be extremely helpful, especially when too much of 
a red cosmetic may have mistakenly been applied. 
Being able to remove cosmetic from the skin without 
wiping it off and starting again can be very handy. 

Luckily, we see many more small discolorations 
such as those caused by I.V. needles, hematomas, 
and bruises than large ones such as massive trauma 
and jaundice. This allows us additional practice in 
eliminating these issues. While we may rationalize 
that some survivors have seen these problems as the 
decedent has failed over time, correcting them is a 
positive action by you, and restores, in a small way, 
the person they were.

Tim is Vice President of Sales & Marketing 
for Dodge. He is a regular presenter at the 
Dodge Seminars and is a licensed funeral 
director and embalmer in the State of 
Michigan.



Being in the funeral business one is exposed to many 
different hazards. We deal with bloodborne pathogens, 
auto accidents, chemical exposure, threats of violence 
from family situations, and more. But one of the most 
common hazards we face is the dreaded back injury. 
After very little time in the funeral business we learn 
that musculoskeletal injuries happen often.

A Musculoskeletal Disorder (MSD) is a type of 
injury that affects the muscles, nerves, blood vessels, 
tendons, ligaments, connective tissues, and bones. While 
it may be that a back injury is most common, it could 
be a shoulder, hip, wrist, or pretty much any body part 
that gets placed under a strain. This seems to be more 
common as we age and are placed in difficult lifting 
situations more and more often. Everyone says, “People 
are bigger today,” and data seems to back that statement 
up. In the 1960’s the average American male weighed 
around 166 pounds while in 2010 the Centers For 
Disease Control reported the average man’s weight was 
up to 195 pounds. Women also showed an increase in 
both weight and height similar to the men. Knowing the 
difficulties we face due to the nature of this business, we 
need to be prepared before we get into a scenario where 
we possibly wind up injured.

One of the first things to know in lifting is to lift 
with your legs. Do not lift with your back arched but 
bend your knees so that you can keep your back as 
straight as possible. Keep whatever object you are lifting 
as close to your body as possible so that your joints are 
not placed under undue strain. Do not lift and twist 
when lifting a heavy object, whether this happens to be 
a body, a case of chemical, or a church truck. There are 
many scenarios that we face in this business where proper 
lifting technique is called for. In some occupations this 
type of lifting is easier to accomplish than what we are 
faced with. We may be in a small bathroom with a large 
body, and there just isn’t much room to maneuver. 

Do not be afraid to ask for help. We must use 
whatever resources we can to accomplish the task 
before us. In severe cases we may require help. I have 
seen situations where the local fire department has been 
called to the scene to help. This is a great resource for 
the funeral home to utilize and it also helps us to create a 
good relationship with people in the community. Maybe 
after they assist you in a removal you can order a couple 
of pizzas to be delivered to the fire department to show 
your appreciation. Be creative, but let them know you 
appreciate their help. The cost of a pizza or whatever 
you choose to do will be less than the medical bill from 
treatment of a MSD, not to mention your own pain  
and suffering. 

There are products on the market that are designed 
to ease our situations when it comes to lifting. One of 
these products is something that no funeral home should 
be without. A Smooth Mover is a product that has proved 
its usefulness many times over. It can be used to slide a 
body onto a cot or into a casket. It is available in a 18” 
wide model (#940101) in stock at Dodge or a 22” wide 
model (#940100) that is available as a drop ship from 
the manufacturer. Every cot in your funeral home should 
be equipped with one of these products.

Another item that has entered the market is the 
Deluxe Body Sled with Restraints (#940206). It is made 

of a slick material that can be easily disinfected for body 
spills. This product can be used to navigate areas where 
bulky and rigid equipment just will not fit. The body 
can slide instead of being carried which can lessen the 
amount of strain placed on the removal personnel. It can 
be folded and stored in a compact and convenient place 
such as a removal vehicle.

There are lifts available to assist in lifting from cot 
to table and table to casket. One of these is the Sampson 
Heavy Duty Lift (#022300). It comes with nine 4” 
casters that roll with little effort. Of course, the heavier 
the body the more difficult these transfers will be. The 
straps are washable and this lift is also designed as a 
casket lift. This lift has a capacity of 1,000 pounds.

Another lift is the Williams 600 (#022600). The 
Williams model has an adjustable base that can move 
from 24” to 33” to assist in fitting under embalming 
tables with different bases. This lift has a capacity of  
600 pounds.

Transferring a casket from a church truck/show 
room truck to a bier can be a challenge when one is 
alone. We have all been there when one crew has worked 
a funeral and left for the cemetery and you have to get 
ready for the next service and there just isn’t any help 
available. The Casket Lift Jacks (#022100) are available 
to assist in these transfers. They can move from 18-24” 
with simple pushes from a handle. 

The Mortuary Lift Company makes a lift that is 
attached to your ceiling joists. This lift is capable of lifting 
1,000 pounds and is convenient to use. Many of our prep 
rooms are already cramped for space so this lift can be 
a great choice. While the price of this lift is considerably 
higher than many of the others, it does have some distinct 
advantages. Being mounted above the table means it is 
never something that takes up valuable storage space. 
You can purchase tracks which allow the lift to move 
to different parts of the room for an easier process of 
casketing the body while not worrying nearly as much 
about rolling the casket into another object. I hope I am 
not the only person who has had to scramble concerning 
a scratch on a casket due to either my carelessness or 
possibly an uneven floor. Even though the price is higher 
there are some tax advantages with The Mortuary Lift 
Company’s Ultimate 1000. The IRS will allow a tax 
credit for eligible firms. This is through The American 
Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA). As usual with these type 
of things, it’s ALWAYS good advice to contact your tax 
specialist before making this purchase. The Mortuary 
Lift Company or your Dodge representative can provide 
some documentation if needed.   

Lifting heavy objects are a part of the job in death 
care. By using proper lifting techniques and proper 
assisting devices, and asking for help, we may be able to 
avoid missed work time, injuries, and the aggravation 
that all of these things bring. 

If you need to get further info on any of these 
products please contact your Dodge rep for more 
information.

19 Spring 2022

In severe cases 
we may require 
help. I have seen 
situations where 
the local fire 
department has 
been called to the 
scene to help.

We have all been 
there when one 
crew has worked 
a funeral and left 
for the cemetery 
and you have 
to get ready for 
the next service 
and there just 
isn’t any help 
available.

Ouch! My Back 
Went Out! By Greg Arnold

Greg joined Dodge in 2002.  He is the Dodge 
Representative for Kentucky.



Remind Families of your
Comfort Cards to send throughout the first year after a loss to be present in their walk through grief.

Choice of two cards to say  
Thank You for the Privilege  
of Serving Them

For those special times occasions 
that are difficult to face

Comfort Card 
Journey
Send at the  
anniversary of  
the loss

Comfort Card Pet
For those families 
experiencing this special  
type of loss

Care & Concern

Order from your Dodge Company Representative or  call The Dodge Company 800.443.6343

A touch from a caring funeral professional is one of the most 
important gifts a grieving person can receive.   

Your presence will be appreciated and remembered.   
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Send at the loved one’s birthday
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I have lots of t-shirts. I mean an embarrassing number 
of t-shirts. I used to collect them from all the places 
that I traveled so I have shirts from Fargo to Key West 
to New York. But in the past few years I’ve begun 
buying t-shirts with messages on them. They serve 
to remind me to make my inside match my outside.  
As I write this, I’m wearing one that says, “Be Kind.” 
I’m trying. 

One day when I was standing in a ridiculously 
long line at an airport, due to a cancelled flight, with 
only one poor person at the desk to take care of 200 
passengers, I was getting increasingly frustrated and 
agitated. But before I went all “viral angry airport 
passenger,” I remembered that I was wearing a shirt 
that said “LOVE” in huge rainbow colors. Should 
a person who proclaims love on their chest be that 
person who loses their temper at someone who had 
absolutely no control over the situation? No. So, I 
tried to be patient and live up to what I proclaimed. 

But my favorite shirt, the one I always pack for 
trips, simply says, “Be The Change.” It empowers and 
encourages me, even if all I manage to do that day is 
change the ink in my printer. I remember that change 
begins with me. 

So, why are we tiptoeing through my closet? 
Because that very t-shirt is the mantra of my life. No 
matter what my professional or personal involvements 
have been, I have always tried to see the needs and be 
the change to make it better, and to find like-minded 
journeyers who will walk with me. The reason that 
this has been the trajectory and path of my life is that 
I was raised by parents who modeled that attitude 
throughout our lives. Acceptance, engagement, 
vision, and courage are all attributes that I learned at 
the kitchen table. 

There are only four people in the world who are 
lucky enough to say that Doug Manning is their father. 
When I was younger and people would say, “Oh, 
you’re Doug Manning’s daughter,” I would bristle. I 
have a name and identity, not just “Doug’s daughter.” 
But, the older I get, the more I realize how powerful 
that designation is and how proud I should be to say, 
“Yes, yes I am.” 

I would not be where I am today without Doug’s 
guidance and dedication to the world of grief and 
funeral service. He is the one who took the brave step 
to leave the comfort of 30 years of pastoral ministry to 
follow his calling into working, counseling, writing, 
and speaking about life transitions. When he first 
established InSight Books, Barbara and Doug were 
selling his books out of his garage, clinging to the 
belief that he was making a change in the world. It was 
scary but they would not be discouraged. 

Fifteen years later, when Doug had established 
his company, selling thousands of books a year and 
traveling all over the world, they took the next 
brave, or foolish, step of bringing InSight Books to 
Oklahoma City and turning it over to three of their 
daughters. My sister Cindy and myself had never been 
involved in their publishing company. Sister Kathy had 
been working with them creating the InSight Books 
newsletter while living in Missouri, but she was not 
familiar with the day to day of publishing. We truly 
knew nothing about anything. We weren’t even sure 
we could name all the titles of his books. 

But they trusted us to find their same passion 
and dedication to the work and to figure out all the 
intricacies and details of running an international 
publishing company. So, we learned how to print 
a book, sell a book, ship a book. But beyond that, 
we learned about the deep changes that Doug was 

Be The Change

By Glenda Stansbury and Doug Manning

I would not be 
where I am 
today without 
Doug’s guidance 
and dedication 
to the world of 
grief and funeral 
service.

(L to R: Doug, Glenda, & Arnold)
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When the 
study of grief 
overwhelmed my 
life, I immediately 
understood 
the value and 
importance of the 
funeral and the 
funeral director 
in the lives of 
grieving families.

We had no 
idea how vital 
Celebrants would 
become. The 
“Nones,” as folks 
with no affiliation 
are called, are 
now larger than 
any religious 
group.

trying to present to the world by understanding the  
grief experience. 

Then, when Doug brought home the idea of 
Celebrants, my world changed in ways that I could 
never have predicted. Hitting the road with the 
training, going back to school to achieve my funeral 
director/embalmer’s license, teaching in mortuary 
schools, and serving as a Celebrant for thousands of 
families became my calling for being the change in the 
world. None of which would have happened, if Doug 
didn’t first see the need and search for the answers. 

Doug wrote for this magazine for almost two 
decades, and the Dodge Company gave him a platform 
for his messages of change and vision. The very 
first article about Celebrants appeared in The Dodge 
Magazine and the Dodge Company has always been 
supportive of the Celebrant movement. When Doug 
began to slow things down in his life, he bequeathed 
this space to me and, thankfully, the Dodge Company 
allowed me to continue the family tradition of offering 
ideas, discussions, considerations, and occasional rants 
about improving funeral service. 

So, on the occasion of Doug turning 90 in May of 
this year, I told him that it was time for him to come 
out of retirement and make a return appearance to 
share his perspective from forty years in the business 
of change. So, here’s Doug. 

FORTY YEARS TOGETHER
It may be fate or divine intervention or, perhaps, 

just luck but I have been rather closely connected to 
funeral service most of my life. A high school friend 
became an apprentice at the local funeral home and 
was often there alone at night and, when I would join 
him, two teenage boys were loose in a funeral home. 
You can let your imagination complete that story. 
Needless to say I learned a lot. 

The first church I served after college was across 
the street from the funeral home and I became friends 
with the director. I sat with him while he embalmed 
bodies. I volunteered to help while his staff was on 
vacation, which included working funerals and making 
removals. That funeral home had the ambulance 
service in town, so I did those calls as well. 

From that time on, every church I served had a 
funeral director as a member so I got to be the guy they 
called to do funerals when the family had no church 
connection. So, I have maintained a connection and a 
respect for funeral service most of my life. 

When the study of grief overwhelmed my life 
and the understanding of how devastating unresolved 
grief can be led me to begin writing and speaking on 
the subject and, ultimately, to change my career, I 
immediately understood the value and importance 
of the funeral and the funeral director in the lives of 
grieving families. I turned to funeral service and they 
took me in, for which I am very grateful. Now I have 
been given the chance to reminisce about this forty-
year journey together. May I share some of the more 
meaningful events and experiences?

THE DODGE FAMILY
I had the important and life changing opportunity 

to meet and become friends with Arnold and Mike 

Dodge, two of the best men I have ever known. We 
bonded immediately and began long conversations 
about the condition and future of funeral service. 
There were challenges on the horizon that were of 
deep concern to us. Cremation was beginning to 
crawl from West to East and no one knew what it 
would bring. 

The Dodge Company was rightly concerned 
for economic reasons. I was concerned because I 
believed then, and still do, that from the standpoint 
of healthy grieving it is important for the family to 
view the bodies of their loved ones and I feared very 
few would have the body prepared before cremation. 
From the perspective of our experience, I think I was 
correct in that fear. Denial is the enemy of healthy 
grieving and viewing the body is a kind and natural 
way to face reality. Not to view leaves too much 
to the imagination which inevitably intensifies the  
grief experience.

My company has been in business with The 
Dodge Company for over thirty years without a 
contract of any kind ever signed. I shook hands with 
the two brothers and that is better than any contract 
ever written. They are now gone, but the family and 
the company remain the same. What a great group  
of people. 

AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND
Speaking for the Dodge Seminars led to my being 

invited to speak in Australia and, later, in New Zealand 
and falling in love with both countries. I went there 
full of ideas to share, I came home humbled and full of 
information that changed my life and, hopefully, had 
an impact on funeral service here. 

I bumped into professionals called Civil 
Celebrants, and discovered that both countries had 
fairly low involvement in church memberships. The 
people had complained that all of the weddings and 
funerals were religious experiences that did not fit 
their lifestyles so the government started licensing 
non-clergy people to do these services, which became 
a very successful program in both countries. 

I realized immediately that not only did we have 
a growing number of people who were not affiliated 
with any church, we also had a growing problem with 
the sameness and meaninglessness of the traditional 
funeral. Clergy seemed to be locked in to either trying 
to convert those who attended the funeral, or to 
traditions that had little meaning to grieving families. 
Celebrants seemed to be the perfect answer to the 
problem that, if not corrected, would kill the funeral. 

Fortunately, my daughter Glenda Stansbury was 
well schooled in designing and developing meaningful 
trainings and she took the idea of Celebrants and we 
started what has become a twenty-two year effort  
of making funerals meaningful and healing for families 
in grief. 

Our first training was held at Mt. Ida College 
in The Dodge Auditorium with the Dodge family 
sitting at the back, becoming part of history. They 
thought they were just there to see an interesting new 
presentation that Doug had come up with. No one in 
that room realized the change that was to come. 

We had no idea how vital Celebrants would 
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Glenda Stansbury, CFSP, MALS is the Dean of 
the InSight Institute of Funeral Celebrants, VP 
of InSight Books, adjunct professor for UCO 
Funeral Service Department and a practicing 
Certified Funeral Celebrant. You can contact her 
at celebrantgs@gmail.com

become. The “Nones,” as folks with no affiliation 
are called, are now larger than any religious group. 
Hopefully we have provided a way to meet the new day 
we now are in. Some people thought it was strange that 
a former Baptist minister was advocating for funerals 
that were not based in denominational traditions or 
liturgy. We were just advocating for funerals that fit 
people, whatever that meant. And, gradually over 
the years, funeral service has recognized the need and 
embraced the change that we were offering. 

So we have walked together for forty years and 
I turn ninety in a couple of months. I still believe 
passionately in the value of the funeral. I still believe 
in the role and healing touch funeral directors can 
learn to be and, if we have a future, must learn to be. 
We are facing great changes, if not upheavals, in our 
world, but we have done so in the past and somehow 
survived. It may sound dire, but we have one great 
thing that will save and sustain us. 

Who else will get up in the middle of the night 
to go to a stranger’s home to give respect and care to 
a loved one who has died? Who else will shepherd a 
family and hold their hands when everything becomes 
too much? Who else is willing to put their own 
personal health at risk to take care of a world gripped 
by a pandemic? Who else will be the change we need 
to see in the world? 

One of my other favorite t-shirts says, “Fight 
for the things you care about but do so in a way that 
will lead others to join you.” I think we can all agree  
that Doug has done this in a remarkable way for his 
entire life. 

Thank you, Dodge Company, for being such a 
wonderful partner and ally in this journey with Doug 
and InSight Books. Your company is making a change 
in funeral service every day. 

So, we celebrate Doug and his willingness to be 
the change. If you would like to send Doug a birthday 
card to thank him for all he has shared with funeral 
service, please feel free to mail it to InSight Books, 
PO Box 42467, Oklahoma City, OK 73123. Or email 
InSight Books at ordersandinfo@insightbooks.com and 
we’ll pass them along to Doug. Now I’m off to buy a 
new t-shirt. Take care and be kind.

Doug Manning is the founder and president of 
InSight Books.  For over 40 years Doug has been 
a renowned author and speaker in the areas of 
grief and elder care, writing over 36 books.  He is 
the co-founder of the InSight Institute for Funeral 
Celebrant Training and trained Celebrants 
with Glenda Stansbury for 15 years before his 
retirement.  Doug is still active and writing and 
counseling from his home in Oklahoma City.
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On May 24, 1861, the first officer of the Union 
Army was killed in the Civil War. 

Colonel Elmer Ephraim Ellsworth, described 
by President Abraham Lincoln as the “greatest little 
man I ever knew,” was killed in Alexandria, Virginia 
at the age of 24. 

His was also the first embalmed body to lay in 
honor at the White House. 

Born on April 11, 1837, in Malta, New York, 
he grew up in nearby Mechanicville. His dream was 
of a military career and to attend West Point. Non-
stellar grades and a lack of family funds did not allow 
that goal to transpire. 

In 1854, Ellsworth worked in a patent office. 
He became engaged to a young lady, Carrie Spafford, 
the daughter of a civic leader and businessman. Her 
father agreed to the marriage only if he could show 
that he was financially capable of supporting his wife 
and eventual family. Ellsworth decided on the law 
but his military aspirations were persistent. 

Ellsworth wanted to recruit new members of 
a militia he wished to form and the Zouaves were 
the troops Ellsworth wanted to emulate. These 
soldiers of the French Army, fighting in the Alps, 
were described by General George McClellan as the 
“the finest light infantry that Europe can produce,  
the beau ideal of a soldier.” 

Ellsworth took to the principles of the Zouaves. 
The drills were tough, and the soldiers had to  
show integrity. 

A New York Times reporter, reviewing an 
exhibition of the newly named United States Zouave 
Cadets observed, “The drill is most arduous, but, 
not withstanding, every movement, no matter how 
complex, is executed to perfection.” 

Ellsworth and his cadets gave an exhibition of 
their physical skills and their keen drill capabilities on 
July 4, 1859. A member of the audience, Abraham 
Lincoln, was impressed with the leadership and 
command skills of Ellsworth. He learned that 
Ellsworth was studying law and offered him a job as 
a clerk in his law office. 

He moved to Springfield, Illinois to work 
in Lincoln’s law office. When Lincoln became a 
presidential candidate, Ellsworth worked on his 
campaign. When Lincoln was elected, Ellsworth 

followed him to Washington, DC. 
When he was clerking for Lincoln in Illinois, 

he studied the military. He became the leader of the 
National Guard Cadets, a drill team located in the 
Chicago area. His command of the cadets turned the 
soldiers into a fine-tuned group. 

Ellsworth became a close member of the Lincoln 
family and, when in Washington, stayed in the family 
residence at the White House. The Lincolns looked 
at him as an adopted son and the younger Lincoln 
boys as their older brother. (Robert Todd Lincoln 
was off serving in the War.) 

Civil War Zouave companies had varying 
uniforms, in the style of the Algerian soldiers, 
dependent on materials available in their area. 
Ellsworth’s uniform design was a blue jacket, 
trimmed in orange and red, a red sash, loose  
red trousers, and flat-topped, short visor caps with 
gold braid. 

Elmer Ellsworth had become a celebrity. 
His good looks and locks of wavy hair made him 
popular with girls, his military performance made 
him a model for young men, and adults admired the 
clean-living style he enforced on his men. Dolls of 
Ellsworth were made. Young Tad Lincoln had one, 
whom he named “Jack.” Tad and Willie Lincoln 
loved to watch Ellsworth and his men drill. 

He was offered several positions in the Lincoln 
administration, but his passion was still for the 
military and military command. He returned to his 
home state of New York and formed the 11th New 
York Infantry Regiment. Many of the recruits were 
volunteer firemen, earning them the nickname of 
“Fire Zouaves.” 

The 11th New York Infantry Regiment was 
brought by Ellsworth to Washington to be sworn 
into federal service on May 7. Ellsworth was 
promoted from second lieutenant to Colonel. The 
famed downtown Washington Willard Hotel caught 
fire. The “Fire Zouaves” rushed to the burning hotel 
and put out the fire, sometimes standing on each 
other’s shoulder for access in lieu of a ladder. The 
city was impressed with their fearlessness and skill. 

On May 23, 1861, Virginia voted for secession. 
Orders were given to seize the city of Alexandria. 
On May 24th, one thousand Federal soldiers ferried 
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across the Potomac, Colonel Ellsworth and his Fire 
Zouaves among them. Ellsworth sent a company 
to control the railroad station, and more men to 
the telegraph station. The Marshall House, on the 
corner of King and Pitt Streets, displayed a very large 
Confederate flag from the roof. They had spied this 
flag with binoculars before the crossing. Ellsworth 
took four men into the hotel and ascended to the 
roof, where Ellsworth cut down the flag, hoping 
to present it to the President. As he walked down 
the stairs, James W. Jackson, owner of the Marshall 
House appeared with a double barrelled shotgun and 
fired one barrel into Ellsworth’s chest, killing him 
instantly. Private Francis E. Brownell raised his rifle 
as Jackson fired the second barrel and missed. But 
Brownell did not miss. Jackson began to fall, and 
Brownell finished him with a bayonet. Brownell was 
later promoted to corporal and eventually received 
the Medal of Honor. 

Lincoln was devastated. He ordered Ellsworth’s 
body be returned to the White House, and he was 
embalmed by Dr. Thomas Holmes, a Captain in 
the Union Army Medical Corps at the Washington 
Navy Yard. Holmes had offered his services for free. 
Holmes had refined embalming fluids from their high 
level of arsenic to a safer fluid. 

Ellsworth lay in honor and many mourners, 
including Mary Lincoln, thought he looked like he 
was resting. After a White House funeral, he was 
returned to New York where he lay in honor at  
New York City Hall. He was buried in his  
hometown of Mechanicville, New York in the  
Hudson View Cemetery. 

President Lincoln wrote to Ellsworth’s parents, 
“What was conclusive of his good heart, he never 
forgot his parents…In the hope that it may be no 
intrusion upon the sacredness of your sorrow, I have 
ventured to address this tribute to the memory of 
your brave and early fallen child. May God give you 
that consolation which is beyond all earthly power.” 

Lincoln was so impressed with the appearance 
of Colonel Ellsworth, he asked the practice of 
embalming to be extended through training to help 
other families be able to see their loved one or at 
least bury them in their hometown. Reportedly over 
40,000 families paid a fee, said to be $30-$50, to have 
their fallen soldiers embalmed and returned. The 
Army stepped in when some embalmers were trying 
to charge as much as $80-$100. A bill was introduced 
to establish a military corps of embalmers. The bill 
did not pass. In 1865, embalmers were supposed to 
be licensed by the Army to embalm soldiers from  
the battlefield. 

William Wallace “Willie” Lincoln, the eleven-
year-old son of the President, died on February 20, 
1862, presumably from typhoid fever. His younger 
brother, Thomas “Tad,” recovered from typhoid 
fever but died in 1871 at the young age of 18, 
presumably of tuberculosis. The typhoid probably 
came from the Potomac River, the water source for 
the White House, where soldiers and their horses 
made use of the river. The Lincolns had lost another 
son, Edward Baker Lincoln, who had died at age four 
in 1850 from tuberculosis or possibly cancer. 

The President lamented Willie’s death, “My 
poor boy, he was too good for this earth. God has 
called him home. I know that he is much better off 
in heaven, but then we loved him so. It is hard, hard 
to have him die!”

The White House sent out a statement, “The 
White House is sad and still, for its joy and light have 
fled with little Willie. He was a very bright child, 
remarkably precocious for his age, and had endeared 
himself to everyone who knew him.”

Wille’s remains were entrusted to the firm of 
Brown and Alexander, Surgeons and Embalmers, on 
Pennsylvania Avenue, near 11 St., in Washington. 
Henry P. Cattell was the stepson of Dr. Charles 
Brown’s brother. Three years later, he would 
embalm the president. Willie was laid out in the 
White House Green Room in a flower covered 
metallic casket, name and dates of birth and death on 
a silver plate on the lid. 

The poet Nathaniel Parker Willis described 
Willie’s appearance. “He lay with eyes closed - his 
brown hair parted as we had known it - pale in the 
slumber of death, but otherwise, unchanged, for he 
was dressed as if for the evening, and held in one 
of his hands, crossed upon his breast, a bunch of 
exquisite flowers…” 

The East Room was the setting for the funeral 
at 2 PM. The Rev. Dr. Phineas Gurley of the New 
York Baptist Church, where Willie attended Sunday 
School, officiated. There was a horrible storm 
outside in Washington. The gloom of the storm 
matched Mary Lincoln’s disposition as her grief was 
inconsolable. She faced her loss in her room, refusing 
outside comfort and condolence. She was not present 
for his funeral nor his burial. 

When the funeral cortege arrived at Oak Hill 
Cemetery in Georgetown, Willie’s casket was taken 
to a small chapel on the cemetery grounds for a short 
scripture service. His casket was placed in the Carroll 
family vault. The Carroll family were friends of the 
Lincolns and agreed to allow Willie to be there until 
the Lincolns returned to Illinois. 

His secretary John Hay noted the change in the 
President. “His bereaved heart seemed afterwards 
to pour out its fullness on his youngest child.” On 
the day President Lincoln was assassinated, he told 
Mary, “We must both be more cheerful in the future. 
Between the war and the loss of our darling Willie 
we have been very miserable.” 

On Good Friday, a relaxed President and Mrs. 
Lincoln attended a comedic play, Our American 
Cousin, at Ford’s Theater. John Wilkes Booth shot 
the President. President Abraham Lincoln died April 
15, whether at 7:20 or 7:22 is disputed. 

The Washington Post reported, “Yesterday 
morning Drs. Brown and Alexander were sent 
for to embalm the body of President Lincoln. The 
embalming process was performed by Mr. Harry 
Cattell, an employee of the above mentioned firm, 
who also embalmed little Willie Lincoln, son of 
the President, in February 1862. The body was 
embalmed in the late President’s own bedroom in 
the west wing of the Executive Mansion, fronting 
on Pennsylvania Ave. Among those in attendance 
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during the process were Vice-President Johnson, 
General Augur, General Pucker, and the attending 
physicians of the lamented deceased.” 

Abraham Lincoln, through his life’s tragedies, 
saw the value of the embalmer. The opportunity 
to be with the one who is lost. The convenience 
of having the final services where you want, when 
you want, without the worry of Mother Nature’s 
advances. His good friend and valiant soldier, Elmer 
Ellsworth, was able to lay in honor, and to be 
honored. Embalmed little Willie Lincoln was able to 
be properly mourned by his family. Many families, 
who lost their loved ones in the War were able to 
receive them home for honor and closure. 

Lincoln’s funeral train, covered 180 cities, 
seven states, and 1654 miles, and allowed a nation, 
stunned by the death of their President, to begin to 
heal. His train also carried the body of his son Willie, 
who would join his father in burial in Illinois. Their 
embalming allowed that. 

Abraham Lincoln wanted his friend, Colonel 
Elmer Ellsworth to be present when he was honored 
at services at the White House and burial in New 
York. He wanted his son Willie to be seen after his 
death and temporary entombment. After his own 
death, the Lincoln funeral train allowed the public 
to mourn. 

Lincoln gave value to embalming that set a 
precedent for high profile funerals and for all families 
to have that valuable opportunity to mourn. 

Steve Palmer has been in funeral service for 
over 40 years. He has worked in Massachusetts 
and California and owned a funeral home in 
Arizona for 20 years. He is still active with  
the firm.
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It was on a November afternoon that Mary Garvey, 
my Girl Friday, ushered a rather shabby little old lady 
into my office. “Mr.  Burke?” the visitor asked, then 
stood there staring at me, rubbing her black cotton-
gloved hands over each other as if she washed them 
with invisible soap and water.

“Yes,” I told her. “What can I do for you?”
She swallowed once or twice, looked away, 

then back at me, and seemed to have some difficulty 
finding words. Finally, “You have Commander 
Dirkson’s body here?” she asked, almost quaveringly.

“Yes,” I answered. “Did you wish to see him?”
“I –” she began, then paused and swallowed 

before continuing. “I wonder if you’d do me a great, 
great favor?”

“If I can, I will,” I promised. “What is it you 
want?”

“A lock of his hair!”
“What’s that?” I answered sharply. “You want –”
“Yes. Oh, yes sir. I want it so much!” She opened 

the poor, cheap handbag hanging from her wrist, 
rummaged in it a moment, and brought out a little 
envelope, worn brittle with the years and exuding a 

faint odor of lavender. “I want it to go with this,” she 
told me as she drew out a little curl of baby-blond 
hair tied with a wisp of blue ribbon. “It’s all I’ll have 
to remember him by. Please, please let me have it, 
Mr. Burke!”

In my 50 years and more of practice, I’ve had a 
lot of strange requests, but this seemed the strangest 
of the lot.  “Sit down,” I told her, and when she’d 
seated herself on the extreme edge of the chair facing 
my desk, I went on, “Whatever do you want such a 
thing for?”

“He - he was my baby,” she answered almost 
dully.

I began to think a harmless lunatic had found 
her way into my office. The young naval officer’s 
parents, retired Admiral and Mrs. Eric Dirkson, had 
made the funeral arrangements; yet there sat this 
rather threadbare little woman affirming he had been 
her baby. “Just what do you mean?” I demanded.

“He was mine,” she answered. “Flesh of my flesh 
and bone of my bone. I guided his first baby steps, I 
watched him grow to manhood, and though he never 
called me Mother –”

The Greater Glory
By Jerome Burke
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“You were his nurse?” I broke in. 
“Yes, sir, I was his nurse; the only one he ever 

had, but I was also his mother.” Then, speaking 
slowly, almost as if she repeated a narrative she’d 
learned by heart, she told me.

*      *      *

Back in 1917, when everyone was whistling or 
singing Over There, and America was preparing to 
fight its first real war since Appomattox, Florence 
Underhill had been an entertainer at the Bamboo 
Glades. Every night, dressed in a straw skirt and very 
little else, she had padded barefoot across the dance 
floor singing rather silly songs which rhymed moon, 
spoon, and June, and going through contortions 
supposed to imitate the movements of Hawaiian hula 
dancers. Male members of the audience were mere 
faceless components of an undistinguishable crowd 
until one evening she noticed a young aviator seated 
at a ringside table and taking more than a casual 
interest in her act. He was there the next night and 
the next, and on the fourth night a waiter handed 
her a note from him. Would she meet him after the 
last show? Everyone was eager to “do his bit” in the 
war effort, and it seemed to Florence that dating the 
handsome young officer in his well-tailored uniform 
would be a pleasant way of doing hers. 

They had great times together. Whenever he 
could get a leave from Minneola, they rode through 
the Jersey and Westchester hills in his Stutz Bearcat, 
they lunched at little restaurants along the Boston and 
Albany Post Roads, they went to matinees and the 
movies; they did everything two youngsters intent 
on cramming the happiness of a lifetime into a few 
days could be expected to do. The situation was not 
unique. Since the days when the Greeks sailed to 
besiege Troy - and before - when soldiers and women 
are brought together in such circumstances, when life 
has to be lived moment by moment, and the future 
holds nothing but the uncertainty of battle, there have 
been just such cases. Young Lieutenant Timberlake 
had received orders to report at San Antonio, and one 
night when an autumn calm lay over the countryside, 
and brighter moonlight than either of them had ever 
seen before cast a hypnotic glow about them, desire 
and love-hunger proved a stronger combination than 
they could resist. 

Three months later Florence wrote him, and his 
response was instant. He would apply for a leave and 
come back North to marry her. The day before his 
leave became effective his plane crashed, killing him 
and his co-pilot.

*      *      *

She had no idea where to turn when the baby 
was born. She was just a little past 18, without funds 

or friends, and through force of circumstance unable 
to earn a living for herself and her child. Finally, 
she agreed to let the little boy be adopted by “nice 
people,” clipped a lock of hair from his head, and 
went from the hospital, determined never to see 
him again. 

But the longing to be near him, even though she 
might not claim him, grew with each passing week, 
and after she had managed to find out the name of his 
foster parents, she applied for a job as nursemaid with 
Lieutenant and Mrs. Dirkson. 

Ten years went by. She saw him grow from 
babyhood to childhood, then to youth and young 
manhood. Finally, he graduated from Annapolis and 
became a Naval aviator. Promotions came quickly 
after Pearl Harbor, and by V.J. Day he had received 
his third stripe. 

The war was over, he was coming home on 
leave. She’d see him once more, be near him, take 
pride in his young-man’s beauty; maybe feel his arms 
about her and his lips on hers, for he was genuinely 
fond of his “old nurse.” But –

They were testing out a catapult on one of the 
new carriers, and Commander Dirkson was elected 
to make the test flight. Somehow, the machinery 
malfunctioned, and his plane went nose-down 
into the ocean. Now he lay in one of my reposing 
rooms with the flag draped across his casket and the 
candlelight shining on his service ribbons. “If only you 
could see your way clear to letting me have a lock - 
just one little lock - of his hair to go with this one I’ve 
kept ever since I let him go,” she pleaded. “It isn’t 
very much I’m asking, sir, and-”

“Come on,” I told her almost roughly. “Let’s go 
up and get it. There’s no one in there now, and this 
may be our last chance.”

*      *      *

St. George’s Church was filled to overflowing at 
the services next day. As we paused at the entrance 
while the detail of enlisted men moved the casket 
from the carrier to the waiting gun carriage, the naval 
band broke into a hymn tune:

Eternal Father, strong to save, 
Whose arm hath bound the restless wave... 
Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee
For those in peril on the sea!

There was majesty and glory in the scene as the 
grand notes of the great hymn boomed out and the 
early-winter sunlight glinted on bayonets and rifle 
barrels when the escort came to Present Arms, but I 
was thinking of a greater glory. Thinking of the little, 
bowed old woman who sat in a rear pew and looked 
into my eyes as I led the procession down the aisle. 
She had raised one hand to the bosom of her shabby 
dress; and I knew that underneath the fabric rested 
two locks of hair, and the little smile she gave me as 
her eyes met mine had held the light that never was 
on land or sea.
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